Vanita Vinod Naroti's housa.
She (below) is the sarpanch ol 15
villages in Todsa taluka
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Gondwana's skill centre
became a crossing point
for vilagers from fear to
choice. They were taught
mining skills. yes, but also

‘I never thought I could drive
a huge truck as a woman’
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At Surjagarh, the earth is cut
open carefully. This is where iron
ore is mined but it does not feel
like a place that only takes. Every
worker here comes from the
villages that circle the hills. They
are fed, housed when needed, and
ferried to work. The mine bends
itself around people, not the other
way around.

Surjagarh practises green
mining where electric vehicles
hum instead of roar, water sprays
hang constantly in the air to keep
dust down, and carbon footprints

Surjagarh has become the mining centre for iron ore, following which thousands of residents have received employment

Of the 3500 odd employees here,
skill is the only qualification
that matters.

Because operators did not
exist locally, they were moulded.
Villagers are trained from scratch,
paid stipends while learning, and
supported with free transport,
schooling, and hospital care
— benefits that spill beyond
employees to neighbouring
villages. Education, too, travels far
from here. Twenty-five students
from Gadchiroli, selected on
merit, are sent to study mining

district, local alcohol or the
local Mahua is a central part
of cultural celebrations in
the district, especially in the
interior villages.

@ Pratibha Madavi is a 36-year-old
mining truck driver at Surjagarh's
rmining centre, who never thought
she coulid do this as awoman,
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@ For most of Gadchiroli district, the
houses are made of wood

carrying a district's expectations
with them.
On site, 104 women are

Pratibha Madavi, 36,a mining
truck driver. *1 like driving, My
husband works here too. It pays
well and it's fun. | never thought

| could do this as a woman,” she
says, smiling shyly. At Surjagarh,
progress is slow and steady like a
loaded truck driven by someone
who once never imagined she'd be
behind any wheel.

What went wrong?

| Till five years ago, when
Maoism was rampant in the
district, Gadchiroli's people
did not take up guns for the
sake of it. Apart from lack of
employment, the district was
riddled with poverty. Villagers
had no idea about the concept
of money nor the Internet. Food
came from backyard farming,
which was never fully nutritious
| orfilling. No masalas were used
| either. The backwardness here
was a result of being invisible
to the system. It's the complete
sense of abandonment and
desperation for decades which
had pushed Gadchiroli into the
pits of viglence.




