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INTRODUCTION 
	On an average, rural women spend approximately 90% of their time each day doing household food preparation, child-rearing, and other domestic work (Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 2014). The heavy work load that these women are expected to take on limits their ability to take advantage of new opportunities (Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 2014). Given the same access to resources, assets, and economic opportunities, however, these women can develop into a powerful force capable of combatting rural poverty (Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 2014). Making it possible for women to participate fully in both household and community decision-making translates into the improved well-being for children, ultimately allowing for continued socio-economic development in future generations (Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 2014). Consequently, CherYsh has devised a livelihood initiative for women in the Haliyal Taluk. Through the creation of Community Kitchens, CherYsh intends to provide rural women with opportunity to earn a livelihood, gain a sense of economic independence, and develop an entrepreneurial spirit. This initiative prioritizes the following areas:
· Generating knowledge on aspects of nutrition 
· Developing an understanding of hygienic practices in food preparation 
· Producing and delivering quality products 
· Encouraging leadership through commercial and community cooking 
· Orienting community women to professional cooking and social enterprise 
· Inspiring a sense of identity as an active community representative
· Generating recognition and individual status within the family 
The following report presents cases of CherYsh’s two Community Kitchens, situated in Jogankoppa and Mundwad. These cases display the positive impacts of this initiative in strengthening the capacity of these women as leaders in their community. 
CASE I: COMMUNITY KITCHEN IN JOGANKOPPA [image: unnamed-3.jpg]
CherYsh’s first community kitchen was established in Jogankoppa. Jogankoppa is a small village located nine kilometres from Haliyal (One Five Nine, 2013). The community consists of 858 individuals, 47.2% of which are female (One Five Nine, 2013). The literacy rate in this village stands at 62.6%, with a female literacy rate of 25.6% (One Five Nine, 2013). In Jogankoppa, 9 women from the community are working in CherYsh’s community kitchen making a variety of pickles and spice powders. 
	When this initiative was first presented to the village’s anganwadi in 2015, community members had very little faith in its success. Shantha, CherYsh’s Field Staff Officer, notes that various NGOs are constantly carrying out interventions in these villages, attempting to make  different initiatives work, and then inevitably leaving without establishing any lasting impact. Shantha, however, being from a neighboring village herself and therefore understanding how these communities can be best supported, asked the anganwadi to simply give the programme a chance. Initially, many women showed interest in j, however they were dissuaded from doing so by members of the community who felt these kitchens would be a failure. Today, nine women are members of the Community Kitchen: Parveena, Shakunthala, Rashmibanu, Zareena, Kathunbi, Kausirbanu, Mehbubi, Chitra, and Rihana. [image: unnamed-4.jpg]
	Prior to the establishment of this Community Kitchen, these women did what the majority of women in their village do: they either stayed at home to take care of domestic responsibilities, or they worked as laborers in the fields. The money earned as wages was completely controlled by the men of the house. Of the nine, only three have completed their education up to seventh standard. Some of them were never sent to school as children, while others attended school for some time but were eventually kept at home in order to care for younger siblings or attend to household chores. Being uneducated, these women claim that they never imagined they would be able to be financially independent or take on any roles beyond daughter, wife, or mother. All their lives, they have either had to depend upon their fathers or their husbands for money. Further, they were expected to report all spendings back to the men in their lives. Now, they could spend their own money without having to justify these spendings to anyone. Since they have begun working in the Community Kitchen and earning their own money, they have been able to have a say in the financial decisions made at home. Amongst themselves, they have also formed their own self-help group. Each member of the group contributes 1000 rupees every month – even if their earnings for that month do not match this. Then, whenever one of the women is having financial issues or urgently requires monetary assistance, she can withdraw money from this pool. In acquiring some degree of economic control, these women have been able to feel a sense of liberty and autonomy in their lives. The women claim that their husband, too, feel proud that their wives are able to contribute in supporting their family. [image: unnamed-2%209.33.16%20AM.jpg]






	

Though these women live in the same community, they all live in different parts of the village. As such, their interactions with each other were previously quite limited. Though they knew of one another, they did not cook together, work together, or confide in one another. Today, when asked about the nature of their relationship as a group, the women respond “We’re like sisters now!”. They have become a support system for one another – both financially and emotionally. These women say that whenever they have struggles in their personal lives, they can come together and receive guidance and encouragement from the other women. What makes the bond between these women so remarkable is the fact that they do not share the same religion, caste or creed. And yet, there is no inkling of hostility in the group, nor any indication of discrimination. Though India is often portrayed in the media as a country riddled by religious violence and rivalries, this community stands as a clear indicator that this is not the case. Indeed, the cases of religious unrest in India that are broadcasted globally are few and far between. In rural India – where the majority of Indians are located – people are able to co-exist harmoniously despite their differences. They are able to consider their neighbors family, just as the women in this Community Kitchen do. 
