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In the heart of rural India, in the district of Ahmednagar, lies the hamlet of Kutewadi. Here,
life moves at a different pace, far removed from the bustling cities and their relentless
rhythms. Amidst the traditional rural backdrop, during our fieldwork we came across an
initiative that was intriguing to say the least. At the heart of this narrative is a group of
women and their association with a powerful movement known as "Bachatgats," community-
based savings groups that have quietly become agents of economic empowerment in rural
India. In the state of Maharashtra, the mission of these groups is to help women take charge
of their basic expenses and achieve economic well-being. This case study embarks on a
journey through the lives of these women and their village, delving into the remarkable story
of Laxmi Mata Bachatgat, one of several savings groups in Kutewadi. It is a story that
transcends mere financial transactions; it's about fostering a sense of community, building
trust, and creating an ecosystem where people can to build secured livelihoods and fulfil
dreams.

Self-help groups

Self-help groups (SHGs) are informal associations of individuals with similar socio-economic
backgrounds and living in the same locality. These groups are formed to promote financial
independence, rural development, increase income sources, financial literacy, and uplift the
community. Microfinance institutions (MFIs) offer non-collateral small loans to SHGs,
typically consisting of 10-20 members, mainly women. SHG members act as guarantors for
each other to access these loans.

These groups offer financial, social, and emotional support, enabling members to become
self-reliant. They often suggest development steps like offering vocational courses to increase
income. They can engage in social activities and competitions in collaboration with NGOs or
financial institutions to build a social network and earn income. SHGs are a powerful tool for
financial inclusion and the empowerment of low-income individuals, particularly women,
leading to economic, financial, social, and mental independence. MFIs offer loans to SHGs to
start or expand small businesses, ultimately raising household income and living standards.

Group Structure and Operations

Membership: Laxmi Mata Bachatgat, like other groups in the village, has a maximum
membership of 20 individuals and was established in 2002. This size ensures that each
member can actively participate and that the group remains manageable, only one member
from each household can be a member. The new member has to pay their contribution on the
basis of the number of months passed in the cycle at the time of entry.



Savings and Interest: Members contribute Rs 100 per month, and the group charges an
interest rate of 2% per month on loans given to members. This collective savings pool serves
as the basis for providing loans to members.

Money used to get collected from all the members by the first of every month and will be
deposited by 4th of the month in faciliatory bank. If any member needs money in the
particular month she needs to convey it to the president so that the same day president signs a
cheque of the necessary amount and withdraws the cash from the bank. There were two
pivotal roles in the entire functioning of the self-help group one was President and the other
was secretory. President is the head of the self-help group and the final decision making
authority and secretory used to carry the work of documentation of the self-help group. Both
are elected by the women in the self-help group, and can be altered by voting of all the
members.

Cycle: The group follows a Diwali-to-Diwali cycle for savings and loans. This annual cycle
enables members to plan for their financial needs over the course of the year.

Loan Repayment: Laxmi Mata Bachatgat uses an Equated Monthly Installment (EMI) system
for loan repayment, which eases the burden on borrowers. This system encourages
responsible financial behavior.

Penalties: To maintain financial discipline, a Rs 50 fine is imposed in the case of a loan
repayment failure. Additionally, a Rs 10 fine is levied on members who fail to contribute their
monthly savings.

Subsidies: The group benefits from subsidies provided by NABARD, including 10% and
20% subsidies on the purchase of goats and cows, respectively, with the help of which every
member purchased one to two goats while four could purchase a cow. These subsidies have
enhanced the group's income-generation activities and livestock rearing.

The local FPO “ANKUR” and NGO “WOTR” helped the women from Kutewadi with all the
formalities to form the self-help groups starting from co-ordinating with the local facilitator
bank i.e., ADCC (Ahmednagar District Central Coperative Bank) & NABARD.

Underlying themes:

Community building aspect

Building Trust and Solidarity: Laxmi Mata Bachatgat has fostered a sense of trust and
solidarity among its members, which has also been cited as one of the reasons for the group
to stay intact for over 15 years. Regular interactions during savings meetings and the shared
financial goals have created a supportive network where members can rely on each other not
just for financial assistance but also for emotional support.

Collective Decision-Making: The group engages in collective decision-making, which is an
essential aspect of community building. Members participate in discussions about loan
approvals, interest rates, and fines, ensuring transparency and fairness in the group's
operations. Together, these women were able to increase the wage rate, the group's success in
setting a minimum wage rate for its members is a testament to its growing influence in the



community. This initiative goes beyond the group itself and can set a precedent for fair labor
practices in Kutewadi.

