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Abstract

Self Help Groups as a mode of empowering people became popular in the present century. In India, Self
Help Groups or SHGs represent a unique approach to financial intermediation. The approach combines
access to low-cost financial services with a process of self-management and development for the women
who are SHG members.By questioning the intense issues like do these financial interventions either through
NGOs or Government agencies automatically opens the space for women or empowers them? The study
re-inspects the concept of empowerment and Self Help Groups and their linkages. This study reveals that
SHGs have enhanced the status of women as participate decision makers and beneficiaries on the
democratic-economic-social and cultural spheres of life and sensitized the women members to take active
part in socio economic progress of rural area. These findings are discussed in light ofhow SHGs can play
an effective role in achieving empowerment of women and achieving the long-cherished objectives of
poverty alleviation and rural development throughSelf-Help Group movement from vantage point of rural
women in Odisha who have peculiar socio-political existence.
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Introduction:

Women have a distinct role to play in the development of a nation. As a mother she shapes the personality
and character ofher children; thus, the character of the nation. As a housewife, she maintains the productivity
of the human capital for making a valuable contribution to the national economy. Empowerment of women,
therefore, has become a dominant feature of our development agenda. ‘Empowering women’ implies
developing them as more aware humans who are socially developed, politically active and economically
productive. Moreover, this development would enable them to make judicious choices and intelligent
decisions in matters that affect their lives. It helps women to become more aware of their constitutional and
legal rights and of the opportunities available for them to make their lives better. Precisely speaking,
empowerment helps women to evolve as workers, citizens and human beings. It serves as a powerful
instrument for them to attain upward social and economic mobility and enhance status in society. Hence, it
is pertinent to understand the concept of ‘empowerment’.
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The term ‘empowerment’ is widely used in the context of women’s development for more than two decades.
It is implicit in the concepts like ‘welfare’, ‘uplifitment, ‘development’ and ‘emancipation.’ In fact, women’s
empowerment has developed as a suitable substitute for all these terms since nineties. ‘Welfare’ and
‘development’ are the earlier interpretations in the evolution of the term ‘empowerment’. The Human
Development Report 1995, stressed that empowerment is about participation of people. According to this
report, development must be by the people, not only for them. People must participate fully in the decisions
and processes that shape their lives (UN, 1995). The Copenhagen Declaration of the World Summit on
Social Development (WSSD) held in 1995 emphatically reiterated that empowerment requires the full
participation of people in the formulation, implementation and evaluation of decisions determining the
functioning and well-being of societies (Kalpana, 2005). Feminist activists stress that women’s empowerment
should lead to the liberation of men from false value systems prevalent in a patriarchal society. It should
lead to a situation where each one can become a ‘whole being’, regardless of gender, and use their fullest
potential to construct a more humane society for all (Batiwala, 1993). In 1995 United Nations Development
Programme in its Human Development Report states empowerment as one of the four essential components
of the human development paradigm, the others being productivity, equity and sustainability.

The status of women in India has been subject to many great changes over the past few decades. As
‘development’ was interpreted as ‘empowerment’ since nineties, Government of India began to use this
term in administrative documents (Mahajan, 1998). For example 73rd and 74th Constitutional Amendment
was enacted in 1992 to empower women by allowing her ‘public space’, through reservation in the local
bodies (Arjun, 2012). The Government of India had ushered a new era by declaring the year 2001 as
‘Women’s Empowerment Year’ to focus on a vision where women are equal partners to men. The most
common explanation of ‘women’s empowerment’ is the ability to exercise full control over one’s actions.
Empowerment is defined as the process by which women take control and ownership oftheir lives through
expansion of their choices (Banerjee, 2009). It is the process of acquiring the ability to make strategic life
choices in a context where this ability has previously been denied.