The group states that they truly feel as though they’re beginning to see development in the village. They claim that their neighbors are beginning to see that this initiative has not been short-lived and profitless as some originally suggested it would be. The women are now eager to welcome new members into the group, however they realize that in order to do so, they must first secure more orders. Presently, they only fill about one order per month. CherYsh’s goal is to continue guiding them in developing a stronger entrepreneurial spirit, thereby enabling them to independently seek ways in which they can grow their enterprise. 
The women express that as female entrepreneurs, they feel a new sense of respect within the community. They also feel that they are setting a good example for their children. “We’re trying to lead by example”, they explain, “We want to show our children that regardless of the circumstances you are born into, if you work hard and have faith in your abilities, you can do great things”. They are focused on growing this enterprise in order to earn money that can be put towards their children’s education. They simply pray the younger generation will not have to experience the same poverty they have. One woman remarks “If we had money, we would have left this place and travelled the world by now!”. The group hopes that this lost dream of theirs can become a reality for their children. For this reason, they are excited to take up every opportunity that may drive this to happen. With various skills –such as crochet work, stitching, woolen knitting, and designing tapestries – and a new entrepreneurial zeal, the group hopes to branch out into different areas of work.
CASE II: COMMUNITY KITCHEN IN MUNDWAD 
	In 2016, CherYsh established a second Community Kitchen located in Mundwad. Mundwad is a village made up of 314 households located ten kilometres from Haliyal (One Five Nine, 2013). Of the 1551 individuals in this community, 50.0% are women (One Five Nine, 2013). The village’s literacy rate is 58%, with a female literacy rate of 24.6% (One Five Nine, 2013). Ten women from the village currently work in the Community Kitchen. The ten women – Shenaz, Darshali, Renuka, Yashoda, Rathna, Nanda, Shobha, Roopa, and Sabithri – are all wives and mothers with varying degrees of education. While some of them were never sent to school at all, others attended college for some time before dropping out. [image: unnamed.jpg]









	Though these women all knew each other prior to becoming involved in the Community Kitchen, they were certainly not as close as they are now. Today, they are able to confide in each other and seek guidance and advise from one another. They are capable of collaborating to create solutions to both personal and professional challenges, generating a strong support system that they have never before had with a group of women. Like the women in Jogankoppa’s Community Kitchen, this group has also come together and created a self-help group, each contributing 100 rupees monthly. One of the women explains that her son, Darshan, a former Shiksha student, had finished studying up to eight standard and desired to continue his education, however they local government school does not offer classes beyond this point. If he wished to continue studying at a school that is offered free of cost, he would have to travel 150 kilometres outside the village. She wanted to do everything in her power to ensure her child receives a good education, but she did not have the financial means to keep him in a hostel near the school. She requested financial assistance from CherYsh, but the organization was unable to provide this as CherYsh scholarships are offered only to girls. She then turned to the women in the Community Kitchen seeking advise. These women felt that Darshan should not have to give up his educational aspirations due to financial restraints, and suggested that she use the money they had all contributed within their self-help group to get her son a room in a hostel near the school. It is clear that the opportunity for these women to come together has created a remarkably strong bond and enables them to earn money that can be put towards the education of their children, and thus, the strengthening of their community. 
