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Mahendranagar and Basantapur Village Development Committees (VDCs) of Sundari district (1257 km, district headquarters at Inaruwa, 21 and 13 kilometers respectively form the two VDCs) in Eastern Terai, surrounded by Morang, Saptari, Udayapur and Dhankuta districts of Nepal and the State of Bihar, India to the South. The cultivated agricultural land area is estimated to be around 72,000 hectares of which 69% is irrigated. Its population is estimated to be around 533,900 (in 97,759 households) out of which 49.7% are women. Maithili is the lingua franca of the majority of the population followed by Nepali and Tharu.

Collecting firewood from the jungles and selling it in the local market, operating small tea shops, raising livestock, and selling home made liquor are some of the off-farm activities and women are found to be engaged in to supplement their incomes. Through all these efforts, a woman on an average was found to contribute a sum of Rs. 12,474 per year, which is more than half the total household income. It was found out that the majority of these women come from the poor and underprivileged sections. Therefore, it was really important to strengthen their capabilities and support them in their initiatives.
Despite her contributions to the society in general and her house in specific, she has no state in most of the decisions made at the household levels, especially, if she happens to be a daughter in-law. The primary decision making role lies with the male and a women's status is noticed only as an un-paid worker in the family. A profile of women from target households' indicates that the presence of multiple causes and factors in poverty and a strategy to alleviate poverty must recognize three points. First, the rate of transfer of people from low productivity agriculture and related activities into more rewarding pursuits has been very slow, and will remain slow.

Second, the majority of people in the rural areas face varying degrees of poverty, and their position is likely to get worse if populations expand at high rates while limitations continue to be imposed by available resources, technology, institutions and organizations. And third, rural areas have labor, land and at least some capital if mobilized. If these three points are considered in the formulation of strategy for poverty reduction than there can be possible impact to help reduce poverty and improve the quality of life.

The general causes of poverty observed in Mahendranagar and Basantapur is very similar to the other remote rural villages of Nepal. The above facts and figure provides a small picture of problems faced not only by the poor women from these VDCs but also by the women all over the country. Despite of the available government institutions in Mahendranagar (livestock, agriculture, forestry, cooperatives, health posts and telecommunications) than in Basantapur (health post and post office) members of the target households do not benefit from the limited services provided by these institutions. However, institutions (both private and public) tend to ignore the small farmers and their needs. It is generally the economically stronger groups who tent to enjoy the available services.  Hence, it was important to commence some activities to support the livelihood of these rural women.

Community Development for Rural Women (CDRW/ Sambika) Promotion Center is implemented in Mahendranager, Basantapur and Prakaspur VDCs of Sunsari District by Sushma Koirala Memorial Trust (SKMT) under an implementation agreement with its partner Arbeiterwohlfahrt Bundesverband e.v. (AWO), Germany since 1998. The Sambika Project started from January 1st, 1998 and successfully completed its 1st phase operation (1998-2000). This successful completion let both partners SKMT and AWO to go further and implemented its second phase of operation which started from 2001 for three more years again as the Project entitled "Community Development for Rural Women" (CDRW/ SAMBIKA) Project. Later to take the Nepali acronym Sambika, intends to reduce rural poverty of the poorest especially, those displaced in recurrent floods of Koshi and those poorest in the affluent areas of fertile Sunsari District.

Sunsari stretches on the eastern side of the mighty Koshi, from the Churia foothills to the international boundary between Nepal and India, in Eastern Terai. The Partners had selected three Villages Development Committees (VDC) of Sunsari district, in Eastern Nepal: Basantapur (BVDC), Mahendranagar (MVDC) and Prakaspur (PVDC).

BVDC is a traditional Terai village with the settlements of ethics such as Yadav, Meheta, Mandal, Khatun and Urao. MVDC and PVDC are the agglomeration of numerous ethnic groups, languages and cultures of over 90% migrant households chased by poverty from the hills and parts of Terai. The two locations differ fundamentally both in the nature of their locations and the social economic conditions.

