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So Much for the Disabled People!

Editorial

he new government is in place following general elections to the 14th Lok Sabha. During the 
hustings, scores of national and regional political parties came out with their manifestoes but all of Tthem, in weird unanimity, were silent on the issue of the welfare of the disabled people who 

comprise around five per cent of the country's population. Simply because of they being disorganised, 
dependent on others and their inability to rally behind political parties, disabled people are not considered 
a vote bank and so they are rudely ignored. Otherwise, the organised strength of voters with different 
disabilities can send at least 20 MPs to the parliament. Still, disability is the odd card that no party desires 
to play unlike the case of caste, community, religion, etc. 

For over half a century the legislature has been immune to the needs of disabled people even though the 
former prime minister Jawahar Lal Nehru suffered a stroke in the concluding phase of his tenure and ex-
chief minister of Uttar Pradesh, Govind Ballabh Pant had Parkinson's disease. As these VVIPs' special 
needs were well attended to, they could not appreciate the challenges a common man with disability 
faces. 

India has significantly progressed in various fields including medical and health but sadly lags behind in 
rehabilitation of the disabled people. Even their basic needs do not receive due attention from the 
concerned quarters and they are compelled to seek judicial intervention. In one case, even routine 
prosthesis and medication had to be sought via intervention of the Delhi High Court. These days the 
courts are being frequently petitioned by the disabled people for redressal of their essential requirements 
like discrimination at work, compensation, admission in teaching institutions, disabled-friendly 
environment, etc. It is also a harsh fact that even IAS officers had been discriminated against on account 
of disability and were forced to seek justice through the Supreme Court.    

Sonia Gandhi, chairperson of United Progressive Alliance, had been showing great concern and care for 
the disabled people through Rajiv Gandhi Foundation which she heads. Now that there is a Congress-led 
UPA government at the Centre, the expectations of disabled fraternity are bound to rise manifold, 
especially in the areas of education and employment, one of the main issues, on which the recent 
elections were contested and won.

While constituting his cabinet of ministers, Prime Minister Manmohan Singh would have done well to 
entrust the welfare of disabled people to Ajit Jogi, MP from Chhattisgarh and S. Jaipal Reddy the minister 
for information and broadcasting.  Jogi is currently leading a wheelchair life and is recuperating from 
spinal injury and Reddy has a locomotor disability. A separate ministry for the purpose would not have 
been a bad idea either. They already have it in Canada. We need it all the more for our five crore disabled 
citizens.

Arpita Ghosh, Atul Jain and Ravinder Nayar extended their valued help in bringing out this issue 
of The Voice…

There is no security on this earth. Only opportunity.

Douglas Macarthur



JAVED ABIDI, covenor, Disabled Rights 
Group and executive director, 

National Centre for Promotion of 
Employment for the Disabled People, 

fought the recently concluded Lok Sabha 
elections. Though he lost, he considers it a 
success in terms of being able to convince 

the electorate of the need for genuine efforts 
in mainstreaming the people with 

disabilities. Abidi, 39, has emerged as a 
staunch activist and a voice for crores of 
disabled people who have been hitherto 

denied their rightful place in the society. 
RAJINDER JOHAR interviews Abidi on 

his experiences while contesting as an 
independent candidate.
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What made you contest this year's 

Lok Sabha Elections? And why did 

you choose New Delhi constituency?    

As soon as the general elections 

were announced, there was a big 

debate in the disability sector as to 

what should be our stand  should 

we restrict our role to advocacy 

vis-à-vis the Election Commission 

and vis-à-vis the political parties 

or should we ourselves jump in 

the fray! One thing was clear this 

time  that, we should not be on the 

fringes; but should be right there, 

in the middle of the action. 

We chose New Delhi because of 
two considerations: (a) it is a 
small constituency  easier to 
canvass in a short time and with 
limited resources; and (b) it is a 
highly literate constituency  
therefore, people should be more 
aware of social issues.

You fought as an independent 
candidate. Did you try for a 
ticket from any political party?

No. It was a decision-in-principle 
taken by the Disabled Rights 
Group (DRG) that the disability 
sector should maintain its own 
independent identity. 

