Report No. 2

Project Name: Lok Samiti, Raja Talab, U.P.
Contact Info: Mr. Nandlal, Phone: 0542-632433
Getting there: 17km from city of Varanasi on Allahabad GT road
Previous Asha volunteer visit: Jayashree Janardhan of Asha Seattle around January 23 2002; Suresh Khosla of Asha Chicago visited it in 2001
Asha's association: Asha Chicago funded this project for a year  in 2001; Nandlal has also worked closely with Sandeep/Mahesh in 
Lucknow


Site visit date: February 1, 2002
Hours spent at project: 5 hours 
Report written: February 2, 2002 
Visited by: Raj Chauhan 
Photos at:  http://photos.groups.yahoo.com/group/rp_trip/lst

The visit
I landed up at Raja Talab last Friday afternoon and met up with 
Nandlal at the local office of Lok Samiti. 

A little about Nandlal:
Nandlal is a young man in his twenties who seems very motivated and  has done a number of positive things for his village area. He 
graduated from a local university with a degree in social service and  says he always wanted to be involved social service. He was 
introduced to Asha around 1999 when he met with Sandeep in Varanasi. 

Nandlal's group started and runs 3 activities in the surrounding  villages of the area:
1. Education of children in the evenings (6pm - 8pm). These children  work all day making Banarasi sarees. They either work in their homes 
or in small mills where there a number of weaving machines. The  group runs about 10 different centers in the evening in the 
surrounding villages where children come to study. Each center has about 30-40 children on average. There are no permanent structures 
for these centers—they are either taught in the open or in someone's house. I found the most positive aspect of the program is that 
teachers for all these 10 centers are volunteers! These teachers are young males from the village that are either studying intermediate or 
Bachelors at a local university who have good relations with Nandlal and his group. A few of them have even been taught at the center 
itself a year or two ago. 
2. Mahila Mandal - Working with women of the area to fully implement a scheme where women save money regularly, keep their monies together with one person and take loans from this pool of funds during emergencies. After certain threshold of savings the money is 
transferred to a bank. This scheme has been introduced recently and has about 25 women taking part in it.
3. Local youth movement—to spread awareness about social and global issues. I didn't gather much information about this aspect of the 
program.

Saree Making
Before seeing the education centers that evening I wanted to see the children actually making sarees. I stepped to a couple of small mud-
thatched huts where I saw and met a couple of children who were actively involved in this endeavor. Each machine is a wooden 
structure with threads coming from one side, which allows for the compression of those threads on the other side. Two people (with one 
of them being a "chela" i.e. apprentice) operate the machine sitting on the floor with their legs in a small dug out under the machine. 
The chela sits on the side so he or she can compress the threads of the border of the saree while the main operator compresses the 
threads for rest of the saree. Children always start out as "chelas" and they are also paid much lower than main operator. After 3-4 
years of apprenticeship even children can become operators. Besides the daily wages there is no economic interest or ownership of these 
workers (children or adults). The Mahajans of the village are the "middle-men" who control this business in the village. (FYI: I 
was told that status of Mahajans is not caste-specific)When I stepped into their hut the children looked up but continued to work (check out the photos). They smiled when I asked them if they liked what they did. The children I came across were not studying or had stopped studying after going to the center for a while. Their work is 7 days a week and runs from 8-6pm with a lunch break. I was told that during the holiday season of Diwali and Holi the children are given added incentive of about Rs. 10 to work during the night.

Education Center
These centers are informal gathering of students at someone's house or in the open. Everywhere we went the children seemed to love 
Nandlal as they shouted his name from afar and came running to him. They call him "Masterji". The first center I visited was in the "backward" area of village. I was taken inside a house where I saw about 5 students between the ages of 12-15 studying. Later on a few others also arrived at that house. The parents of the teacher volunteer had allowed their house to be used for this purpose. The teacher volunteer himself was a student at a local university but teaches younger children before going to college in the morning and older children in the evening. After being offered water and some biscuits I spent about half an hour with the students and the teacher. When I asked some of the older students why they are studying, their answers typically echoed the theme that they were the only ones in their family who can read and for anything important their families can now rely on them. The children there sang a few songs they had learned recently for January 26th. They had written these Hindi songs and a couple of them were rather sad! A few of the youngest even got up and recited their ABCDs. (All the children I met at this center are in photograph 3.)
The second center I visited the teacher had not yet shown up but the children were all around. As soon as we got there a gas-lamp was 
bought and about 40 children were taken into a small mud-thatched hut. Besides lessons at the center the children seem to enjoy each 
other's company and look forward to it after a full day's work. Here the children wouldn't give us permission to leave the premises and 
kept reciting one song after another even when they were told not to. 
Similarly, I visited a total 5 such centers that evening. Some of them were better attended than others. Most were out in the open in 
a cold night and children sat on the ground. The lighting of gas-lamp was very poor in most instances. Generally the younger children 
looked frail and lacked proper clothing. The older ones seemed better groomed and dressed. Most seem eager to learn in their 
current conditions.

Premchand Play
Before I left the village that night I was able to attend one of the plays that Nandlal's group performs every so often in the villages 
and even in outside cities. These plays are performed by the young men of the village (more like 17-18 year olds). They rehearse these 
plays at the Lok Samiti office in the evening after work. They also have gotten some outside recognition for their effort and performance 
e.g. the CM's office provided them each with bicycles (8 in total) after their recent show in Lucknow.
Before the play started the announcement of the play was made in the village with a loud microphone. A number of villagers (men, women 
and almost all children) gathered around to watch the play with interest and enthusiasm. The play's name was "Sava Ser Gehu" and was 
about how a farmer who couldn't payoff a small loan and how his family was indebted for 7 generations. The play was very well 
performed, at times humorous and was designed to communicate the message of not taking loans at exorbitant rates. Nandlal had 
explicitly communicated this message as well at the end of the play. Although I still have much to learn about all their 
activities, but my visit there was still a very fruitful one. 

To reiterate I am especially impressed with a few things: 

i) teacher volunteers in the evening (can this be replicated elsewhere?), 

ii) the work ethic of children and the willingness of parents to send them to center, 

iii) Nandlal's rapport with the people of the  villages, 

iv) little recurring cost to running these centers.


