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Casteism
rules roost in
panchayats

2 Da_lit Chiefs Killed Since 2006: Forum

Mahalingam Ponnusamy | nn

Chennai: Grassroots democ-
racy in the state is still plagued
by casteism with 30% of the
elected dalit panchayat presi-
dents performing as mere rub-
ber stamps and letting them-
selves to be dominated by
non-dalits.

A study conducted by the
Tamil Nadu Dalit Panchayat
Presidents Forum (TNDPPF)
said 150 panchayat presidents
were attacked by non-dalits
while they were performing
their duties and two were
killed since 2006. “What isiron-
ical is that 15% of dalit pan-
chayats never occupy their of-
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ficial chair fearing reprisals
from the upper caste, mostly in
the caste-sensitive southern
parts,” M Bharathan, state ad-
viser of TNDPPEF, told TOI. The
forum was formed in 1996 with
the help of some dalit IAS offi-
cers.

The study detailed two
murders, including that of P
Sakkaiyan (45) of the Arun-
dathiyar community. Sakkai-
yan, who was elected as presi-
dent of Nakalamuthanpatti
panchayat in Tirunelveli dis-
trict in 2006, was hacked to
death in November 2007.

“He refused to sign the
cheque leaves as directed by
the non-dalit vice-president.
After five days of stand-off, he
was hacked to death,” said
Bharathan.

In another incident, R Ser-
vaaran (53), belonging to the
dalit Pallar community and
president of Maruthankinaru
panchayat in Tirunelveli dis-

trict. was miirderad allacadlsr

nuary 2008. “He was not al-
lowed to sit in the chair of the
panchayat president. He was
killed after he lodged a police
complaint against the vice-
president,” Bharathan said. M
Krishnaveni, a dalit woman
panchayat president belong-
ing to the Arundathiyar com-
munity, was assaulted in Au-
gust last for entering her office
and sitting on her chair. “She
escaped narrowly from the at-
tack by the woman vice-presi-
dent and her community mem-
bers. But she is still facing
threats,” the study said.

In fact, nearly 80% of dalit
panchayat presidents were
elected only with the approval
of non-dalits. Activists said
most of the dalits contesting
from the reserved panchayats
are dummy candidates, select-
ed by the upper caste people.
Manamai Veerasamy (35), be-
longing to a dailt community
and president of the Mamani
panchayat in Kancheepuram
district, is still struggling to
overcome the caste prejudice.
“I faced a lot of insults in the
lastfive years. ButIam contest-
ing again to work for my peo-
ple,” Veerasamay said. Thedis-
trict collector removed him
fromthepostin2008forraising
his voice against the illegal
prawn farms that sprungup in
hisvillage. But despite a court
order which faulted the'collec-
tor’s action, Veerasamy was
never reinstated.

The study stated that even
before the election, the dalit
candidates were “purchased”.
“The upper caste members
choose their servants as candi-
dates. But after their victory
they are forced to continue do-
ing house chores and other me-
nial jobs and never fulfill their
functions as panchayat presi-
dents,” said N Dayalan, dis-
trict adviser of TNDPPF’s
Kancheepuram unit.

M Chellammal, 50-year-old
president of .Appaneri pan-
chayat in Kovilpatti block, still
workq asa sweeper ina prlvate
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