How did your family and friends 
react to your decision to contest?

They were convinced that I was 
mad! Initially they were all quite 
taken aback. They worried for me. 
But, once they realised that I was 
serious, they not only accepted my 
decis ion but  also act ively 
supported me. 

What were the issues raised by 
you? What was your manifesto ?

The main issue of course was 
disability. But, I also focused on 
clean electoral practices that 
'politics' is not necessarily a bad 

Javed Abidi with his supporters during election campaign

Fighting Election 
           Wasn’t So Bad

70 per cent of Indians will qualify as poor and the below poverty line 26 per cent will qualify as 

worse than chronically poor.

Abusaleh Shariff, chief economist, and head, human development programme, 

at the National Council of Applied Economic Research
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word. I focused sharply on the 
various problems faced by the 
New Delhi constituency and how 
it has been wrongly labelled as a 
VIP constituency. 

What have you achieved by 
contesting the election? Are you 
satisfied with the results? What 
stood between you and the 
victory?

We were able to raise the profile of 
disability as an issue. It was right 
there on the main political pages of 
most  mains t ream nat iona l  
newspapers throughout the 
election campaign. A fairly large 
chunk of the general population, at 
least in Delhi, was made aware of 
disability issues and perhaps 
sensitised. And of course, the 
biggest target group were the 
politicians. I think most of them 
understood what we were trying 
to do and they were quite 
appreciative. I even got a phone 
call from Priyanka Gandhi!

This was an election where the 
result did not matter! I lost because 
I was merely an independent 
candidate with hardly any 
infrastructure to fight such a huge 
battle. We should feel content that 
inspite of all the handicaps, we 
were able to make a dent. I knew 
from the day one that I would not 
be able to win. And I am sincerely 
happy that Ajay Maken got 
elected.

Many people feel your stand was 
extremely courageous. How much 
public support did you actually 
get?

I am deeply touched by the 

support I got from all my friends, 
colleagues and peers. People 
really went out of their way. It 
w a s  a  h u g e  e m o t i o n a l  
experience, one that I will 
remember and cherish for the 
rest of my life.

In the history of parliamentary 
elections, has anybody ever 
fought an election from a 
w h e e l c h a i r ?  W e r e  y o u  
comfortable canvassing from a 
wheelchair? Did you also 
address rallies or  road side 
meetings ?

Honestly, I am not so sure. But I 
don't think that anyone from the 
disability sector or for that matter 
a known disability activist has 
contested ever before. 

Oh yes, I was more than 
c o m f o r t a b l e .  N o t  j u s t  
comfortable, but enjoying it too. 
Trust me being netaji can be a lot 
of fun!

We canvassed very hard and in a 
very systematic manner. I must 
have addressed scores of corner 
meetings in various areas of the 
New Delhi constituency  from 
very upmarket places like Anand 
Lok and Golf Links, etc.; to 
middle class colonies like 
Sarojini Nagar, Lodhi Colony, 
etc.; and right upto slum 
dwellings like Yamuna Pushta or 
the Balmiki Basti.

People accuse you of being 
inaccessible. Did it show during 
the election campaign where 
mass contact is essential?

I don't think that is a fair charge! 

As you are well aware, DRG is a 

mass movement. Sometimes at a 

very very short notice, we have to 

organise dharnas and rallies with 

hundreds of disabled people. If I 

really was all that 'inaccessible', 

why would people respond so 

willingly and so selflessly to my 

call?

But I do understand your point 

also. I accept I have got very little 

time during the course of the day 

and I like to use every minute 

judiciously; secondly, I genuinely 

want that people should not over-

estimate me, that there should be a 

second line of leadership, people 

must trust all our other senior 

officers, like say Rama Chari and 

Sakina. Depending of course on 

the nature of work, that people 

meet them, it is as good as meeting 

me. Then, why should everyone 

insist that they want to meet me 

and only me!!

During election campaign, even 

the snootiest netas turn all honey 

and sugar! So, where is the 

question of my daring to be 

inaccessible? I was out there, at 

my best behaviour and sincerely 

trying to woo people.