The past decades have witnessed some basic changes in the status and role of women in our society. The
shift from viewing women as beneficiaries of welfare to involving women in their own empowerment has
happened (PCI, 2008). Several factors have contributed to this, including international commitments,
pressure from women‘s groups and movements that has contributed to hastening the development process.
The National Policy for Empowerment of Women 2001 aimed at bringing about advancement, development
and empowerment of women in all spheres of life (Das & Sharma, 2013). Government of India has
introduced various women specific development programmes through the Five year plans to make women
the equal partners in development with a view to enhance the status of women. Many developmental
schemes and plans have been launched and implemented to enhance the standard of living of rural women.
However, a close examination of the social and economic status of women, especially in the rural areas
shows unsatisfactory achievements in most human development indicators.

Self-Help Group Model of Empowerment:

Self-Help Group or in short SHG is now a well-known concept. It is now almost two decades old. It is
reported that the SHGs have arole in hastening country’s economic development. SHGs have now evolved
as movement (Das, 2009). The concept of self-help groups serves to highlight the principle “for the people,
by the people and of the people”. The self-help group is the brainchild of Grameen Bank of Bangladesh,
which was founded by Prof. Mohammed Yunus of Chittagong University in the year 1975. In India the
national bank for agriculture and rural development (NABARD) introduced a pilot project commonly
known as SHG linkage project in 1992 with a small beginning in 1992 as a pilot project, the active

RY/! November 2021




I """ THIRD VOICE REALITY AND VISION

participation of government, banks, developments agencies and NGOs has made the SHG movement has
emerged as the world’s largest and most successful network of community-based organizations (Tripathy,
2008). Some experts have pointed out it is a development innovation in its own right, the literature on self-
help group and micro finances relatively one of the youngest. Hence SHG model may be said as a recent
movement and it is the youngest field ofresearch.

Self-Help Groups are primarily micro-finance enterprises initiated by the state as well as Non-State actors.
The state agents such as banks and government departments and non-state agencies like NGOs work for
formation of Self-Help Groups. They are designed to mobilize people to make them financially sound to
some extent, give them some voice and build people’s organizations that will overcome barriers to
participation and empowerment in rural communities. Precisely speaking, central to the ideal of self-help is
group-formation; concept ofa ‘community’ and the development of egalitarian relations among the members
ofa village (Tripathy, 2008). Over the years Self-Help Groups has proved to be the most potent tool in
building human capital among the deprived. Selfrealization and self initiativehas taken shape through this
sustainable development initiative. From an informal group of late eighties these Self-Help Groups have
converted themselves into partners in the Self-Help Group movement in 2 1st century India.

Self-Help groups are voluntarily formed in formal groups. Self-Help groups are voluntarily formed in
formal groups. A SHG consists 0of 10-20 members. The members are encouraged to save on regular basis.
They use the joint resources to meet the credit needs of group members. The groups are democratic in
nature and collectively make decisions since the members are neighbors and have common interest, the
group is a homogenous one and cohesive is one of the characteristic features of the group regular savings,
periodic meetings, compulsory attendance, proper repayment and systematic training are the salient features
ofthe SHG (Dasgupta, 2005). Self-help model incorporates many of the elements of social movement that
seeks to create a political space for women in the community. Underlying this self-help modelis the basic
theme “You are not alone’. It is a quieter way of social protest, non confrontational with society.

Women and Self-Help Groups:

Women in recent years have been participating in different social movements and agitations. In Odisha,
Self-Help Group has emerged over the last decade as one of the fastest growing and most promising
interventions addressing the issues of women’s development and poverty alleviation. Some Non-Government
Organizations pioneered this movement in the mid nineties. In early nineties, CYSD, GramaVikas, PREM
and Fellowship worked for the said purpose (Rath, 2016). Gradually, the concept of Self-Help Group
became popular in the mid-nineties in rural Odisha. Being conscious of'its potential, the state has since then
come forward to strengthen the existing Self-Help Groups and developing new ones in order to give the
Self-Help Group movement a boost.