Shared Responsibility: The financial penalties for failure to repay loans or meet monthly
contributions may seem punitive, but they serve a dual purpose. They not only enforce
financial discipline but also create a sense of shared responsibility. Members understand that
the success of one impacts the group as a whole.

Community Engagement: Laxmi Mata Bachatgat is not limited to just financial matters. The
group actively engages in community development activities. This engagement extends to
initiatives that benefit the village, such as participating in local events, supporting education,
and promoting sustainable farming practices. The financial independence they gain through
the group gives them the confidence to get involved in community projects and social causes
with the help of NGOs such as Social Centre and WOTR.

Long-term sustainability

Leadership Development: Investing in leadership development within the bachatgats is
crucial. Ensure that there are capable leaders who can manage the group effectively, make
informed decisions, and inspire members to actively participate. All in all be a strong force
who is able to enforce trust amongst the members.

Capacity Building: Provide regular training and capacity-building programs for members.
This includes financial literacy, record-keeping, and skills related to income-generating
activities. Well-informed members are better equipped to manage the group's finances and
operations. Through our interaction with the members, we realised formalities and legalities
are a bottleneck currently, which should be worked upon for better efficiency. Stay informed
about any legal requirements or regulations that may apply to the bachatgat. Comply with
relevant laws and regulations to ensure the group's long-term viability.

Diversify Income Streams: Encourage members to diversify their income sources. This
reduces dependency on the savings group and increases the financial stability of members.
Income-generating activities can include small businesses, livestock rearing, and agriculture.
We met up with a young woman who had always dreamt of opening her own salon and could
finally achieve this with the help of these bachatgats.

Linkages to Formal Financial Institutions: Facilitate linkages between bachatgats and formal
financial institutions such as banks and credit unions. This provides access to a wider range
of financial services and resources.

Risk Management: Develop a risk management strategy to address potential issues like loan
defaults or internal conflicts. Create contingency plans for handling such situations to prevent
them from undermining the group's sustainability. With respect to bachatgats in other hamlets
we recovered that people lack trust in these groups due to past cheating scandals. Ensure
transparency in financial transactions and decision-making processes. Members should
understand how their money is being managed and how loans are disbursed. This builds trust
and accountability. Promote social cohesion within the group. Encourage a sense of
community and mutual support among members. This helps maintain their commitment to
the group's objectives.



Local Partnerships: Collaborate with local organizations, NGOs, and government agencies
that can provide support, resources, and additional training to the bachatgats. Also, further
investigate the scope and impact of collaborations between various bachatgats operating in
close proximity to each other to share best practices and learn from one another.
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What is the importance of bachatgat for you?

Different women had different experiences with these self-help groups, in a direct interaction
with the members we got acquainted with their views on what bachatgat meant for them. The
most important change that was brough by the bachatgat was the financial independency,
where all the women had stated that they are financially independent now and don’t have to
rely on men of the houses for basic expenses.

The second major breakthrough of the bachatgat was elimination of loan sharks/private
lenders. In Indian villages many farmers have committed suicide due to harassment by loan
sharks and exaggerated interest rates charged by them. But due to the establishment of the
bachatgats, now families don’t have to rely on them and don’t have to pay higher interest
rates or even mortgage anything in return.

Also, bachatgat had helped tremendously in improving the education for the children coming
from poor families who were earlier unable to pay the school fees and had to drop out of the
school, women reported how they could now have access to funds systematically and could
fund the education of their children.

Other women would come to them for advice in cases of medical emergencies, enquiring
where to go and how to procure the funds for those expenses. Due to easy availability of
money it became easier to take care of ones medical expenses.

In some cases people were also able to take care of the wedding expenses with the help of
these groups, for which they usually had to rely on mortgage earlier.

In conclusion, the case study of Laxmi Mata Bachatgat and the broader narrative of savings
groups in rural India paint a vivid picture of a transformative journey. These bachatgats have
become the driving force behind financial independence for women, eradicated the influence
of exploitative moneylenders, and opened doors to education, healthcare, and even life's
celebrations. They are not just an economic solution; they are a lifeline for the communities
they serve. They have set the foundation for sustainable financial practices, boosted local
entrepreneurship, and laid the groundwork for social development. The trust and solidarity
nurtured within these groups have the potential to redefine not just the financial landscape but
the entire social fabric of rural India.

In a world that often seems to be hurtling forward, the quiet revolution of bachatgats is a
testament to the strength of community-driven change. These groups empower women, shape
futures, and create a sense of self-reliance that is nothing short of remarkable. The journey of
Laxmi Mata Bachatgat and its counterparts across rural India is an inspiring example of how,
even in the most traditional of settings, innovation and empowerment can thrive, fostering a
better tomorrow for all.



