
 

The Impact of Covid-19 Lockdown and 

AVAG’s role in providing relief 

The initial spread of the covid-19 virus in India was identified in mid-march as Stage-1, which 
meant it was restricted to people with travel histories to the infected areas. But soon after, 
Stage 2 or local transmission started, and people were encouraged to either work from 
home if possible or maintain social distance and high standards of hygiene within the office 
premises. The announcement of a nation-wide lockdown on March 24 came as a surprise 
and we had to close our office completely. As was true all over the country, there was panic 
and little adjustment time. 

 
Auroville Village Action Group since its inception in 1983, has established, through regular 
capacity building, a network of 300 women’s self-help groups and other community-based 
organizations (CBOs) such as Udhayam Women Federation, Paalam, Auroville Bioregional 
Sports Community Association. We also collaborate with government institutions and other 
local non-profit organizations. It is these local bodies that started calling our staff and 
informing us of the need of helping certain marginalized sectors of the rural population. 

 

In each village, there were families and individuals in need of help. Even though the 
government declared Covid-19 to be a “notified disaster and, both at the central and state 
 



level, announced several relief measures, many migrants, and single member families do 
not benefit from such schemes for they lack the necessary documents to access the same. 
For example, an estimated 94% of construction workers do not have the Building and 
Construction Workers (BOCW) identity card, which rules out the possibility of availing any 
of the benefits from the government’s Rs. 32,000 crore  BOCW fund. 

 

 
 
Under the Public Distribution Scheme (PDS), the state government doled out 1-months 
rations and Rs. 1000 to all the ration-card holders to tide over the lockdown period, but the 
non-portability of this entitlement and the lack of a centralised system meant that migrants 
workers had to forgo this subsidy, just to cite a few examples, stranded travellers (poor 
people who were living in Moratandi to avail free medical treatment in JIPMER), migrant 
workers (Nepali workers in Edyanchavadi who did not get their wages and also 
road-construction workers), tribal people in Edayanchavadi and a few fishermen in 
Bommayapalayam. 



 

 

Our  Panchayat Village Administration with local groups compiled a beneficiary list of 300 
people in 11 villages around Auroville that AVAG decided to help with a relief-package 
comprising Rs. 1000 (USD 13.13) of basic food items. 
Together with the  Panchayat Village Administration, the leaders of the villages and 
Auroville education reps, we had decided, given limited funds, to help only those who did 
not have a ration card. So our beneficiary list was submitted to the Panchayat secretary for 
his approval, who cross-checked it against his list of ration-card beneficiaries. Once the 
beneficiary list was prepared, we gave out a “token”, a yellow card, signed and stamped by 
Jerald Moris, AVAG director. The beneficiaries came to a public place, such as the 
Panchayat office, with their tokens and received their relief package in the presence of 
traditional leaders and the Panchayat secretary. Given the restrictions of movement, and 
the changing ground realities of the lockdown conditions, the entire operation was fairly 
challenging and would never have been possible without the good-willed support of and 
permission from the Deputy Superintendent of Police, Tashildar (Revenue Officer) and the 
Block Development Officer. 

 

 
Through our work, we were well aware of the prevalent gender bias, where the male 
member of the family is seen as the sole and default breadwinner, rendering female 



labourers belonging to the household invisible. It so happened that just before the 
lockdown, in February, AVAG had had a focus group discussion on the plight of single 
women (such as widows and single mothers), and we had heard first-hand accounts of 
second-class treatment of these women within household, some of whom, even during 
normal times suffered from hunger. The Udhayam Women’s Federation started by AVAG, 
an institution representing 5,500 rural women, in a touching gesture of solidarity, took on 
the responsibility of providing relief in the form of Rs. 500 per person in cash to 355 women 
they had identified as being in dire need. 

 

 

We were also aware that the sanitation measures to prevent Covid-19 infection of using 
hand-washing (forget sanitizers) and maintaining social distance were rendered 
meaningless in poor households that lacked running water and often had 7 people sleeping 
in a small room. Even government institutions, we learnt do not have enough basic 
protection materials. At the request of Panchayat administration and thanks to donations 
in-kind from certain Auroville units, we made a token contribution by providing 68 
government waste workers with a pair of gloves, a mask, and bars of soap each. 



 
 
 
 

 

The 6 week lockdown may be further extended.. There are many more people who will 
need our help in the short-term and in the long-run. Yet, severe as this unfortunate 
catastrophe is, the help we have received from Aurovilians and from friends of AVAG in 
India and abroad, is, to us, a demonstration of human unity. 



Testimonials of the Beneficiaries 

 
1. Durairaj (58 years), native of Kurinjipadi 

 

 
I am a native of Kurinjipadi, but live in Periyamudaliar Chavadi village for the last 3 years. I                  
am an agriculture coolie and earn around Rs.250 ($3) per day and live in a thatched house.                 
Our family ration card is in my native place. Since I have to spend days losing my wages to                   
change it to this address, I did not bother to change it. Every month my brother’s family                 
over there would get the ration allowed for our family and I would go there on weekends to                  
get them here. But the lockdown changed the situation overnight. Without any income and              
the possibility to avail the provisions given by the government, our family struggled like hell               
and I had spent all the money I had. Exactly at that moment AVAG supported me with the                  
food kit that enabled me and my wife to survive for 20 days. In the mean time the                  
government took the decision to support the non-ration cardholders as well. AVAG helped             
me survive during the period when I did not have any means to sustain. I have to say                  
honestly that I am impressed with the quality of the food materials supplied. 



 2. Kuppamal (75 years), Kuilapalayam 
 

I am a widow and my husband passed away some 20 years ago. I had two sons; both were                   
alcoholics and died leaving me alone. I had to sell my house to pay back the loans and now I                    
do all sorts of odd jobs to earn Rs.50 -100 ($1.3)a day. My daughters-in-law have ration                
cards and hence eligible to access the food materials and cash given by the government. I                
was able to survive with whatever I earned. But COVID-19 changed my life totally. No work                
and no money to buy anything. The food kit I got from AVAG was immensely useful for my                  
survival and may God bless everyone involved in this holy work. 

 3. Mangai, Cluster Coordinator, AVAG 
 

For the Covid19 relief work, I got a chance to work closely with the support team of my                  
village. I visited almost all houses in the different caste settlements of my village to select                
he most needy people to receive food kits from our office. I am proud to be a part of the                    
initiative to help the migrants, poorest of the poor, aged, and the physically challenged in               
our village. The team effort helped all of us to be fair and genuine in our selection. This                  
experience would remain to be a satisfying and fulfilling moment in my life. 
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