HO controls water? This is a critical issue
in north Bihar today. It is the forward
W caste landlords and moneylenders who
e the thousands of ponds, rivulers and water-

eas in Madhubani, Saharsa, Darbhanga and

4l districts, and exploit the resources to cheir

e Malluhs, a traditional fisherfolk community,
e Musahars, the lowest among the Scheduled
§ and other Dalits living near these water
are fighting to claim their legitimate

of water

e yiclds from traditional waterbodies here are
an expression of social relations and con-
48 they are of socieral achievement. Even the
' of ponds and tanks on their own
tee results and performance for the

 for governments to increase and sustain
ad. Thus, the Bihar Government owns
ilt on its land. And the hshing rights in
ponds, as well as in rivulets and warterlogged
bire to be legally given exclusively to Mallahs

Whose Ponds? Who commands?

PEQPLE'S INITIATIVES

DALIT RIGHTS

Many ponds, rivers and rivulets in Bihar are captured by the rich.
Sometimes the Dalits are able to assert their rights. Mukul Sharma
profiles the ongoing struggle.

and their fishermen cooperative societies or to Dalic
villages located near these water bodies.

These waterbodies, traditional or government-
owned, are not only for warer harvesting, but also
for fishing and other uses. Whether located in towns
or villages, they are targeted, accumulated and
exploited by the rich and the powerful in a variety of

Initiating struggles

“A sttuacion wias hitherto unknown and unheard
of where Mallahs, Musahars and other poor are
working as wage labourers in what are supposedly
their own ponds and ranks, We are challenging this.
In one block alone, Jhanjharpur of Madhubani dis-
trict, Mallahs and Musahars have mken control of
32 government ponds near their villages in the last
year. The ownership and use of over 100 ponds in
this particular block are under contest. We need not
only land reforms, bur water reforms too,” says Me
Deepak Bharati of the Lok Shakd Sangathan, a
social orpanisation of Dalits. The organisation was
founded in 1992 based on the ideals of the late
socialist legend Jaya Prakash Narayan and is initiat-
ing struggles over a number of land and water issues.

Northern Bihar, especially the region locally
called Michilanchal, is full of ponds, streams. rivers

A warer iaggrd’ are fr Bihar phar is vich i resonres.
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and their tributaries. In Madhubani districe alone,
there are more than 1,500 ponds, small and big. As
this region is flooded every year, the water that col-
lects in ponds and rivulets is available in abundance
for fishing almost the whole year.

Also, the shift in the courses of the Kosi, the
Kamala and the Bagmati is a recurring feature which
converts different patches of land into a deep sheet
of water, full of fish. This region supplies fish to
Bihar and other States like West Bengal and Assam.

For the present, the Madhubani district admin-
istration is clear that fishing rights for government
ponds are allocated by leases, The leases are given to
the Fishermen's Cooperative Societies, which allots
the ponds, with the revenue fixed by the
Government, to its members. The ponds are to be
allotted exclusively for the benefit of the Mallahs,
the poor and the downtrodden. There are 20
Fishermen’s Cooperative Societies in Madhubani
district and enly one can exist in each block. Like all
other government-organised cooperatives in the
State, the organisation and management of the fish-
ermen’s socicties faces a deep crisis.

In Andhrathari, although there are about 200
government ponds, only 75 of the nearly 400
Mallah families are members of the Fishermen's
Cooperative Society. The ponds are, by and large,

.........

Fishing rights for government ponds are allocated by leases given to the
Fishermen’s Cooperative Societies, which allot the ponds to their memt
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Mallahs in Huhm' District in front of a pﬂ

.........

controlled by the local rich and landowners, &8
when they are officially being leased o a Mallshy
Musahar. \

There are many ways to appropriate 4 pand, §
Mr. Hari Narayan Harsh, a social activist. The pa
erful continue to caprure a pond with brute force)
they do the surplus land, despite it being owned!
the Government or being leased to somebady di
The landowner takes the lease in his own or hisg
ative’s name with the connivance of the societvsol
cials and the Government agency. L

Bur the most common mode is 1o take the l&
in the name of a Mallah or Musahar whao i
indebted to a landowner/moneylender. It 13 lhq _
ter who controls everything, from granting the j&
to selling the produce. The lease holder works
water worker and, in return, gets a quarter of i
carch.

Sometimes, a poor Mallah has 1o borrow frg
the landowner/moneylender, so that the co
government revenue, seed and feed for the fishes
can be met. In the process, he becomes o wa
labourer. '

An official of the Fisheries Department
Madhubani says candidly: “Today the Mallshe ¢
not benefit much from the cooperatives. There i
cooperative caucus operating here in the name ofth



ermen. The Mallahs' poverry, illiteracy, indebi-
s and landlessness lead to situations, where
are mostly losers in spite of heavy production
le of fish in the local and outside market,”

lagers fight back

The Lok Shakri Sanghatan has started question-
jand confronting this siruation. The dalit villages
i are asscring their rights, Soharai Brahamotar
ge of Mallahs, Musahars and Kumbhars in
naur block of Madhubani district. All the 250
lies of the village
bndless, except the
d on which their
pes  stand.  Mrs,
i Devi, an agri-
gl labourer, says,
ive on wage
pur or on fishing,
& migrate (o

b, Haryana and
T

Wi pond, a gov-
ment pond measur-
gven acres, touches
willage on one side.
& willagers  were
g this pond for
iy years, through a
firom the coopera-
In the lare 19805,
' r with a lot
political clour got
gase in the name of
gutsider, Mr. Ajij
b "One day he
iwith many peo-
il told us to stop
g We stopped,
gur children would
jete for small fish, swimming and playing. One
ey were beaten badly, We complained to the
filstrarion, but nothing came of it,” recollecrs
Americi Devi,

(March 1993, the women of the village took
fitiative. It was an-all women meeting, organ-
by Mrs. Somani Devi, Mis. Americi Devi and
Bulia. They decided that outsiders and their
rers would be scopped forcibly from fishing or
gther activicics in the pond. So, M. Ajij Mia
his people were stopped in the following days, A
B tension prevailed for days. The landowner
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An activist, Mr. Americi Dieys, af Sefarai Archamarar

and his armed henchmen threatened the villagers,
fired in the air and the labourers from ouside
abused them.

