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Women Empowerment and Biju Patnaik

When Biju Patnaik took reign of Odisha for the
second time, he seriously thought of development
of the women in the state. His contribution to
women empowerment cannot be undermined. As
education (including literacy) is the main key to
social development and women
empowerment, Biju was
instrumental in setting up a large
number of Girls’ High Schools,
women's colleges, women
polytechnics and women B.Ed.
College throughout Odisha including
a good number of such institutions
in the tribal dominated areas. During
his tenure as the Chief Minister, a
large number of SC and ST girls,
students were provided with
scholarship. Several concessions
were declared by Biju Patnaik for
the privately managed but government-aided Girls’
High Schools and women’s college. He gave
particular emphasis on science education, skill
development and vocational training of girls.
During the International Women’s Week (01
March to 08 March, 1994), mass awareness
camps were organized by the State Social Welfare
Board to spread the message of equality,
empowerment and entrepreneurship of women.
Biju himself participated in the State level
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workshop on Women and Science and
Technology, a pioneering step in the post-
independence era in the state.

After education, next comes employment.
Biju took a decision to raise the upper age limit
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by five years for women candidates for various
State Government jobs and for appearing at
various written examinations and interviews in
connection with recruitment. And he did not stop
at that. He went on to announce 30 per cent
reservation for women in all categories of
government appointments. Biju’s government
decided to take over the management of all the
government aided primary, middle and high
schools which benefited thousands of lady
teachers.
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Bijutook a policy decision in 1994 to set
up a Sabai Grass Development Corporation.
Sabai grass is used by women belonging to SCs
and STs to produce household items including
ropes and rope-products. These poor women
were exploited by the middle men and
unscrupulous traders. It was decided that the
Corporation would provide improved varieties of
Sabai seeds and necessary implement to women
engaged in this cultivation and trade. The
Corporation would organize technical training to
women for skill development and better
production. Marketing of the products would also
be taken care of by the Corporation.

With a view to implementing the National
Plan for women’s development, the Government
of Odisha under the Chief Ministership of Biju
Patnaik established the Odisha Women
Development Cooperative Corporation (Odisha
Mahila Vikash Samavaya Nigam) in1991 which
is currently working as the apex State level
women’s cooperative body. On the occasion of
the Panchayati Raj Day, he announced that for
the first time in the history of independent India,
women will be given 33 per cent reservation in
the three-tier Panchayati Raj Institutions. And true
to his word, Odisha Zilla Parishad Act of 1991
and the Gram Panchayat Samiti Amendment Act
of 1992 were passed by the Odisha Assembly
that provided for 33 per cent of reservation for
women including SC and ST women. So, for the
first time, more than twenty eight thousand women
were elected to various Gram Panchayats,
Panchayat Samities and Zilla Parishads. In many
of Zilla Parishads there were exclusively women
Chairperson or Vice Chairperson in the case of
the Samiti and Sarpanch or Naib-Sarapanch.
Interesting area of operation of the Corporation
is its financial assistance and easy loan facilities to
various women groups, educational institutions
and NGOs to open “Women Study Circles, to
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impart examination oriented coaching to women
candidates appearing at different competitive
examinations.

Biju was the first leader in India to take
very bold steps in regard to grass-roots level
democracy. It was during his first tenure as the
Chief Minister in early 1960s that he restructured
the rural and urban local bodies and brought in
suitable amendments to the existing Acts of 1948,
1959 and 1960. During his second term as the
Chief Minister on 5t March, 1990, he decided
to set up a state level marketing network for the
products manufactured by women; and, finally to
create a congenial environment and awareness
for the implementation of women development
programmes.

This Corporation is working as the nodal
agency to coordinate and monitor various women
development plans. Some of the major activities
that are being undertaken by the corporation
include income generation schemes for women
groups, social training programmes, marketing
assistance to women, organization of women self-
help groups, the removal of gender inequality
within the development paradigm, and organizing
meeting of women entrepreneurs. Its main aims
and objectives are to intergrade all the
development plans for women at state, district,
block, Gram Panchayat and village levels; to build
women as a healthy social and economic force
for nation building and to facilitate their individual
and collective efforts; to train women
entrepreneurs for individual, cooperative and joint
enterprises.

Empowerment of women and political
participation would be meaningless without
proper awareness and orientation of the women
concerned. So Biju thought that all the elected
women representatives of the Panchayati Raj
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Institution should receive adequate political and
administrative training. Many of them now receive
training with the help of the State Institute of Rural
Development, the Odisha Women Development
Cooperative Corporation and many other NGOs
working in different parts of Odisha.

It may be pointed out that Biju’s policies
on reservation for women were followed by many
other State governments in India that culminated
in the 73'9 and 74th Amendment Acts to the
Constitution of India which provided for similar
provisions for rural and urban local bodies
respectively.

Biju established the State Commission for
Women in Odisha in line with the National
Commission for Women, another step towards
highlighting the cause of women. The Commission
performs a number of functions including study
of the economic, educational and health situation
of women; compilation of information on instances
of offences against women; preparation of reports
on the status of women, and, investigation into
matters relating to women etc.

Biju wanted women to excel in all fields.
Incidentally, his daughter Geeta Mehta, is an
internationally acclaimed writer. Biju always
encouraged girls to participate in national and
international sports including adventure in the
inclusion of an Odia girl in the Kalinga Bali Yatra,
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expedition through the ancient sea-route (from
Odisha to Indonesian Island like Java, Bali and
Sumatra) to commemorate legendary ‘Boita Yatra’
of Odia ‘Sadhavas’ (seabound international
traders).

While visiting the tribal areas he would
drop in at some tribal hamlet and would start
talking to the old tribal ladies and enquire about
the development programmes and their needs. Biju
was perhaps the only Chief Minister of an Indian
state who ‘appointed’ five tribal ladies as his
‘unofficial advisors’ on sustainable development,
literacy and implementation of different anti-
poverty programmes. He even told these lady
advisers that they would have power at par with
‘police’ and they are free to communicate with
the Chief Minister without any hesitation.
Incidentally one of the ladies, Mrs. Sumani Jhodia
was recommended for the national “Stree Shakti”
award by the Government of Odisha in 2001,
the year on women empowerment in “India”.

Dr. Dinabandhu Moharana, President, Odisha,
Ayurveda Sebasanstha, Room No-112, Municipal
Market, OMP Square , Cuttack-3.
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