Self-Help Groups in Odisha:

Empowerment of women is a symbol of development of every human society. It unleashes the hidden
potentials of women. Structural changes and technological progress has drastically changed not only the
living standards of people - men and women, rich and poor, rural and urban, but also has brought changes
in social customs, traditions and beliefs of the society. It has great impact on the status and role of women
in society. Odisha chief minister Naveen Patnaik has announced zero percent interest loan for Self Help
Groups under the Mission Shaktischeme of state Govt. introduced for women’s financial inclusion and
development. Mission Shaktiwas launched in 2001 as project aiming economic empowerment of women
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through Self Help Groups and providing them bank loans at low interest for livelihood opportunities. At
present, around 70 lakh SHGs with 5000 crores saving and 2000 crores annual bank exposure.

Government Initiatives for Self-Help Groups:

Women and Child Development Department of Government of Odisha is the largest promoter of programs
related to women’s empowerment in the state. Women development programs have been introduced in
the state with the objective of social, political and economic empowerment of women. A structured approach
with focus on women’s empowerment came with the lunching of Mission Shakti in 2001. Since then Self-
Help Group approach remained the front runner in carrying forward the WCD Department’s vision and
mission to take the services to the rural women (Pattnaik, 2012). The Self-Help Group program is now
integrated with other programs of WCD Department sexual abuse, health, adolescent development and
capacity building of women. The RMK (RashtriyaMahilaKosh), SGSY and Swayamsidha etc. and of late,
Mission Shakti have influenced the micro-finance scenario in Odisha. Over the past 10-15 years, public
policy on poverty alleviation has focused strongly on micro-finance initiatives through Self-Help Groups
with substantial thrust on subsidy.

Self-Help Group Bank-linkage in Odisha:

A number of financial institutions like NABARD, SIDBI, HDFC, Commercial Banks, RRBs and DCCB
are involved in extending micro finance service in the state. In this bank linkage process, NABARD’s role
is phenomenal. It has been providing such linkage to eligible groups since 1994, in the state. Odisha has
attained substantial progress over the years in Self-Help Groups Bank-linkage program. While 20,553
Self-Help Groups were linked to Banks by 2002, the situation changed substantially and reached to
147,951 by the end of March 2005. It even grew further and by the end of March 2013, 447,199 Self-
Help Groups were linked to banks under the Self-Help Group Bank-Linkage program.

Self Help Group Co-operatives in Odisha:

The state has gone a little farther to unite the Self-Help Groups under cooperatives and federations. It was
thought that federations and co-operative formation by Self-Help Groups would help them to produce and
market their products. Non-Govemment Organization, ‘Adhikar’ played a phenomenal role in the formation
of such cooperatives. A Cooperative society is a voluntary association of persons, primarily designed for
promotion of economic interest of its members with cooperation principle. Government of Odisha enacted
the Self-Help Cooperative (OSHC) Act 2001 expecting to contribute greatly to the women Self-Help
Groups in Odisha. Besides, this Act has imparted legal status to Self-Help Group clusters and federations
for promotion of democratic business enterprises, to be owned, managed and controlled by women.

Self-Help Group Federations:

Many Self-Help Groups have ceased to function once the promoters be it Non- Government Organizations,
Banks or other agencies withdraw their interest in nurturing them. Therefore, in order to make the primary
institutions more fruitful, subsidiary institutions were developed in order to enhance the efficiency ofthe
primary ones. Thus, Self-Help Group Federation emerged as a networking process to. Make development
of women and women Self-help groups sustainable.In all the 30 districts of the state Self-Help Group
federations have been formed at village, block and district level. These federations play a very critical role
in mobilizing Self-Help Groups to link themselves with financial institutions. Federators build solidarity
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among Self-Help Group members by helping them see the Self-Help Group as a part of larger organization.
It also helps to resolve conflicts between Self- Help Groups, and Self-Help Group and banks.

