SITE VISIT REPORT: MICDA EDUCATIONAL PROJECT

Report by : Govind Gopakumar

The MICDA project is located at Vidyutsadashivapuram in Puttur mandal of Chittur district, Andhra Pradesh. Puttur is the closest railhead and bus terminus. Dr. Subbaramaiah, the project leader stays in Puttur and so I decided to visit him at Puttur and then visit the village school. Puttur lies on the Arakkonam  - Renigunta rail line and also on the Chennai – Tirupati bus route. Although I had failed to inform Dr. Subbaramaiah about my arrival, I decided to head for Puttur. I took the morning suburban train from Chennai Central to the pilgrim town of Tiruttani. At Tiruttani I boarded a bus bound for Tirupati. Puttur is a 45-minute bus ride from Tiruttani. I contacted Dr. Subbaramaiah’s office when I got to Puttur and I was told that he had gone to the Government Hospital where he works as a medical doctor. When I met him at the hospital, he told me that he had been informed by Krishna (MICDA project steward at Asha-DE) that a volunteer from Asha would be paying a visit to assess the project. He suggested that we visit the project site prior to lunch and then in the post-lunch session we could have a discussion in his office. 
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Photograph 1: The scenic surroundings of Vidyutsadashivapuram. The roads connect the plots of land to the village. 

The village of Vidyutsadashivapuram is located about 8-10 km from Puttur. The village is surrounded on three sides by reserve forests and mountains. The mountains give the area quite a spectacular backdrop. The school run by Dr. Subbaramaiah in the village represents a very small by essential fraction of the work that he does. The description of this school is so deeply linked with his developmental activities at the village, that it is impossible and incomplete to describe the school without referring to his single handed effort in establishing the village for landless people. Dr. Subbaramaiah first got involved with this effort, when as a medical student he became aware that some influential and rich people were grabbing close to 700 acres of barren land by fabricating land records to show that the piece of land had been traditionally cultivated by them. Dr. Subbaramaiah protested against this blatant land grabbing and demanded that the land be distributed among the landless. After a prolonged legal battle with the land-grabbers, despite his limited resources, Dr. Subbaramaiah managed to convince local authorities to his viewpoint and he organized 400 landless families to take possession of the lands. The land-grabbers in retaliation slapped nine trumped up criminal cases against Dr. Subbaramaiah to demoralize him. With help from funding agencies like Oxfam, a sympathetic local administration, he has succeeded in vacating the cases. 
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Photograph 2: Dr. Subbaramaiah in front of the village of Vidyutsadashivapuram

The village of Vidyutsadashivapuram consists of a collection of mud and thatched huts that can be reached only by a dirt track. Due to Dr. Subbaramaiah’s effort, a metalled road, funded by World Bank, is being laid to the village. From the land provided by the government some land has been set aside for the school. The plot is located away from the village. This is done with the intention that the atmosphere near the school should be peaceful and conducive to education. At present the school is located in a mud and thatch structure at one end of the village. This hut consists of 3 classrooms, a staff room and a makeshift kitchen. A makeshift fence surrounds the building. 
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Photograph3: The temporary school in the village.

Currently the school is being supported under the governmental National Child Labor project whereby the government supports the running of the school and provides 100 rupees for the education and mid-day meal of the child. The school is technically not eligible for aid under this program, aid was extended as an exception in the beginning to get the school up and running. The government is not prepared to continue supporting the school under this scheme any further. The government was initially supporting three schools but they have reduced their funding and are now only funding one school and they are threatening to withdraw support to that school by the end of the year.  Dr. Subbaramaiah has explored alternate options of for educating the children like sending them to their relative’s place in towns and putting them in schools there. But this has not been a viable solution as most children without guidance have dropped out of schools. Consequently the immediate demand of the school is to meet its recurring expenditure. The school is staffed by trained teachers and a cook. Due to the precarious position of the school, it has been difficult to pay the teachers regularly. Consequently they leave when they get a better job. Only the primary classes (till class four) are currently being held. Because of the lack of rooms two classes are held in the same room and are taught by the same teacher. The education is conventional (possibly because of the level of government support provided so far). The textbooks and syllabus conform to those of the education department in Andhra Pradesh. The ratio of girls to boys seemed quite high in the school. The literacy rate of the villagers is virtually zero and this has made them vulnerable to exploitation by the powerful. Without the school there is little motivation for the children to continue their education. Dr. Subbaramaiah realizes that the continued success of his effort to empower the landless is dependent on the education of the future generation. He consequently stresses the importance of education.
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Photograph 4: Teachers and Dr. Subbaramaiah.
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Photograph 5: A classroom in the school

Dr. Subbaramaiah took me on a tour of the village and the surrounding land. It was evident that the doctor had given a lot of his time to developing his dream village. He has divided the 700 acres of land so that each household gets an acre and half for cultivation and 2 cents in the village for habitation. The cultivable land was divided and allotted to different households through a lottery. Neatly planned roads and byroads divide the plots and connect them to the village. With the help from various funding agencies, a tractor and two bulldozers were purchased for leveling and clearing the land. Government schemes to recharge groundwater have been utilized to construct check dams across gullies and so improve the ground water situation in the village. The level of planning and dedication shown in the overall execution of the project is admirable. It is within the context of the entire project, that the school in the village should be viewed. Education could be a valuable tool to ensure security for the future generation. 

After lunch at Puttur we decided to hold further discussions at the MICDA office. Dr. Subbaramaiah is a unique person, his agenda of social transformation is something that should be replicated elsewhere in India. The transformation that he is bringing about is commendable. When the government allotted the land for the landless people, it was covered with scrub and ringed by forested mountains. There were no infrastructural facilities available in the area. There was not even a decent road leading to the area. Dr. Subbaramaiah’s tireless efforts have resulted in the area being now ready for habitation. His initial efforts were concentrated on clearing the scrub and apportioning the land to the 400 families. The land was divided into plots and then avenues, roads, crossroads, and bylanes were demarcated to give the impression of a planned township. World Bank funding was utilized to provide a proper approach road for the village from the neighboring village. Electricity poles were installed to provide electricity for the villagers. A private bus service has been started to the village. Dr. Subbaramaiah’s single-minded efforts at providing the landless with a means for a decent living and improving their self-respect are definitely remarkable. But in order to sustain his efforts he wants the people to be self-reliant. For this he realizes that education is essential. He is looking to Asha for support in this endeavor.     

Mr. Govind Gopakumar is a volunteer with Asha-Delaware. He is also a graduate student at the College of Urban Affairs and Public Policy, University of Delaware, Newark, DE. He can be reached by e-mail at govindg@udel.edu.