Basantapur, Mahendranagar and Prakashpur VDCs constitute a model of Nepalese rural agrarian society particularly of the Eastern region of Nepal. The target lady identified by the project supposedly represents the poorest of the poor. The target households are accessed primarily through their women participants. The overall program has helped the ladies create security environment that would cover economic opportunity, social confidence, personal standing and dignity, knowledge base and their political rights. 

The general objectives of the project is to uplift socio-economic status of women by implementing a wide range of community development activities through the direct participation of concerning rural woman and local resources in a sustainable manner. The major activities undertaken in its first phase were; micro financing, institutional development, basic infrastructure development (drinking water, biogas, improve latrine etc), improve agriculture and livestock technologies, creating awareness through different trainings aimed at achieving the desired level of changes in the socio economic life of the more than 400 rural households.

A household survey was conducted as initial activities in the first 3 to 5 months for the first phase of operation. The target women were identified with the help of VDC's personnel, key persons of village and project's setting criteria. This helped to identify poor and disadvantage women. After the completion of these steps, identified individuals were motivated and trained to become a part of a group. Remedy 

The success of Project 's first phase operation provided a strong background and support for both the partners to strengthen its successful interventions such as income generation, savings and credit mobilization, skill development training and exposure, micro-insurance schemes, awareness raising and other health, sanitation and environment protection to the next three years. Beside this the different effective interventions was expended to the nearby Prakashpur VDC. In the beginning it was felt that empowerment of women comes through increase in their incomes. Although remedies the increase in incomes, the causes of poverty, however, can be complex and multiple. It still can be the guiding principle in helping the households to improve their living standards.

To speak about the rural development in Nepal, modernization of the traditional agriculture constitutes means to escape from the deep-rooted poverty. The statistics shows that 91% population of Nepal live in the rural areas and about 82% people derive their livelihoods from the agriculture and related activities. The similar scenario could be seen in the project areas. Hence, it was strongly believed that the economic conditions could only be catered in more effective way if such traditional area of work is preserved and utilized in modern manner. Therefore, modern agricultural activities were concentrated to uplift their economic conditions. 

Other beauty of the project was to provide equal interventions to the social aspect of the concerned members and the VDCs as a whole that are often ignored by other similar micro financing programs in Nepal. Moreover, the partners dreamed of a total development model. Activity such as health insurance scheme let the partners to cater its social activities in the best possible manner. As a result, more than 300 households are now insured in B P Koirala Health Institute of Dharan.   

The target population including the staff members from the area faced numerous challenges. However, closer personal communications, greater financial prudence and exercising discipline, group dynamic, institutional base investments have become the philosophy of the Project's team. These clearly identified target women and their households, inculcate 'self-help' as a guiding principle. It has been practically "A Bottom up Approach".

Initially, both the partners were concerned with exposing and countering those forces that create inequality, and to develop strategies to fight poverty. The partners were also concerned with the growing inequality within these two areas as well as the gap between the hill and the tarai. A wide gap between men and women in their living conditions was one of the major concentrations. Hence, Sambika's main strategy was to play a catalytic role in promoting affirmative actions at the grass root level by initiating the involvement of disadvantaged rural families especially women and mobilization of local resources. Sambika's started fostering self-sustainable development of the poor through creation of institutional infrastructure at the grass-root level and enhancement of local capability for micro-level development planning and management.

On November 2001 SKMT conducted Internal Assessment of the SAMBIKA/ CDRW Project.  Considering the previously conducted internal assessment, which was undertaken to fulfill the objectives of analyzing the current situation, activities, problems within the project and to help make corrective changes. Some of the following findings can highlight the current situation. 

Eighty-eight percent of the targeted households have increased their saving practice. Also, access to finance was easier to 26% of the beneficiaries. The repayment rate was more than 97%. Ninety-three percent of the audiences were trained. Out of which, 71% took a loan for an income generation activity and half of them made profit.  Based on the internal assessment report, many lessons were learned from project activities to be more productive and efficient. Central among the lessons learned was the absolute need to develop additional mechanisms to better serve cooperative members from the lowest strata of the community to remain members. A second lesson was that loans must be structured in such a way as to increase the percentage of members making a tangible profit from their income generation activities. A third lesson, which impacts the overall operation was that the general practice of micro financing should have additional activities to motivate the families of the women members so that the member will be encourage by the family for more effective participation.
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