Self-Help Groups used as an Administrative Mechanism:

Development Administration in India has evolved an innovative approach of governance through
participation. It has used the informal groups in rural areas to work as administrative mechanisms to
implement different development programs. The state of Odisha is little proactive in this regard. Odisha
has gone a long way in utilizing the potentials of Self-Help Groups for implementing public policies and
development programmes (Das, 2009). Self-Help Group approach remained the front runner in carrying
forward the vision and mission of the Women and Child Development Department. It has tried to realize
this objective through the Mission Shakti project and the Odisha Livelihood Mission (Mission Shakti,
2017). The main aim of these projects is to facilitate the creation of a conducive environment for women
through selfhelp act, to strengthen the quality of the existing Self-Help Groups in Odisha. It provides
institutional support, technical support, market linkage to this group.

Mission Shakti:

The State introduced the Mission Shakti programme for Women Self-Help Groups. It believes in
empowerment through Self-Help Group mode with saving and credit as its back bone. The main aim of
Mission Shakti is to “Help construct of socioeconomic issues where there is a spirit of co-operation,
where women are appropriately skilled to undertake their choice of activities without hindrances’ or
dependence, where there is leadership development while maintaining gender equality and above all each
having a respect for the values of others and each striving for the good for the greater society”. Women at
large have displayed great strength in the success of the mission due to their positive contribution to the
group dynamics and their natural indication for savings.It is an integrated programme that provides supports
to different stake holders working in the field of women empowerment such as Banks, Non Government
Organizations, and Micro Finance Institutions. In this process much has been achieved in the field of
formation of Self-Help Groups, savings and credit linkages. It has also provided opportunities for self
employment by making use of their own and acquired skill. The programme has formed 5, 30,002 Women
Self-Help Groups comprising of 63, 60, 024 members with a credit advanced Rs. 2722.77crores and
savings 0f Rs.406.27 crores. A total number of 8005 federations at Panchayat, Block and District level
have been formed on the basis oftheir functional compatibility. The mission has been able to provide credit
to 447,199 numbers of Women Self-Help Groups and 292,283 Women Self-Help Groups could go for
repeat finance to the tune of Rs. 1813.27crores.

Involvement of Self-Help Groups in Mid-Day meal Scheme:

Government of Odisha has utilized the women Self-Help Groups to supervise the Mid-Day meal Scheme,
public distribution system, village ponds etc. Government of India has launched Mid-Day Meal scheme to
attract the underprivileged pupil to the primary schools under SarvaSikshyaAbhiyanProgramme since
1995. On 15th August 1995, Government of Odisha also lunched this scheme. Government of Odisha,
took the exampling and innovative move oftagging Women Self-Help Groups for providing Mid-Day
Meal in 2004-05. The Women and Child Development Department have decided to transfer all primary
schools to Women Self-Help Groups for management of Mid-Day Meal. Official statistics reveal that,
64,612 out 60,433 schools are being managed by Women Self-Help Groups.
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These Self-Help Groups could make a visible impact on education, administration, regular monitoring of
children and their learning behavior, direct involvement and sharing of information on school administration
among themselves and family members. In most of the cases, these Women Self-Help Groups have played
very active role in village education committee. Regular monitoring of educational institutions and their
performance has been mostly ensured because of the leadership of these Women Self-Help Groups.

Public Distribution System (PDS):

Women Self-Help Groups have been used to monitor the delivery of goods through the Public Distribution
System (PDS). This has ensured clean and timely distribution of essential goods. Women Self-Help Groups
are being used particularly for retailing and sub-wholesaling of Kerosene. Till now 7486 Women Self-Help
Groups are already engaged as PDS agents in different districts of Odisha. Women Self-Help Groups in
the districts of Dhenkanal, Kalahandi, Koraput, Nawarangpur, Sambalpur, Angul are highly active in the
retailing of Kerosene. The most surprising fact is that these districts happen to be the backward districts of
the State.It has somehow reduced corruption and increased self-confidence in women. Once considered
as a spent force, today women could get strong arena to manage the business activities. Involvement in
Public Distribution System operation helped them to understand and realize the socio-economic condition
ofthe people in their locality. Under Shakti Gram Programme’, launched in 2011, Women Self-Help Groups
were involved in the LPG Gas distribution. Under the scheme Women Self- Help Groups were appointed
as ‘Shakti Dealers’.

