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UN Working on Discrimination against Women and Girls

Questionnaire on girls’ and young women’s activism
Introduction 
The Working Group on discrimination against women and girls, composed of five experts from different regions of the world, whose role is to monitor the situation of women’s and girls’ human rights globally and to set standards for better protection of their rights, is preparing its next thematic report to the Human Rights Council on the topic of girls’ and young women’s participation, activism and collective action.

The Working Group would thus like to hear from you about your experiences, in particular the characteristics and features of your work, supporting factors as well as barriers, with a view of making relevant recommendations to the States and international community aiming at contributing to a safer, more supportive and enabling environment for your activism

We therefore kindly ask you to provide answers to the following questions by 1 October 2021 (wgdiscriminationwomen@ohchr.org). Responses to the questionnaire will be made publicly available at the time of the report publication, unless you indicate that you submission should remain confidential:
I. Nature, modalities and trends of your activism 
1. What issues are you working on? How did you choose them, why is this important to you? 
I work on issues around gender discrimination and gender-based violation at the intersection health (sexual and reproductive health), rights of workers, access to water, tribal/Dalit rights. I am passionate about these issues as a woman myself, although I am conscious as a middle class, cis heteronormative woman that I come with my own biases and privileges, my activism is targeted hence at holding accountable state practices across India accountable, that have historically disadvantaged and exploited individuals from marginalized community who do not have access to the tools that I have to highlight these cases. I connect with these communities and work with them to file legal petitions on the collective injustices they are witnessing. 
I primarily work on issues at the intersection of gender, health and law. Our focus has been on addressing gender-based discrimination and violence around sexual and reproductive health through two key intervention models. Advocacy sessions specifically aimed at addressing through direct community engagement the stigma and taboos attached to menstruation and the restrictions they place on women and girls being able to access basic rights. Strategic Legal Intervention on cases involving gender-based violations at the National and State Human Rights Commissions in India. Through the legal intervention model my activism is targeting at holding accountable state practices across India that disadvantage and exploit individuals/groups from marginalized community who do not have access to the tools that I have, to create accountability and raise this issue before relevant human rights monitoring bodies. 

I chose these issues being a woman myself, I have experienced these discriminations and understand how they disadvantage and restrict the overall growth and development of an entire group of individuals. I am conscious however that I identify as an upper middle class, urban dwelling, cis heteronormative woman. I am conscious of my own biases/privileges and of my limitations in advocating for rights of all women due to lived experience within these structures. I recognize however that these privileges can be used to create better accountability platforms, to strengthen the rights-based approach and gender responsiveness within the state institutions and hence I continue to occupy and operate in this space. 

2. Are you part of any organization or network?  What type of organization or network are you part of? How are you organized? 
I am part of informal civil society networks in India. Most of these are women led, some are specifically youth led with the general focus on economic, social and cultural rights (gender, health, education, law, youth engagement, climate change and WASH). We are organized on a need basis only and do not have a space for an active community engagement on a periodic basis. Most of my other networks and learnings in the civil society space in India is through the internships and consultancy work with NGOs. While I was pursuing my undergraduate law degree, I have interned for 1.5 years with a prominent feminist NGO in Mumbai, India. This has greatly shaped my understanding and networks within this space in India. 
I began my journey into the not-for-profit space through the seed funding and mentorship received through a fellowship by a US based nonprofit. I am still associated with them and they have continued to be a strong guiding hand in helping me receive more funding, build networks and receive more skill development/ knowledge sharing sessions. Currently I am working with another US based not for profit as their manager for Asia-Pacific region (engaging in youth led social change movements) this new opportunity has given me the space to grow my project development and management, community building and communication skills. This is more formally structured and has been significant in shaping my activism principles. 
3. Does some of your activist actions require financial support? How are you financed?

My funding requirement currently is low. I am able to manage my operations based on the fellowship seed funding and network based funding I have received so far. This also includes prize money that I have received due to my activism work. 
4. What are your main spaces and levels of engagement (local communities, national level or international), who are the political actors and authorities you mostly engage with? What influenced your choice of actors and spaces and do you consider expanding your engagement to different levels?
My main engagement is directly with the communities through our advocacy sessions. So far we have worked directly with 12,000 women and girls across Maharashtra in collaboration with other not for profits, educational institutions and local level government officers. My legal intervention (which is a larger project at my NGO) focuses on engagement through the human rights commissions in India with government bodies and officials at all levels. Our cases are targeted at holding accountable district and cities to states and central level bodies. Through my legal intervention we have created policy level changes at the city and state level so far. Our current cases deal with national level government bodies. 