	Unfortunately, they have not had many orders come in for almost four months. This has made contributing even 100 rupees to their self-help group a major challenge. Still, they want to be able to do for all their children what they have done for Darshan. For this reason, even if they have to borrow money from their husbands in order to contribute to their group’s trust, they will do so. In an effort to gain additional earnings, these women have also come together to start a sugarcane bud nursery. This has been a very exciting new venture for them. “We never thought we could do something like that, and it was empowering to see what we are really capable of”, the women explain. They remark that they were never aware of how valuable the skills they already had could be as a means of livelihood. Now, they are able to come together and trade skills, acting as leaders, learning from each other’s abilities, and finding ways in which these skills can be monetized. Presently, one of these women has been selected to be a resource person for CherYsh, training women in the art of nail work. Evidently, their experience in the Community Kitchen has made them realize their potential. When asked what endeavours the group plans to take on next, the women reply saying “We know we don’t have all the skills right now, but we’re eager to learn, and we’re ready to work! Just give us the opportunities and we’ll take them”. These women displayed an exceptionally ambitious attitude, even when compared to the women in Joganoppa’s Community Kitchen. This is understandable given that the women in Mundwad have a higher literacy rate and increased exposure to the outside world. [image: unnamed%209.33.12%20AM.jpg]
During this conversation, one of the women observed that not all members of the group were participating in the discussion and urged everyone to share their thoughts. “This is an opportunity for us to be heard”, she says. “It doesn’t matter if we’re women or men, or old or young, or educated or uneducated – we all have the capacity to speak our minds and we should not miss the chance to do that. Whether it’s CherYsh coming here to ask us questions or a member of parliament – we cannot sit quietly just because we’re poor women!”. Others in the group agreed with this statement, further saying “When you get these opportunities to speak, you shouldn’t just speak about your own problems. There are so many in this village who are struggling too and the solutions you search for should be geared towards helping everyone – even those who aren’t speaking up for themselves”. This conversation amongst the women displays that this women’s empowerment initiative is having a profound impact. Coming together in the Community Kitchen has enabled these women to build each other up, encouraging each other to grow and flourish despite the limiting social expectations for women in rural India. These women do have a voice, they do have valuable opinions, and they do have great capacity – they simply require the opportunities to prove this to their community and to themselves. 
[image: unnamed-1%209.33.12%20AM.jpg]




The group recently returned from a training session in Chennai and explain that during their time there, they met many independent working women. They were inspired by seeing how many women who once struggled financially have been able to improve their quality of life so much. “We want women in our community to look at us with the same admiration we looked at those women with”, they say, “and we want them to realize that all of us can be like those women too!”. They explain that many people have left the village to work in the city and have done well for themselves, but none have ever come back to improve the village and quality of life experienced by those in their community suffering from poverty. Now, however, they realize that they shouldn’t depend on others for this anymore. They want to be strong enough to fight for the things their village needs – sufficient access to clean drinking water, adequate health care, and proper school facilities for their children. Now, they know they can be the change their community is waiting for. 
CONCLUSION 
Evidently, CherYsh’s livelihood programmes are bringing rural women to the realization that they have great potential and much to offer their community. During previous skill mapping sessions with such communities, the women would often claim that they have no skills that can be put to use. This is a result of the fact that in rural areas, very few jobs are considered to be realistic prospects for livelihood – especially for women. With limited ability to associate outside of the home, their options become restricted to agricultural labor (which often proves to be challenging due to draught and the high cost of owning land) or domestic labor. Consequently, many of these women are made the believe that the traditional skills and the artistry they posses in areas such as jewellery making, nail work, and stitching are not of any real value. This has stripped them of creativity and confidence. Now, however, the women in both Jogankoppa and Mundwad agree that it has been an empowering realization that they already possess highly valuable skills that can be put to use in order to earn a living and thus gain a sense of freedom and independence. In realizing this, the women in these villages have become more keen on sharing the other skills they have with each other and discovering how such skills can be turned into various enterprises. More than that, seeing the value in their own abilities is giving them the self-confidence to believe that they truly are capable of great success in their lives. 
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