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Gram Vaani’s target community is the rural and urban poor, especially in the north Indian states of Bihar, Jharkhand,
Uttar Pradesh, Chattisgarh, Madhya Pradesh, Delhi NCR, and Haryana. Governance institutions have largely failed these
people, and they remain oppressed with poor socio-economic mobility despite rapid economic growth happening in the
country1. The administration of public welfare schemes and the delivery of health and education services in these states
remains poor2, with widespread malnutrition, poor quality of education, and a badly functioning public health system.
Local industries have not grown rapidly3, and while heavy industries such as mining which do employ locals have kept
pace with India’s development, suppressed wages and widespread casualization of labour has resulted in considerable
exploitation and resentment among the rural populations4. Agriculture is no longer able to absorb surplus employment5,
and poor price realizations by farmers with the goal of keeping food inflation for the retail consumers low, has further
eroded livelihoods through farming6. As a result, widespread migration happens to industrial centers such as Delhi NCR,
but where workers are heavily exploited with poor wages due to a mass casualization of the workforce 7. Even the living
conditions of these workers is extremely bad, with poor sanitation in the colonies and exploitation by local landlords 8.
Due to a systematic weakening of the trade unions and constraints which prevent the unionization of casual workers,
adequate checks cannot be imposed on the employers and contractors either, to provide social security benefits to the
workers in a reliable manner9. Wages and working conditions in the non-agricultural informal sector which employs the
bulk of the Indian workforce, and includes industries like construction, brick kilns, small garment units, domestic help,
home based work in garments and beedi making, etc, are even weaker because of deficient regulations and which are
also harder to impose in the informal setting10.
All these people have common needs, starting with better functioning of public services, to being able to get a fair wage
without exploitation, get their due rights and entitlements, get policies working for them instead of against them, and
lead a life of dignity for themselves and their families.
Unfortunately however, despite free elections at all levels – national/state/local – fulfilling these needs remains hard
because of a complex mix of factors all of which stack up against the poor. Not being enough literate and aware, or
empowered, they are often unable to directly approach government officials to resolve their grievances, be it related to
NREGA wage delays or ration card problems in the villages 11, or PF/ESI and minimum wage problems in the cities12.
Agendas like improving the public health and education facilities are often sidelined in elections in favour of caste centric
sops13, and local institutions are unable to hold officials accountable to ensure a good quality of service of facilities and
schemes14. Furthermore, migrants from rural areas who settle in the cities for low paying jobs, lack a sense of community
and solidarity to be able to stand up against poor working conditions and living conditions 15, and neither are the
weakening trade unions able to represent the workers to impose adequate checks and balances on the dominant neoliberal approach in the modern Indian democracy 16,17.
As a result, despite a clear understanding of the community needs, the solutions remain elusive.
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