My choice of actors is defined based on the cases we file based on news articles. I am however hesitant to take on cases involving interaction with top government bodies such as Home Ministry, Foreign Ministry or Finance Ministry due to higher risk of surveillance, harassment in case my identity is disclosed to them as the applicant. I am not in a position personally to be able to handle the effects of taking on such cases right now despite of being very interested in creating a more coherent and systemic change within the civil and political space in India. 

5. Is your activism mainly conducted online or offline or both? What influenced your choice?

Since our advocacy sessions are currently suspended due to covid 19 our activism is mainly online via the NHRC e complaint filing procedure. If our cases are transferred to the state human rights bodies, we do engage in offline activism through court engagement, however this is limited right now considering the effects/ risks of Covid 19. Through the US based not for profit that I am currently working at across Asia/pacific I work online. 
6. Do you cooperate with other individuals and organizations, how and why?
For our legal intervention we often collaborate with journalists as our cases are filed at the Commission based on newspaper reports. For our advocacy work we collaborate with other NGOs and educational institutions to conduct sessions with their communities. Through the US based not for profit that I am currently working at across Asia/pacific I collaborate with NGOs, colleges and community level youth led movements. 
II. Motivations and impact of your activism

1. What motivated you to become an activist? What was your vision, your goals?

I am passionate about address gender related rights issues. Having started my own NGO I can see that we employ a very simple but effective and unique method to address various violations. I want to continue this, having now finally after yeard found the confidence and full faith in the effectiveness of this model. My goal is to train other young individuals especially law students to use this methodology to address issues and to help communities that cannot access/ interpret the law with their experiences. 

2. What factors encouraged you to continue your activism?

Starting my own NGO and receiving funding for the same. I also hold a position at a US based global not for profit that offers me a positive and good work culture and moderately good payment.

3. What did your activism bring, how did it change your life?
It gave my life a new direction, a purpose. My work inspires me every day. Getting to interact and mentor young people is exhilarating. I am humbled by my journey through my legal cases, the end result is worth the grueling process. Especially as a young 25 year old early professional it is humbling to see that my legal intervention has impacted the lives of over 1 million people across India already. 

4. What are some of the main successes of your activism?
We have created system-level changes through strategic engagement to address cases involving human right violations and issues of public interest nature through the State and the National Human Rights Commissions. Through this project we have successfully increased accountability, strengthening the rights-based approach in local government bodies and led to gender responsive and child friendly policy changes.

5. To what extent is your activism influencing State authorities, including policies and legislation? Why and in which specific ways?

Successful Cases/impacts leading to policy changes: 

1. Reproductive Health of Garment Factory workers across State of Tamil Nadu, India 
Case filed based on- https://www.reuters.com/article/us-india-textiles-women-abuse/indian-factories-found-endangering-seamstresses-health-with-illegal-pills-idUSKCN1TD00T

Impact Coverage- https://www.reuters.com/article/india-workers-rights-idUKL3N22B0AI 
We filed a petition calling for an independent investigation in all garment factories across the state of Tamil Nadu based on a Reuters investigation that claimed female workers were being given unauthorised pills for menstruation related concerns. These pills being administered over a long duration had led to severe mental and reproductive health issues in the female workers who often belong to marginalised communities and work on a contractual basis at these workplaces with no health care support. Our intervention led to the state & central labour department investigating over 228 factories across through task forces involving industrial safety officers and certified doctors. The investigation revealed the presence of this practise. This is an ongoing petition where SEHER is now calling for gender responsive policy revisions at the state and central level. Our intervention is unique because the safeguarding principles and policies around the reproductive health of female workers in the informal sector in India is severely lacking. This has further marginalised these women who belong from already vulnerable backgrounds. 