Perhaps you were the only 

campaigner for the rights of the 

disabled people. What kind of 

support did you receive from the 

disabled fraternity? Has your 

contesting the election boosted 

the morale of disabled people?

I did get the feeling that my 

contesting the Lok Sabha election 

and that too, from the New Delhi 

constituency had a significant 

Once you agree upon the price you and your family must pay for success, it enables you to ignore the minor hurts, 

the opponent's pressure, and the temporary failures.

Vincent Limbardi



impact on the hearts and minds of 

disabled people. I hope it boosted 

their morale. 

As far as 'support' is concerned, I 

had a mixed kind of an experience. 

On one hand, I got heart warming 

support from totally unexpected 

quarters. And on the other, close 

allies and friends, like the Spastics 

Society of Northern India backed 

out after publicly giving their 

support and that too, in writing.

I have always felt that the 

disability sector is not as socio-

politically aware as it should be. 

Perhaps, it is one of the reasons 

that we suffer so much. Unless we 

bury our fears, reduce our 

overdependence on government 

funding and get over our petty I-

me-my disability kind of an 

attitude, we will continue to 

r e m a i n  i s o l a t e d  f r o m  t h e  

mainstream.

Would you like to fight another 

election? In retrospect, do you 

regret taking the plunge?

Another election ? Let me get some 

rest first! It has only been a month 

since the madness got over!! No, I 

don't regret taking the plunge at 

all. I am really glad I did  even 

though, I had to pay a huge 

personal price in more ways than 

one.

What is it in our politics that you 

would like to change?

The vulgar use of money power.

Fighting election these days is 
quite an expensive affair. How 
did you manage?

When I started out, I set  a target 

of collecting Rs. 5 lakh. At the 

end of it all, we managed to get 

Rs. 4,47,720.58!! I had made an 

appeal  primarily to the 

disability sector, and on a larger 

level, to the entire social sector. 

We set up a separate bank 

account. All donations were 

made by cheque or a demand 

draft. Proper receipts were 

printed and issued. This was 

truly a people’s  movement.

Earlier too there have been 
p a r l i a m e n t a r i a n s  w i t h  
disabilities but they hardly 
made any difference in the lives 
of disabled people. Would you 
try any thing else than politics 
to improve their lot?

Merely being disabled is hardly 

a qualification! Obviously, no 

one becomes disabled by choice. 

And if you are disabled, it is 

tough luck. Some people react 

rather negatively and then, they 

get angry. Now, if one is angry 

with oneself for acquiring 

disability, I don't think she or he 

would contribute much to the 

cause. Most of us in the sector are 

aware as to how negatively 

Jaipal Reddy reacts if anyone 

approaches him on disability 

issues. So first you have to be 

comfortable with your own 

disability; become friends with 

it; and then perhaps, become 

passionate about it.

As far as I am concerned, I do 

have the urge to quit the NGO 

sector and to go back into the 

world of journalism. But my 

association with disability will not 

end. 

Do you think rights of the 
disabled people is an issue with 
the voters or the politicians?

Quite frankly, disability is just not 

an issue  either with the voters at 

large or with the politicians. Some 

of them are empathetic but that 

feeling of empathy comes from a 

charity and pity prism, than a 

rightsbased or an issuebased 

approach. 

Who is your role model in 
politics?

Sonia Gandhi. She has given a 

practical lesson to the nation at 

large that politics should be about 

good hard work and not about 

sheer lust for power!

Rajya Sabha has nominated 
representatives from different 
f i e lds  l ike  f i lm industry ,  
j o u r n a l i s m ,  A n g l o - I n d i a n  
community, intellectuals, etc. 
Why efforts are not made to have 
a  representative  from the  
disability sector in the Upper 
House?

We must make the effort. I do 

strongly feel that the voice of 

people with disabilities should be 

heard inside the Parliament. 

You have fought many successful 

cases in the court of law as an 

activist for the rights of disabled 

people, then, why this getting into 

politics? Will it add to your 

strength?