Marketing interventions for forward linkages through innovations:

In the last one decade, many initiatives have been taken up by Non-Government Organizations like
Samanwita, Pallishree, Resuce, Pradata, Charms in Kandhamal district in marketing the product of members
of Self-Help Groups. Turmeric powder, chili powder and powdered spices are produced and sold in the
market. Similarly a number of agencies like ManavVikash are producing leaf plates and marketing them
outside Odisha. DarbarSahityaSansad in Khurda district, SamagraBikashParishad in Baliapal are producing
furniture from Golden Grass.

Odisha Rural Development and Marketing Society (ORMAS) is an autonomous body under Panchayati
Raj Department, Government of Odisha that addresses the needs of marketing of Self-Help Group products
in the state. ORMAS is currently engaged in linking up with markets through buyer-seller melas, craft
exhibitions and other such promotional activities. Mission Shakti with the help of ORMAS has been
organizing exhibitions for goods produced by Self-Help Group, to exhibit and sale their products.This new
marketing concept, ‘BAZAR ON WHEEL’, which aims at reaching at the doorsteps of consumers with
products produced by Self-Help Groups. After expansion of ORMAS to all the districts of Odisha, numbers
ofnew products have been identified for marketing and sales-outlets have been opened in the twin city
Cuttack-Bhubaneswar.

Role of SHGs during Corona Pandemic:

In the present Corona Crisis, SHGs are all united in the fight against the Covid 19 virus. The women-led
self-help groups (SHGs) have emerged as effective frontline responders, reaching the last-mile and ensuring
an immediate reliefand socio-economic protection to the most vulnerable. These women’s groups are
playing a critical role in Meeting the shortfall in masks, sanitizers and protective equipment kit, Running
community kitchens, Raising awareness importantly, the SHGs are helping curb rumor and misinformation,
Providing banking and pension services, managing paddy procurement, PDS, overseeing MGNREGS
and various activities in coordination with the state government.
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All these revelations with regard to the Self-Help Group movement is indicative of the fact that the state
has used Self-Help Groups as a mechanism to empower poor masses, particularly women economically.

Conclusion

Women’s involvement in the process of decision making and creating awareness are the most urgent
requirements of'a modern society. Micro Finance through SHGs enhance the quality of status of women as
participants, decision makers and beneficiaries in the democratic, economic, social and cultural spheres of
life. SHGs encourage women to take active part in the socio economic progress of our nation. SHGs bring
out the supremacy of women in moulding the community in the right perspective. Self-Help Groups are fast
emerging as powerful social tool for socio-economic empowerment of the rural poor women in India. In
many instances, they have improved the socio-economic conditions oftheir members by way of positive
impact on income, saving and self confidence. Self-Help Groups serve as an ideal mechanism for bringing
women out of their homes by making them more articulate. The promotion, financing and strengthening of
women Self-Help Groups is an effective way of increasing the productive capacity of women and breaking
‘the cycle of poverty’. The Mission Shakti Project and Odisha Livelihood Mission have worked actively
towards this goal. Consequently, Self-Help Group movement has achieved intensity in the rural households
of'the state over the years. To a large extent, the movement has contributed towards economic and social
empowerment of women.

From the above observation it can be concluded that SHGs can play an effective role in achieving the long-
cherished objectives of poverty alleviation and rural development through their diversified programs. The
formation of common interest groups has had a substantial impact on the lives ofits members. Empowerment
of women and the inculcation of financial training and discipline amongst the poor will undoubted have long
term socio economic benefits. SHGs emerge as an important strategy for empowering women masses and
alleviating poverty. They are an effective strategy for poverty alleviation, women development and social
empowerment. The SHGs have enhanced the status of women as participate decision makers and
beneficiaries on the democratic-economic-social and cultural spheres of life and sensitized the women
members to take active part in socio economic progress of rural area.
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