2. Lack of Urgent Medical Care in district level hospitals in Chattisgarh, India.  
Case filed based on- https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/raipur/baby-falls-in-dustbin-after-unattended-delivery-dies/articleshow/66200432.cms 

We filed an application at the NHRC in an incident involving the death of a newborn infant in a rural district hospital at Chattisgarh, India due to medical negligence and lack of urgent medical care owing to religious and caste bias around the mother’s identity. Our intervention led to the Commission directing the state government to pay a compensation of Rs. 2,00,000 to the mother of the deceased infant. A criminal complaint has also been lodged to determine the poor maternal medical care provided at this hospital. 

3. Access to Potable Drinking Wate, Mumbai, India

In another case our efforts lead to police level changes in the workings of the Municipal Corporation at Mumbai in the supply of potable drinking water to all the citizens. Eventually we were able to get the court to take action against errant officials, set out in-house guidelines to prevent such incidences in the future and to inquire into the health hazards suffered by the residents and to accordingly award monetary compensation to them. The ripple effects of this case have now lead to the BMC conducting pipeline checks across the city, setting up a 24 hour complaint helpline and issuing notices with claims that their water is safe for direct consumption and much better than even the WHO mandated standards.

Case filed based on- https://mumbaimirror.indiatimes.com/mumbai/cover-story/mumbais-sickest-society/articleshow/54649457.cms
Impact Coverage- https://mumbaimirror.indiatimes.com/mumbai/civic/probe-bmc-officials-rights-panel-to-govt/articleshow/67968126.cms 

https://www.dnaindia.com/mumbai/report-bmc-chief-asks-assistant-commissioners-to-monitor-water-plaints-2739377 

https://www.hindustantimes.com/mumbai-news/soon-reuse-treated-water-in-mumbai-for-non-potable-purposes/story-TtziJp9Jq601N1PRKiXI7J.html 

http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/articleshow/69287916.cms?utm_source=contentofinterest&utm_medium=text&utm_campaign=cppst 

https://www.hindustantimes.com/mumbai-news/to-improve-drinking-water-quality-bmc-to-build-stps-at-areas-polluting-lake-water/story-qA3J7hE6t0AUIpVCNVRr9N.html 

https://www.news18.com/news/india/bmc-to-deal-with-water-contamination-complaints-within-24-hours-during-monsoon-2205553.html 

4. Pension Delay for 3,000+ Elderly Artists in Maharashtra
Delay by the State Pension Department in granting pension to 3,000 aged folk artists across Maharashtra in India. SEHER intervention has lead to speedier disbursal of this process, setting up of a toll free helpline number, linking of this system with other state welfare services to prevent document verification at individual levels by each departments.

Impact Coverage- https://indianexpress.com/article/cities/mumbai/pension-to-retired-artistes-delayed-mshrc-asks-govt-to-improve-disbursal-system-5803888/ 
5. Period huts built based on village development funds to exclude and house women during menstruation every month
Case filed based on- https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/dehradun/in-bone-chilling-winter-menstruating-women-in-many-areas-in-ukhand-hills-still-made-to-sleep-in-cowsheds/articleshow/79433999.cms 
Impact Coverage- https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/dehradun/dm-shuts-period-hut-built-with-govt-funds-in-uttarakhand/articleshow/67546403.cms 
One of our petitions at the National Human Rights Commission just by virtue of us filing an application led to an immediate positive effect. In this case a village in Uttarakhand had allotted funds given for welfare development for building a room to home women of the village in while they were menstruating. Following our application, the NHRC launched an inquiry. This eventually resulted in the District Collector/ Magistrate working with the village council to instead converted the room into a community centre for women where plans are being made to conduct periodic workshops and programmes around better health, sanitation and mental well being.

III. Enabling factors and good practices 
1. Were there some factors/individuals/entities which have facilitated your work? How?
Support from some activists active in this field along with being awarded fellowships by the two US based NGOs. 

2. What/who are the main sources of support? Why and how do they support your work?
1. Legal Activists- Young and Old. They support my work by guiding me when I hit barriers and by keeping me motivated. 

2. Fellowship Organizations – they have helped me connect with a global audience, offered seed funding and mentorship on project designing and management. 

3. What are your solidarity and support networks? And what is the role of young and elder activists? 

4. Are there any particular issues and platforms of your engagement that enjoy special attention and support from government institutions? Provide some concrete examples and positive practices. 
5. Are there any state supported local structures for children and young people (e.g. child parliaments, youth leagues, etc.)? To what extent do you take part in these structures and why?
6.  Do you feel that the national legal/policy/institutional frameworks adequately promote, protect and support your work? Why and in which specific ways?