The VOICE of FODThe VOICE of FODJan-June 200410

Fish that live more than 800 meters below the ocean surface don't have eyes.

www.geocities.com
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That’s what I was trying to clarify 

earlier. No one route will bring us 

assured success. We (the disability 

sector) must learn to make use of 

all the various tools that are 

available to us. So, if more and 

more disabled people get into 

active politics, it will definitely 

add to our strength.

Being a novice in politics, how did 

it feel like fighting against 

political giants like Jagmohan and 

Ajay Maken?

It was both a lot of fun and yet, a 

very moving and humbling 

experience. I have a feeling though 

that both, Jagmohan and Ajay 

Maken were a wee bit nervous 

because of my candidature!

Do you think, things will change 

for the disabled people with 

Congress- led government at the 

Centre? Why a separate ministry 

for the disabled people not be 

lobbied?

I am expecting revolutionary, 

path-breaking changes in the 

weeks and months to come. Most 

of the people are personally very 

well aware of disability issues 

and quite committed.

The challenge for the disability 

sector is to get its act together and 

to go to the new government in a 

united and cohesive manner, with 

a clear vision and a tangible, time 

bound agenda.

If you had won the election do you 

think you could have been equally 

effective as you are now as an 

activist ?

A  m e m b e r  o f  P a r l i a m e n t  

obviously has huge powers. But 

then, not everyone can become an 

MP! I have always strongly 

believed that one should do one's 

level best in the role that is 

assigned. I feel privileged to be the 

convenor of DRG and to be the 

executive director of NCPEDP. 

n

Never be afraid to do something new. Remember, amateurs built the ark; professionals built the titanic.

Anonymous

Self-Employment Opportunities for Persons with Disabilities
FINANCIAL ASSISTANCE FROM NATIONAL HANDICAPPED FINANCE AND DEVELOPMENT CORPORATION IS AVAILABLE

For
* Setting up small business in service/trading sector - Loan upto Rs. 3.0 lakh
* Purchase of vehicle for commercial hiring - Loan upto Rs. 5.0 lakh
* Agricultural activities - Loan upto Rs. 5.0 lakh
* Self-employment amongst persons with mental retardation/cerebral palsy/autism - Loan upto Rs. 3.0 lakh
* Setting up small industrial unit - Loan upto Rs. 5.0 lakh
* Loan for Education/Training to Disabled Persons : Loan upto Rs. 7.50 lakh for studies within India and Rs.15.00 lakh for studies abroad.

To
* Any Indian citizen with 40% or more disability.
* Between 18-55 years.
* Annual income below Rs. 1,00,000/- p.a. for urban areas and Rs. 80,000/- p.a. for rural areas. 
* At 5% - 6% rate of interest with 1% rebate for disabled women
* A maximum 10 year repayment period is allowed.

F Financial assistance is also available to -
* Non Government Organisations for further disbursement to Persons with Disabilities under Micro Financing Scheme - Loan upto Rs. 5.0 lakh for NGO, upto 

Rs. 25,000/- per beneficiary.
* Micro Finance Scheme implemented through State Channelising Agencies.
* Non Government Organisation for further disbursement to women with disabilities under Mahila Samridhi Yojana - Loan upto Rs. 5.0 lakh for NGO, upto 

Rs. 25,000/- per women beneficiary.
* Parents Association for the Mentally Retarded Persons - Loan upto Rs. 5.0 lakh.

For further details, please contact :-
State Channelising Agency in States/UTs 

or 
Nearest branch of Punjab & Sind Bank 

or 
National Handicapped Finance and Development Corporation

(Ministry of Social Justice & Empowerment)
Red Cross Bhawan, Sector-12, Faridabad-121 007 (Haryana) Phone No. (0129)-2264841, Telefax : 2284371

E-mail: nhfdc@nda.vsnl.net.in, Website: www.nhfdc.org
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a r s  a n d  w a r - l i k e  
o p e r a t i o n s ,  l i k e  Wcounter-insurgency or 

counter-terrorist operations, 
always result in casualties. Some 
officers and jawans are killed on 
the battlefield, while others, in 
much larger  numbers ,  are  
wounded. Amongst the latter are 
those who become permanently 
disabled. Most of them go home, as 
it is not possible for the army to 
find suitable jobs for them.

