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he word dignity mearns (¢ fferent thincs to ant people.

child probably won't undeistand or 0o chle 1o expicss ittt

wearing shiny black shoes iG school is a uiiiversal metapiioi of
happiness that we are all familiar with. Fashion interests centred

around shoes are common enough among people like us but what if
wedidn'thave any atall?

This story is about how a pair of shoes or slippers helps many happy
feetjump across the little puddles of everyday life.

“Today for the first time | am experiencing slippers on my feet. My
soles will not burn now on the scorching hot floor in summer. | will
have to learn how to walk in these since | have never worn slippers
before.” said a beaming old lady from a drought-affected tribal
community in Madhya Pradesh. She had just received her first-ever
pair of slippers under the ‘Cloth for Work' (CFW) initiative for her
participation in digging a well in her village. She soon broke into a
dance, strutting around in her new pair of slippers.

Sounds surreal? In many villages and slums of India, people don't
have anything to put on their feet, yet life goes on for them. We may
not even notice this everyday ordeal but that's how countless people
spend their life without experiencing the comfort of a sole
underneath their feet.

On a high terrain border road in the state of Uttarakhand, little
tarpaulin shacks on the roadside were billowing incessantly in the
chilling winds. These were the makeshift homes of labourers
working barefoot on rough broken roads, repairing them after the
2013 floods. Many years have gone by but for us, it is still one of the
most enduring images of the tough life of migrant labourers. Their
children play around oblivious to their tiny swollen feet. The shoes
we outreached to these labourers and their children at Border Roads
Organisation (BRO) labour camps were perhaps the most essential
items they cot. This 's where we started working in a more focused
way with nt [2bourers ecross the country. Shoes are now an
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integral part of our ‘Labour Kits'. In Madhepura district (Bihar) when a
bridge (connecting Laxminia and Kahartoli villages) collapsed, the
villagers got together to build it again using 160 bamboos and 10 kg
of ropes. Our team decided to add shoes to their ‘Family Kits'. The
sight of new shoes brought about a wave of happiness among the
villagers.

Outside a village school classroom, a row of new shoes neatly lined
up by the childrenis an enduringimage of hope and learning. The care
and attention that each child gives to his/her pair are heartwarming
and heartbreaking at the same time because we commonly see
broken slippers and shoes strewn all-around many classrooms
across the country. That's another enduring image of what's missing.

Overthe lasttwo decades, Goonj has consistently talked about shoes

as fantrecdinvillagelindia. I we see a child walking around
without shoes, it necessarily by choice. Each day the students
ol Silgaon Frimary )l in the upper parts of Uttarkashi
(Uttarathand)wall many kilom each their school. Some with

slippers but most barefoot, on pebbled, rough roads. When these



children got a pair of shoes they yelled out loud with joy. In one
stroke a new pair of shoes took away the disparity of 'haves' and
‘have-nots' in their class. The next day one child wasn't wearing his
new pair of shoes. His reason is, “If  wear them every day, they'll get
damaged quickly. | have kept them safely for bigger (special)
occasions.” Only when he was assured that he'll get another pair
when these wear off, did he start wearing them regularly to school.

This little addition to a child’s life also encourages and relieves the
parent from an expense while the improvement in school attendance

atmany placesis abigbonus.

Shoes are an integral part of Goonj's kits -be it Family Kit, Winter Kit,
Labour Kit or School/Aanganwadi Kit. Considering the debris and
devastation in disasters, shoes are also an indispensable part of our
disaster Rahat (relief) Kits, wherever possible. Each kitis meticulously
packed; has both old and new pairs of shoes along with other
essential items. When a family receives shoes that do not fit, they
exchange them with other families.




51

Since 2013, Goonj's partnership with TOMS has boosted our efforts
to reach shoes to rural India in a big way. TOMS is a California-based
company, which pledges a new pair of shoes to a child in need on its
every sale.

Natasha D'Agrosa from TOMS says about this partnership, “TOMS is
incredibly lucky to work with such an incredible organisation as
Goonj. We've partnered together since 2013 by giving India-made
school shoes in multiple regions where Goonj works. The shoes have
provided additional help in Goonj's initiatives in their School to
School and Cloth for Work programs, and as disaster relief for young
people who have been affected by disasters."

She added, “The innovative work that Goonj is doing on a daily basis
is why TOMS continues to partner with them and evolve our

partnership year (o vear. They are always working towards the next
big thing and 1 's 0 proud to p/ay a small part in so much
greatness

In the Financial years 2014-201/ alone, Goonj has sent out over 1
million pairs of new and old shoes in the schools, aanganwadis and
directly to the communities, as a part of our Family Kits. A big part of
these shoes came from TOMS but there were also thousands of
shoes given by the masses.

So next time you take out a pair of shoes to give, here’s a simple tip to
reach it mindfully; take a moment to tie together the laces of the pair
so that it stays together and make sure the soles are intact.

It is a little gesture for dignity.
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UPDATE FOOTNOTE

Shoes hold many connections and metaphors to the overall
well-being of people—be it in education, disaster relief, for
migrant labourers. Despite these deep linkages, shoes often
remain an overlooked essential. While our collaboration
with TOMS concluded some years ago, we eagerly hope to
partner with shoe companies across India, to bring about
impact through a similar initiative. Between FY 2014-2020,
Goonj channelled nearly 1,400,000+ shoes, including those
contributed by TOMS, to rural families across India. Our
extensive community of Do-Gooders across India plays a
crucial role in dignified shoe contributions. We hope this
story sparks a larger awareness regarding the significance
of shoes invarious facets of development work.
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