
Apri l  20226

A laudable initiative to end 
discrimination against the girl child
What an initiative has done is kickstart a healthy dialogue about promoting the girl child and giving her the opportunities that can 
ensure a brighter future for her. The story is also about planting saplings. The families who have planted them say that every time 
they look at the sapling, they wish for the growth of the tree as well as for their daughters’ long and happy life

SARITA BRARA

Ratanpur, a village in 
Muzaffarpur district of 
Bihar, recently saw the 

planting of a fresh gooseberry 
sapling (amla), named as Sonam 
in front of a small dwelling. 
For the first time in the village, 
something was dedicated in the 
name of a girl child. 

It is not unknown that boys 
are given preferences in every 
aspect of their upbringing, be 
it education, food, clothes and, 
lately, phones for online classes. 
Favouring the birth of sons over 
daughters is still a reality in 
most of the villages and towns 
in India. While the birth of a 
male child is celebrated with the 
utmost happiness, that of a girl 
child is still considered burden-
some. It is to deconstruct this 
notion of community, the ini-
tiative, My Daughter, My Tree, 
came into being.

The initiative was started by S 
M Sehgal Foundation, an organ-
isation that focuses on commu-
nity-led development initiatives, 
in selected villages of Bihar and 
Maharashtra not only to give the 
girls their due place in the fam-
ily but to raise awareness in the 
villages about the environment 
and simultaneously increase 
green cover.

For Sonam’s parents, the 
planting of the gooseberry plant 
in the name of their daughter 
was indeed a proud moment for 
the family. “Some day I would 
like to enrol my daughter too, 

like her brothers, in a private 
school,” said Poonam, Sonam’s 
mother, as their village has a 
trend of enrolling boys in private 
institutions with better infra-
structure and facilities, whereas 
girls are sent to government 
schools. 

Ratanpura Village where the 
My Daughter My Tree pro-
gramme was initiated has nearly 
50 amla plants growing in front 
or back yard of as many house-
holds, each of them named after 
the girl child in the 3-6-year age 
group. “The initiative makes the 
parents and community aware 
of the welfare schemes for girl 
child, such as Beti Bachao Beti 
Padhao Yojana. It also educates 
the villagers about the impor-
tance of education and nutri-
tion for girl child,” said Rahul 
Kumar, programme lead, Local 
Participation and Sustainability, 
S M Sehgal Foundation. “Amla 
is also rich in iron, and with 
most girls suffering from anae-
mia, especially in the village, 
this would be the best recipe,” 
he added.

Kunti Devi, the field specialist 
of the Foundation in Bihar, never 
gets tired of citing her own case 
to motivate the villagers. While 
one of her daughters is working 
in Hyderabad after completing 
her MBA, the other is pursuing 
graduation. Kunti had not even 
completed her graduation when 
she got married, but her father-
in-law supported her to continue 

her education. She completed 
her bachelor’s degree, post-
graduation and Bachelor of Edu-
cation (BEd.) and worked as a 
teacher before joining the NGO. 
“This is what education does,” 
she emphasises at every meeting 
organised in the villages with all 
the stakeholders to end discrimi-
nation against the girl child.

This effort to promote the 
cause of girl chid has also 

been initiated by the Founda-
tion in some villages in Maha-
rashtra. Swati Nivrutti Dakle, 
a resident of Dongargaon Vil-
lage in Aurangabad District, has 
planted a coconut tree in front of 
her house and named it as Gauri 
after one of her daughters.

Swati, who, like most women 
and girls in rural India, is anae-
mic, knows about its nutritional 
value, but what really enthuses 
her about the tree is that it will 
always remind her of the child-
hood and growing up years of 
her daughter once she is mar-
ried.  But the fact that she wants 
to go in for another child after 
two daughters shows a yearning 
to have a son.

Vijaya Eknath Dakle, the 
sarpanch (head) of the village, 
admits that the preference for the 
boy still continues. “I hope that 
the initiative will help change 
the minds of the people. As the 
employees of the Foundation 
visits houses and congratulate 
the family with a gift for the 
newly born daughter, it makes 
the parents feel proud at the 
birth of a daughter,” expressed 
Vijaya.

The initiative, My Daughter 
My Tree, was rolled out in about 
ten villages in Aurangabad Dis-
trict with the aim of having a 
multiplier effect and, at the same 
time, increasing the green cover 

and promoting gender equity. 
In the district’s Wawna Vil-
lage, sixteen coconut trees were 
planted in one place, making it 
a common forest area for the 
village.

In order to promote local 
participation and groom com-
munity leaders, the Foundation 
organises Women Leadership 
Schools (WLS).  According to 
Amol, coordinator of the Foun-
dation, community engagement 
takes place by bringing all stake-
holders together, including the 
panchayat, anganwadi (nurs-
ery) centre, and WLS mem-
bers. Together, they identify 
the families having a girl child 
and decide where the plantation 
should take place.

Amol recalls how initially 
some people approached him 
and did not support the cause. 
“People questioned, ‘Why only 
girls? You should include boys 
too, as girls will be married off 
to another house, so why do 
we keep a tree in their name?’” 
But gradually, the sentiment 
changed among the community, 
and they came forward to have 
trees planted in their households 
for girls.
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Swati Nivrutti Dakle holds daughter Gauri as she stands beside the coconut tree she planted outside her 
home. 
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Another beneficiary of My Daughter, My Tree initiative, Ashwini Kahasaheb Dakle, with daughter Jagriti. 
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