Since Independence in 1947, 
approximately 17,000 army 
personnel have been killed and 
over 40,000 wounded, in various 
operations, within the country and 
abroad. In the last decade alone, 
the number of killed and wounded 
was 4,500 and 13,000 respectively. 
In all types of wars, the focus of 
both, the public as well as the 
government is on those brave 
soldiers who lay down their lives 
for the nation, and on their next of 
kin, particularly the widows of the 
martyrs. It is unfortunate, but true, 
that the wounded are soon 
forgotten. Some of the wounded 

War Wounded Foundation
                      Succour for Disabled Soldiers

Wars leave behind a trail of wounded soldiers and officers. Many land up with disability. Apart 
from acknowledging and honouring their heroics, they need to be adequately compensated or 
economically rehabilitated. But it has not been happening. WAR WOUNDED 
FOUNDATION, formed in August 2002, involving various corporates, is engaged in 
rehabilitation of disabled warriors in all parts of the country. LT. GEN. (RETD.) VIJAY 
OBEROI, PVSM, AVSM, VSM, writes about the organisation.

do recover, but a fairly large 
number become disabled for life, 
on account of losing limbs or the 
use of other critical organs. Most 
disabled soldiers are sent home 
after their wounds have healed 
and they have been fitted with 
suitable prostheses for their 
disability.

Till the Kargil War of 1999, even 
the widows of our martyrs were 
shabbily compensated, by way 
of cash grants, jobs, or other 
means of employment, but the 
d i s a b l e d  w a r r i o r s  w e r e  
studiously ignored. They did get 
a disability pension, but it was in 
actuality a pittance, as it did little 
to improve their pecuniary 
position.  The Kargil  War 
witnessed generous grants 
forthcoming from both the 
c e n t r a l  a n d  t h e  s t a t e  
governments, but unfortunately 
only for the widows of our 
martyrs. The disabled soldiers 
were forgotten, as in the past. 
However, after much coaxing, 
comparatively small amounts 
were given as grants to them. 

This largesse was confined only to 
the Kargil wounded and is 
unfortunately not available to the 
casualties, which continue to occur 
on a daily basis. Neither were the 
disabled soldiers of earlier wars 
and other operations considered 
for these grants. The situation is no 
better today. 

While it is nobody's case that the 
widows of our martyrs should not 
be adequately compensated; in 
fact they should get even more; but 
we must also not forget those who 
left behind an arm or a leg or more, 
on some obscure battlefield, 
fighting for the nation.

The disabled persons from armed 

forces do get what is called a 

disability pension, but the amount 

hardly makes a dent in their ability 

to live a respected and financially 

independent life. The rates were so 

grossly inadequate till 1996 that 

they are not worth mentioning 

here. The Fifth Pay Commission 

enhanced this amount, but even 

now the rates  are grossly 

The UN has estimated that 70 per cent of the world's poor are women.

Eighty per cent of all women are anaemic. Sixty per cent of all births take place without assistance.

Abusaleh Shariff, chief economist, and head, human development programme, 

at the National Council of Applied Economic Research
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inadequate. The current rates for 

100 per cent disability, to which 

only a few are eligible, are 

Rs 3,100/- for jawans, Rs. 3,800/- 

for JCO's, and Rs. 5,200/- for 

officers. For lesser percentages, the 

rates are proportionately reduced. 

The disability pension of a jawan 

who has lost a leg, for example, is 

only Rs. 1,550/- These grossly low 

monetary compensations for our 

disabled soldiers, the bulk of 

whom are young men in their 

twenties and thirties, who have 

their whole life ahead of them, 

need to be enhanced manifold. 

Hopefully the government will 

take note of the plight of these 

gallant men, who having lost their 

limbs in the service of the nation, 

are today languishing in virtual 

penury. 

While the government ponders 

over this important issue at its own 

pace, the nation collectively and 

the cit izens of  our nation 

individually, need to reflect on this 

state of affairs and do what they 

can to help these brave young men, 

who having become disabled, still 

have a long life ahead of them. It 

needs to be ensured that their life is 

made both productive and useful, 

so that even in their disabled state 

they live with respect, and their 

potential is fully utilised.