Unfortunately, the floods in August 1993 dam-
aged the west embankmenr of the Kamala, The
entire village was wiped out and the pond was filled.
The villagers had to stare all over again. After they
buile their houses, the women rook up the issue of
the pond. But the men were not ready for fear of
further retaliation.

The landowner and his men threatened the vil-
lagers with court cases and
arrest. "It was like snarch-
ing food from the tiger’s
mouth. We were really
scared,” confirmed Mr.
Sushil and some other vil-
lagers, There was so much
fear that the villagers
decided to boycorr Mrs.
Somani for her
repeated  defiance and
even her husband and son
went along with this deci-
slon,

Dewvi

Slowly, the villagers
came out of their fear and,
in 1994, they decided o
approach the local admin-
istration (o measure and
demarcate the pond. After
this was done, the villagers
decided on a new course
of action. In 1996-97,
they worked for 40 days 1o
dig the pond.

£
% Reaping rich rewards

Now Soharai village con-
trols Tiwari pond, A com-
mittee of nine, consisting of Mallahs and Musahars,
takes decisions regarding the pond. A new ser of
rules exist. The committee will decide who will fish
and how much will be fished in a season. A person
who fishes withour the committee’s permission is
fined Rs. 500. Only big fish are caught. Three-quar-
ters of the money goes to the village fund and the
balance to the fishermen. Individuals have to pay for
their special needs for fish, on marriages or festivals.

The villagers say that, for the first time, after the
renovation — in Scprember-October 1997 — they
sceded the pond and in April-May 1998, they were
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able to go fishing. They have deposited Rs. 5,200 in
the village fund. In August 1998, they collected Rs.
25 each to buy seedlings from outside, so that the
pond’s fish resources remained intact.

There are three more government ponds near
Soharai village, which are controlled by big
landowners and their stooges. Two of them -
Angaragia and Soharai — are also full, bur the
landowners use the area for vegetable cropping. The
third one — Durga — is controlled by a forward caste
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The Mallah’s poverty, illiteracy,
indebtedness and landlessness lead to
situations, where they are mostly
losers in spite of heavy production
and sale of fishes in the local and

outside market.

landowner and its carch is exclusively used for
Bhagwati puja.

Sirpur Musahari is a village of Musahars, 5 km.
north-cast of Jhanjharpur town in Madhubani dis-
trict. Here a big government pond — Sirpur — is sit-
uated right in the middle of the village. This was
controlled by a Brahmin landowner from a nearby
village for many years.

Claiming their rights

“Even our children could not enter the pond. It
was painful to see our children being beaten for a lit-
tle bit of fishing. When the Sangharan was formed
in the village in early 1990s, one of the first things
we decided was to claim our rights over the pond.
First, in 1993-94, we asked the landowner’s labour-
ers, who used to fish in the pond, to share the catch
on an equal basis with the villagers. When he
refused, we went to all the local government officials
and found that the landowner had no lease over the
pond. He had paid money to the sociery’s official
and was using the pond,” said Mrs. Asharfi Sadai in
the village.

Mrs. Garvi Devi remembers the course of the
struggle thar followed."We decided to occupy the
pond and told the landowner's people not to come.
Bur they would not listen. One day we, children and
women, surrounded the pond and forcibly stopped
them from entering. Some physical alteration took
place, but we succeeded.”

Since 1994-95, Sirpur Musahari owns Sirpur
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pond, but the pond has still not been leased to them
legally by the Fishermen's Cooperative Society. The
villagers guard the pond, day and night. They have
saved Rs. 10,000 from the carnings from fishing. In
1998, they had a good harvest, so they have saved
another Rs, 5,000, They are utilising this money to
repair the school building and to purchase a
Perromax lamp. They have also decided that the
money saved in the village fund from the fishing
be used for sick and older people. E

No support

It is to the credit of the Dalit women o
Haithiwadi village in Jhanjharpur block that sinee
1994, when they formed their own society, 31
ponds have been liberared in and around their vil
lage. “These ponds are 7-11 acres in size and s
over six villages of Mallahs and Musahars. The
rich amassed much wealth all these years by using
the ponds illegally.” o

All the villages of Mallahs and Musahars com-
plain that there has been no support for their
gles from the administration. This correspands
the fact that even after the liberation of the
bodies, most of them have still not been lea
Dalits. Hundreds of ponds in the region continue to
be controlled by landowners or moneylenders, bu
there is no official intervention. ‘o

The benefits of traditional warter resources
terms of production and income are obvious
However, the organisational conditions under _
those water resources are used have much to do wit
the benefits of that water. Where and when the
physical and social aspects of water control are ot
integrated, the rich will find means to appro
the traditional system.

Yet, many environmental organisations we
for the conservation of the traditional water harves
ing systems, have frequently overlooked this. T
Dalit experience in North Bihar amply shows th
this benign neglect results in benefits forgone o th
wider sociery. Such neglect places a heavy bur
the weak and the poor, who are crying for their sha
in conservation. =

Mulboul Sharma is a free-lance journalist who wdutm s
environmental issues,



