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Village India leads the Way

These are little-known pockets of resistance,
specks in the country’s vast rural backyard
where inhabitants have been asserting
themselves and putting up a gritty fight for
what’s rightfully theirs and NGOs are
invited and consulted, and every dissent as
well as approval has to be explained. The
gram sabha, however, s strictly for
residents. “This power of the people is very
important to us. There is a government in
New Delhi and another in Mumbai. But for
us the gram sabha is our local government
which is equally important,” explains Tofa,
a school dropout who is now a celebrity of
sort, being invited to deliver lectures to
management students on the magic of
people’s power.

The village’s success story is well
documented. It stood up against an interstate
hydroelectric project that was being planes
in the neighborhood. The project had no
utility for Mendha but would have deprived
them of their source of livelihood. Mendha
fought against it till the proposal was

dropped by the government. Similarly, in
1991, it stood up against the government’s
plan to lease out the forest to a private paper
mill that had worked out a deal to get
bamboo dirt cheap from the forest
department.

“Till the night of April 26, forest
officials were resisting the move to hand
over power to the village. Just a month
before that, when we organized a sale of
bamboo to assert our rights, forest officials
booked cases against us and the local
congress MLA, Dr.Namdeo Usendi, who
purchased bamboo in the symbolic protest.
Even today, thety snoop around raising
objections on the quantity of bamboo we can
cut. Apparently, they are yet to reconcile
with their new roles as facilitators and not
the tormentors they used to be,” says
Hiralal.

With the recognition of its rights,
Mendha is now a showcase of people’s
power that brooks no patronage or
dependence on political bureaucracy.
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