An organisat ion,  which is  

specifically dedicated to the long 

term rehabilitation of the war 

disabled, and which can reach out 

to all such personnel throughout 

the country has now been set up, as 

the War Wounded Foundation. 

I t s  a im is  the  long-term 

rehabilitation of the war disabled 

men in vocations, as near their 

homes as possible. For this, the 

Foundation is co-opting the 

corporate sector, which in the 

past has taken a lead in many 

nation-building and societal-

al leviation activit ies.  The 

Foundation is endeavouring to 

build a symbiotic relationship 

between the corporate sector and 

the war disabled individuals, by 

acting as a facilitator. The focus 

of the Foundation is especially on 

rural areas, as the bulk of our 

soldiers come from a rural 

background. At the same time, 

the corporate sector is already 

focusing on rural areas, with a 

view to create rural markets in 

niche sectors. The Foundation is 

bringing together these two 

entities, so that rehabilitation of 

the  war  disabled defence  

personnel, in their own villages or 

in close-by locations, is made 

poss ib le .  Spec i f i ca l ly ,  the  

Foundation is trying to achieve 

this by persuading selected 

corporate houses to appoint the 

war disabled soldiers as dealers or 

agents for their products, on 

highly attractive terms. This will 

cover the aspirations of both 

parties, with the Foundation 

acting as the facilitator. A number 

of prestigious corporate houses 

are already working with the 

Foundation, and many more are 

eager to support it. This augurs 

well for the war disabled jawans 

and officers.

The Foundation looks at its future 

work as a labour of love, their 

humble contribution to 'Nation 

Building', where sixfold results, as 

under, are likely: -

From left to right : Maj. Gen. (Retd.) Ian Cardozo, Lt .Gen. (Retd.) Vijay Oberoi and 
Mukesh Anand, founder members of  the War Wounded Foundation with President 
APJ Abdul Kalam at Rashtrapati Bhavan

Do not think yourself to be a slave of circumstances, you are the maker of your destiny.

Anonymous
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Ø

Ø

Ø

Ø

Ø

Rehabilitate the war disabled 

persons, with respect and dignity, 

in or close to their homes.

Open for 'Corporate India' a 

long-term and nearly permanent 

social avenue, for providing 

meaningful assistance to the brave 

officers and men of the Armed 

Forces.

Open up the rural areas, 

especially the markets, and make 

available fast-moving products to 

consumers locally.

Assist in arresting, to the extent 

possible, the demographic shift 

from rural to urban areas.

Take wealth and technology to 

rural areas, where the bulk of our 

countrymen live.

ØMessage to future soldiers that 

the nation and its citizens care for 

their brave warriors.

All the above are in consonance 

w i t h  t h e  v i s i o n  o f  o u r  

Rashtrapati, which he articulated 

so lucidly in his speech at 

Mumbai,  last  year,  while  

delivering the first Dhirubhai 

Ambani Memorial Lecture.

The long-term vision of the War 

Wounded Foundation is to dot 

the countryside of our nation 

with the joint success stories of 

the war wounded on the one 

hand, and selected corporate 

houses on the other. This is 

perhaps the best example of a 

'win-win' situation, where 

everyone is a winner.

A project of this nature needs 
vision, organisation, resources, 
business acumen, discipline, and 
above all compassion. The 
Foundation is providing the 
vision and the organisation, the 
corporate sector will provide the 
wherewithal  and business  
acumen and the war wounded of 
the army will provide the 
discipline and the will to succeed. 
Every one associated with the 
venture will, no doubt, provide an 
abundance of  compassion.  
Together, we hope to transform 
rural India and place it squarely in 
the 21st century.

The author is former vice-chief of 
Army Staff and himself a war-
disabled veteran. He is the president of 
W a r  W o u n d e d  F o u n d a t i o n .  
E-mail: oberoivijay@hotmail.com 
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SABALA offers following Training Courses:

Ú International Training Course on community 
based rehabilitation for managers of NGOs.

