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Introduction

Asha-Sanctuary was formed with the intention of facilitating the work of various NGOs that concern themselves with those that are at a high risk of sexual abuse. The underlying reasons for children in being pulled into this terrible world are diverse and no single NGO has the ability to deal with this many-headed monster.

Asha-Sanctuary has identified various organizations that work on issues that relate to the problem of sexual abuse of children. Getting these organizations to network, share experiences in their fields and exchange ideas and share resources is something that Asha-Sanctuary has been involved with from the beginning.

To this end Asha-Sanctuary teamed up with Swadhaar, Pune to organize a seminar on malnutrition and girl-child drop out, both related to poverty and factors that often lead to exploitation, especially of the girl-child.

Swadhaar has been working in the area of children’s education in Pune for the last 10 years.

Seminar

The seminar was a daylong affair conducted at the ‘Vidyarthi Sahayyak Samiti’ Girls’ Hostel off Fergusson College road.

Participants
Keynote Speakers: 

Dr. Dhairyasheel Shirole  - Noted Pediatric doctor, who has worked at grass root levels with rural and adivasi people in Pune and adjoining regions

Topic: Malnutrition

Dr. Suman Karandikar - Noted Teacher and Researcher for Education who has worked for various organizations and ret. Director, Indian Institute of Education 

Topic: Girl-Child drop out; causes and effects

After the lectures we had various organizations make informal presentations about their work. The attendees asked questions or made comments both during these and at the end of the presentations.

The organizations that made presentations were

	Organization
	Presenter
	Topic

	Institute of Health Management Pachod
	Dr. Nandita Kapadia-Kundu
	Urban Slum Malnutrition

	Melghat Mitra Mandal
	Avinash Namjoshi
	Malnutrition amongst rural tribal population

	India Sponsorship Committee
	Audrey Ferreira
	Education and gender sensitivity

	Doorstep School
	Vidya
	Primary education for underprivileged children

	Swadhaar
	Iravati Abhyankar
	

	Saathi
	Meenakshi Apte
	Education and support for Women Inmates’ children


Attendees from Asha: 

· Hansa Shah (Asha – Princeton and key member of Asha-Sanctuary) 

· Ranjit Gadgil (ex-Asha NYC/NJ, currently associated with Asha – Pune) 

· Rituparna SenGupta (Asha – Pune)

Inauguration of the meeting 

Ranjit Gadgil gave a brief introductory speech, introducing Asha-Sanctuary, its goals, and purpose. He introduced the keynote speakers, gave a brief of their background. The keynote speakers were presented with a small basket of gifts made by the children in various balwadis of Akshardweep. 

Presentations

Dr. Shirole

Dr. Shirole gave an hour’s presentation taking the audience through various slides on Mal-nutrition. This slideshow presentation gave the audience a graphic visual of the devastating effects of severe malnutrition. 

The various problems for malnutrition: 

· Extreme Poverty

· Illiteracy 

· Ignorance

· Infections

· Superstition

· Problems Related to Government bureaucracy 

The people from poor families in rural and advisi areas are not able to provide two square meals to their children. He sighted that the various balwadis and schools have norms from government to provide free meal to children in school. However, children coming to school are from age groups between 4+ years to 16+ years. But, due to absence of government schemes to provide meals to children below the age 4 years, causes high degree of malnutrition at an young age which becomes beyond cure and a major damage to health is already done. 

Various slides projecting visuals of children suffering from diseases caused due lack of vitamins, minerals and proteins. However, the projected slides were extreme cases of sufferings, but it gave an insight to the audience of the various types of problems caused due to malnutrition and also what basic food that child and the mother needs to be fed from pregnancy stage to  infant stage.

Dr. Karandikar

The lecture focused on the statistics regarding girl-child dropout rates and the gender disparity in those numbers. 

Various reasons sighted for drop out: 

1. Sociological problems more for Girl Child dropout than academic problems

2. Poverty is not the basic problem. The child is not interested in schools. Poor children do not like the four walls of a school. They prefer nature and pen spaces where there is freedom of movement. 

3. Languages of teachers are different from language of the children in the classroom

4. Books and syllabus are uninteresting and donot realte to their daily life

5. Tolerance of teachers is very less

Dr. Kanidkar shared with the audience various statistical data regarding child literacy and dropout rates in various districts of Maharastra. She also explained the term “Dropout” and threw light on various strategies adopted to find a way out to impart basic education to children. She sighted examples from Lokjumbish and Sikhsha karmi projects in Rajasthan, experiments of M.V. Foundation, PROPEL project in Pune. However she emphasized that mere adopting the methodology of successful projects does not lead to a successful project. Volunteers need to be creative, enthusiastic, and innovative. 

Dr. Kanidkar distributed a part of Usha Nair’s paper, which gave national statistical data of girl child dropout. It states that mean years of schooling for Indian population as a whole is 2.4 to 3.5 years for males and only 1.2 years for females. 

IHMP, Dr. Nandita Kapadia-Kundu

Dr. Nandita Kapadia, the next speaker spoke on Malnutrition. The audience got an overview of the work done by IHMP in the slums of Pune. This included both authorized and unauthorized slums. The programs of IHMP that address the issues of child health through community involvement were based on the work done by them in rural Pachod.

Dr. Kapadia emphasized that people should understand that complete eradication of poverty and illiteracy is not possible currently. People should work to reduce the percentage of illiteracy, small steps can help us to think and dream big. She also emphasized that workers need to focus of not reaching to Malnutrition stage but prevention of malnutrition. 

The main reasons sighted out by Dr. Kapadia for reasons for malnutrition in urban slums:

In urban slums large % of income goes to alcohol

1. High expenditure of treatment 

2. Little participation from fathers 

3. Large proportion of diet goes to elder male 

She stated that they have introduced growth cards and cooking book to educate the mothers of need of good food and how to provide the same.  