7. Do you feel that infrastructures and technological advancements in your country have facilitated your work? How?

8. What positive/good practices and innovative initiatives do you see in promoting and protecting you work?
IV. Challenges and structural barriers
1. What challenges did you face in your work? 
Since I work around policy level changes my work involves risk of surveillance both on me and my NGO, I am worried about arbitrary arrest, interrogation and detention and as such I try and maintain anonymity as much as possible however this still does not guarantee or protect me from targeted online/ digital surveillance that has been a common state practices in India lately. 

2. Do you feel that you have been discriminated against for being girls and more particularly, girl activists? Do you see particular groups of girls and young women being most affected?
Patriarchy at court: Legal courts in India are patriarchal spaces that continue to discrimination at a structural and institutional level. There is restricted space for formal and informal engagement of female/ queer and trans lawyers with the general legal space. This makes navigating the legal system, arguing in the courts, interacting with public prosecutors, judges, court clerks/ administrators very difficult. 
Travel risks for field work: Collaborating with partnering organizations in conducting field visits that require extensive traveling comes with having to consider the risks of sexual violence and harassment. I engage in advocacy sessions in rural parts of Maharashtra where travelling alone is not possible due to safety concerns and the risks associated with engaging villagers on the sensitive topic of sexual and reproductive rights especially when challenging religious connation’s attached to this practice. 
Misgendered: When I filed cases online at NHRC I am often assumed despite of selecting female as the sex/ gender, as a male and the prefix before my name often tends to be Mr. not Miss. Further the lack of inclusivity in this categorization on the NHRC portal is also particularly exclusionary for queer and trans activists. NHRC portal only states: male, female, both or unknown. There is no column for preferred pronouns or differentiation between sex and gender identity, considering that this is the highest human rights monitoring body in the country responsible for addressing all cases involving human rights violations, this restrictive language in their own complaint lodging form is exclusionary and inaccessible for many queer/ trans persons in India. 
Risk associated with Legal Work: Being a woman I also have to consider the risk of being surveilled and detained due to the sensitive cases I engage in. 

3. Have you faced specific barriers related to your actions? Examples of these include prejudices based on gender and age, restrictions on your freedom of expression, speech, assembly, liberty, etc., legal restrictions to your capacity to provide legal consent, legal age of marriage, etc. 

4. Have you encountered laws, policies and practices that place obstacles to your participation, activism or collective action?
Patriarchy and discrimination in the legal fraternity as aforementioned. 

5. Have you encountered any groups, institutions or technologies that place obstacles to your participation, activism or collective action?

6. Have you ever been threatened (in any way: directly or indirectly, anonymously, online etc.), prosecuted, or punished for your activism, participation or defense of certain issues? If so, were you able to access justice?
I did not choose to access justice in multiple incidences where I received threatening calls by government officials for taking up specific legal cases. 

7. Have you felt that your family, your community, the State, human rights groups, and other actors do not support or respect your evolving capacities and interests? Why?
My family is worried that this space is both a risk to me and them due to the cases I engage in and is a space that does not offer the basic financial support needed to lead a quality life. I have constantly faced comments from them about choosing a profession that is not viable/ low paying/ uncertain and erratic. 

8. Has the COVID pandemic affected your work?  In which particular ways the impact was felt in your work?
Due to Covid 19 we have stopped our direct engagement programmes with the communities via the advocacy sessions. 

V. Recommendations/ the way forward

1. What would help you in your work?
More active support from other NGOs in India. Mentorship and Guidance from those who have been active in this space from longer. 

More accessible funding opportunities 

Platforms where I can share my work and connect with other young individuals who can work with me and support my work. 

2. What recommendations would you have for state and other political actors?
Surveillance and targeted harassment of NGOs in India in particular activists is increasing in the past few years, making the act of engaging in accountability work very difficult. Furthermore, India has not ratified most of the optional protocols (complaints mechanism based) at the United Nations which makes the space for voicing the harassment we face all the more limited as international monitoring bodies are restricted from engaging with us on a more comprehensive level.
3. What actions do you think are needed from different actors (States, civil society, private sector) to better enable you to influence decision-making?
VI. Anything else you would like to share
1