Ú National Training Course on Community based 
rehabilitation for programme coordinators.

 Ú Regional Training Course for Grassroot level 
workers

 Ú Leadership Training Course for activist in the 
disability sector

 Ú Need Based Training Programme for 
Inclusion. 

• Capac i t y  bu i l d i ng  p rog rammes  f o r  

strengthening networks 

• Training of frontline staff trainers 

For further details contact:  

SABALA
C-75, South Extension- II, New Delhi - 110 049 

Tel/Fax: 011- 51642348 - 51

50 % people who have a heart attack have never had any symptoms.

A!H A!HA!H A!H
Three patients in a mental institution prepare for an 
examination given by the head psychiatrist. If the 
patients pass the exam, they will be free to leave the 
hospital. However, if they fail, the institution will detain 
them for five years.

The doctor takes the three patients to the top of a 
diving board looking over an empty swimming pool, 
and asks the first patient to jump.

The first patient jumps headfirst into the pool and 
breaks both arms.

Then the second patient jumps and breaks both legs.

The third patients look over the side and refuses to 
jump. “ Congratulation! You're a free man. Just tell 
me why didn't you jump?” asked the doctor. To 
which the third patient answered,  “ Well Doc, I can't 
swim!”
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eri Ekyavan Kavitayen  
collection of 51 poems Mwritten and autographed 

by former prime minister Atal Bihari 
Vajpayee is the proud possession of 
Onkar Nath Sharma, resident of 
Vikaspuri, a West Delhi colony. 
Sharma retired as an officer in the 
New Delhi Municipal Corporation 
after 34 years of service. 

“I originally hail from Lahore 
(Pakistan). We moved to Amritsar 
and then Pathankot after the 
partition. My father, a senior officer 
in Burmah Shell, was a religious 
man. As a student of Arya Samaj 
School, I was called upon to sing 
bhajans in the functions of Arya 
Samaj. It was, however, my mother 
who had encouraged me to music, 
particularly devotional songs. I had 
the privilege of presenting bhajans in 
the coveted presence of music 
maestro Pt. Onkar Nath Thakur,” 
Sharma recalls.

Onkar was attacked by meningitis at 
the age of 13 after which he lost his 
hearing power for the rest of his life. 
He had to leave his school, as he 
could not hear. He was given 
training in tailoring and a shop was 
opened for him but it was soon 
closed as it didn't work well. “From 
my piggy bank collection a 
gramophone had been purchased 
but after I lost my hearing faculty, 

my mother secretly gave it away. 
Her grief was bigger than mine,” 
recalls Sharma remorsefully.

Being a Capricornian- not to  be 
defeated, Onkar started studying 
on his own and today he is a 
master of several languages, 
including Bengali, Urdu, Punjabi, 
Assamese, Sanskrit and of course, 
Hindi and English.  Sufi philosophy 
through the writings of Bulle Shah 
is his past time.

“Whenever I along with another 
hearing impaired friend would go 
to a doctor with an ailment, the 
communication would not be 
complete and clear. The doctor 
would not 'waste' time on us and 
we were treated as undesirable 
patients. I, therefore, decided to 
treat myself and that is how I took 

to homeopathy. I read Materia 
Medica by Kent and Beoric and 
started not only my own treatment 
and that of my family members but 
also of the neighbours and friends. 
This continues even today,” he says 
with a sense of pride. 

“When we moved to Delhi, I had the 
opportunity to get a job in NDMC 
from where I retired in 1988,” says 
Sharma, who was rated as an honest 
and diligent worker regardless of 
his hearing impairment. He 
commands unflinching affection 
and respect in his family. He has a 
very doting and hardworking wife, 
Lalita, who is hearing impaired. The 
couple has two daughters and a son, 
Puneet, MBA by profession and 
working in an international trade 
company. Puneet also acts as his 

Onkar Nath Sharma receiving National Award from  Krishan Kant, 
former Vice-president, in December 2001

Accept challenges, so that you may feel the exhilaration of victory.