Melghat Mitra Mandal, Avinash Namjoshi

Introduction

In 1997 a few individuals from Pune, based on reports of severe malnutrition amongst the Korku tribals of Melghat in rural Maharashtra decided to visit the area and get a look at the situation for themselves. What they saw was appalling. The area has been severely neglected and is devoid of any of the basic amenities and government infrastructure. The result is dire poverty amongst the tribals living in the area including (but not limited to) severe malnutrition.

Background

Tribals have always sustained themselves as hunter-gatherers. Though it was a harsh lifestyle, they managed to survive. With the advent of settlements their traditional lifestyle has been encroached upon and driven them to distress levels. They no longer have access to forest resources (game, honey etc) and not having taken up agrarian habits, their nutritional intake has suffered.

The Work

For 7 years, Melghat Mitra Mandal has been working in the area, generating trust amongst the tribals and teaching them to improve their own condition. What started with 4 full time volunteers in 1998 is now comprised of almost 250 volunteers, mostly professionals. These are some of the accomplishments

· Training Korku women to be midwives, imparting to them basics of childbirth related health issues

· Tetanus Immunization for women and neo-natal shots

· Combating malnutrition by introducing Iron and Folic acid supplements

· Addressing lack of nutrition by encouraging meals that are more frequent for children, including milk in their diet etc.

Doorstep School, Vidya AND Swadhaar, Iravati Abhyankar

Both these organizations have similar programs with some basic differences

They run programs that endeavor to address the issues of

· Non-attendance (out of school children)

· High Drop Out rates

· Low quality of education in Municipal schools

Amongst underprivileged children (belonging to slums, construction workers’ etc)

In order to deal with these problems programs such as

· Balwadis

· Study Classes

· Library Reading Sessions

are run by both DSS and Swadhaar.

In addition Swadhaar also works to create employment for young women once they have finished a certain amount of education. By having such programs, incentives are created for young girls to continue their education, thus making an impact on the otherwise high drop out rates for girls in school.

Some of the more salient projects run by Swadhaar are

· Family counseling

· Awareness generation – lectures on relevant topics like addiction, alcoholism, early marriage etc

· Law for the common person – publication of law books in simple Marathi with pictorials

Akshardeep, a project run by Swadhaar is for children of sex workers and is conducted in Budhwar Peth, the red light district of Pune.

ISC, Audrey Ferreira

ISC presented the array of work conducted by them, especially important was the issue of gender awareness. ISC has a home for the children of sex workers and also works with children of brick-kiln workers who are often themselves subjected to child-labor. Sabala is a program that works towards the social empowerment of the girl-child. Poster campaigns such as ‘havi-havishi’ (wanted) increase the self-image of young girls, making them feel wanted. The girls are themselves asked to raise issues that they face. An important outcome of this was the need to educate the males about gender issues. Programs such as ‘jasa mi, tashi ti’ (she is like I am) tries to make boys understand how girls feel when treated differently and foster empathy. Changing deeply rooted gender attitudes is however a slow and difficult process and ISC points out that much work in this arena is required.

Saathi, Meenakshi Apte

Saathi is one of the few organizations that work with the small but critically neglected community of children of women inmates.

The social injustice in the Indian penal system is probably at its ugliest where incarceration of women is concerned. The poorest and most marginalized women have very little chance of getting true justice, and are often unaware of the rights that they have and subsequently face unjust prison terms. In the case of women, this also destroys the lives of their children.

Numbers

· 350 women inmates in Yeraoda Central Jail with > 20 year sentences (life)

· children under 6 allowed to be with mothers

· ~ 40 children in jail with mothers

· children over 6 separated from mothers, often sent to relatives or destitute

· of 150 such children ~ 100 boys and ~ 50 girls

Work

· Classes and Balwadis for children

· Education for mothers also (2 women have managed M.As, 4 have finished 10th and 2 have finished 4th grade)

· Legal help for women so that they may be aware of their rights and to make up for under representation by state appointed lawyers.

Finishing Remarks and Conclusions

Dr. Karandikar ended the session with certain high level causes of the deep problems that still plague the education system.

As long as children remain earners within the lower economic classes there will always be pressure on them not to attend school. Not only the parents but those amongst us that make this possible also share the blame. We make the problem worse by (for example)

· Promoting begging by handing out money at street corners

· Employing under age maid servants

and in general being apathetic to the problem that we see around us. There is a need to educate the masses about this problem!

The availability of teachers that are trained and sensitized to issues associated with the education of children that come from extremely marginalized sections of society is also critical.

Lastly, NGOs need to be able to act cohesively especially when presented with an opportunity by the state to improve conditions, for instance when suggestions are asked for change in curriculum or ways to improve teaching standards. Cynicism, though often justified, has to be overcome in the hope that this time things will be different.

Networking NGOs

The positive aspect of this seminar was the realization that all these diverse groups already network with one another both formally and informally. The people running the programs have been doing so for many years and thus know one another personally. The existence of umbrella organizations like ARC (Action for the Rights of the Child) also provides a more formal means of interaction.

Outcomes

The seminar highlighted some important issues related to malnutrition amongst children. The need was felt by program directors to educate their teachers about this topic so that they may identify children who are potentially malnourished and address the problem. Dr. Nandita Kapadia-Kundu said such training was indeed available through IHMP and we expect some of the NGOs to pursue this.

How the various NGOs can work to create awareness amongst the general public is an important topic that will require further action.

Younger members in the audience got a chance to learn about the whole range of activities performed by NGOs, the array of problems that they face and the unique solutions that are often required to overcome them
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