George Patton

ONKAR NATH SHARMA, from early teens to the eighth decade of his life has 
conquered one challenge after another including that of being hearing impaired. 
Disabled and non-disabled people emulate him alike for his indomitable spirit. 
K.B. MAHAJAN profiles this peerless person.
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interpreter through sign language, 
which he learnt automatically as his 
mother tongue. Elder daughter, 
Monica, is mentally challenged. She 
is very caring, loving and an 
excellent cook. The younger 
daughter, Sonia, is M.A. B.Ed and 
works with a foreign company. She 
is married, with two lovely 
daughters. She also reads weekend 
news in sign language on Doordarshan.

Asked if he has done something for 
his disabled brethren Sharma 
informed, “ I am the founder 
member of All India Association of 
the Deaf. I am still its treasurer. I 
travelled throughout India and 
established such associations in 
several states. I am chairman of Art 
and Cultural Society for the Deaf. 
My participation in various 
conferences and workshops took me 
to several countries including USA, 
Germany, Japan Hong Kong. I was 
instrumental in setting up of Sports 
Council for the Deaf in 1965 as its 
founder secretary, today I am its 
advisor.  In 1967, I had addressed a 

Convention of Teachers for the 
Deaf in America”. But his happiest 
moment was in Kyoto, Japan, in 
1986, where he addressed a 
conference attended by over 5000 
deaf participants. 

But Sharma is not happy with the 
prevailing conditions of the 
disabled people in India. He 
laments, “The ministry of social 
justice and empowerment has 
done little for us. It neither 
empowers nor delivers justice to 
the disabled. There is apathy for 
the disabled people in the 
corridors of power. They are 
treated as burden on the taxpayer. 
Perhaps the situation can be 
improved if key posts of the 
ministry are manned by  disabled 
people themselves. After all they 
know the needs of their fraternity 
more than any one else. The 
private sector should reserve some 
jobs for the physically challenged. 
I hope that the new government 
will work for the disabled people 
as per the directions of UNO.”

His infirmity notwithstanding, 
Sharma is appreciated as a jovial 
and cheerful person amongst his 
pals. He believes self-confidence 
brings happiness and contentment 
too. He expresses his philosophy of 
life through Ghalib's couplet:

Bazeecha e-itfal hai yeh duniya mere aage
Hota hai shab  o- roz tamasha mere aage 

The world is like children's 
playground in front of me where 
people indulge in childish games of 
winning and losing, day and night. I 
have remotest interest in such 
games. It is like a never- ending 
drama of which I am a mere spectator.

Sharma's services have been widely 
recognised and appreciated. He has 
won several awards including the 
prestigious National Award for the 
welfare of persons with disabilities 
in December 2001. He is a 
powerhouse in the shape and form 
of a human being.

The author is retired deputy general 
manager from India Trade Promotion 
Organisation, and an active social 
worker; e-mail: mahajankb@hotmail.com 
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A 75-year-old man goes to see his doctor for a physical.

The doctor runs some tests and says to the man, "Well, everything 
seems to be in top condition physically, but what about mentally? How 
is your connection with God?”

And the man says, "Oh God and Me? We're close. We have a real 
bond, he's good to me! Every night when I have to get up to go to the 
bathroom, he turns on the light for me, and when I leave, he turns it back 
off.”

Upon hearing his patient's proclamation the doctor is astonished.

He called the man's wife and says, "I'd like to speak to you about your 
husband's connection with God. He claims that every night when he 
needs to use the bathroom, God turns on the light for him and turns it off 
for him again when he leaves. Is this true?”

And the man's wife replies... That idiot! He's been peeing in the 
refrigerator again!”

Believe It or Not!

Wearing headphones for just an hour will increase the bacteria in your ear by 700 times

www.geocities.com

A!HA!H A!H

After being pinned by a 
boulder for 5 days in 
Utah’s remote Blue 
John Canyon, Aron 
Ralston of Aspen, Colo, 
cut off his right arm 
with a pocketknife, 
rappelled down a cliff, 
then walked 6 miles to 
safety!

Shari Bernstiel of 
Landsdale, Pa., uses a 
minimature horse 
named Tonto as a 
seeing eye guide!


