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Summary of the Organization/Project:

Odanadi Seva Samsthe is a social organization based in Mysore (India), which has been working for the Rescue, Rehabilitation, Reintegration and Empowerment of trafficked women and children. Currently, they take care of 75 rescued children with the intention of protecting them from the clutches of the sex-trade. They endevour to provide a decent, dignified childhood to these marginalized children.

Report:

I visited Odanadi for the first time in July 2002. The place is about 3 kms from my home. Odanadi is located in Goutama Nagar, which is a small village of backward community people. I went there at about 2 PM.

I met Stanly, one of the main persons behind the organization. We talked about Odanadi’s original proposal to Asha-SV. After that he talked about the various activities of Odanadi  as well as the social issues that led to their work, as well as those that are engaging them in their present work, which is trafficking of girls. He showed me the numerous press clippings reporting the rescue and rehabilitation operations conducted by Odanadi. He also talked about some of the recent cases. Odanadi rescues girls from pimps and traffickers. The girls usually are deceived and trapped with the promise of a better job and more money. Odanadi also identifies boys and girls who are either children of sex workers, or those who are susceptible to get into such business. These are children from areas where prostitution occurs. There are  also abused orphan boys and girls brought in by people. Some of the children are handed over by their parents, because they are too poor to take care of them.

While we were talking, one of the older girls walked by with Anala, now a 2-year old girl, and who was rescued by Odanadi.  Anala was dumped by her teenaged mother after she was born, near a lake, and left to die. A childless man had made her pregnant after paying her parents and later refused to take the baby since it was a girl. The man then had come to Odanadi to claim the baby, but having told that it was a crime to have had sex with a minor girl and getting her pregnant, he left. It is a long story though. Although this case wasn’t related to trafficking, Odanadi does respond to such situations. They were planning to send Anala to another orphanage where she can be taken care of, although this has not happened yet.

Stanly also took me and showed the new building that was coming up. The new building is planned to house about 100 children and rescued girls. At the time of the visit, the foundation was completed. It was brought to that stage with the help of local donors and Asha-Cornell. They did not have any money though to continue the construction. When asked how they plan to continue without any money, especially considering that the total cost is about 64 lakhs, his response was that they have been doing their work all these years without any assurance of funding from anybody, and therefore something will come through. I gave them a small loan. Asha-SV later provided about 6.1 lakhs for the building. During early 2003, a proposal to the Govt. of India was approved, and 12.5 lakhs was sanctioned, with another 12.5 lakhs expected next year. Hopefully the requested funding from WAH will come though and they will be able to complete the building in a year.

While we were walking towards the building I noticed the class being conducted for the second group of children, in the meditation hall. This group is studying to write the 7th grade exam so they can go to high school. The third class is conducted for all other children upto 5th grade. This class is held at different places in the campus. It could be open-air in the grounds, or in the main building.

Later in the evening, the children who go to high school returned. Together with the other younger children who have classes in the premises, a get-together was arranged in the meditation hall “Goutama”. The circular shaped, thatched roof hall was built all the residents of Odanadi. As we sat there, Stanly introduced me and all the children introduced themselves. Stanly gave a short introduction about Asha. Some of the children later exhibited their talents. Dharmaraj related a story. Ganesh performed a song and dance about a drunkard. Asha presented a mono-acting episode about a king and his minister. A group of boys and girls performed the “Lagaan” dances to the tune of the songs. 6 year old “Superstar” Manu presented his skills of playing a “guitar”(a cricket bat) and dancing meanwhile. The group then sang a kannada song  which meant “Come back to your nest”. We had a Q&A session during which they asked about my job and computers and America.  I observed that the boys and girls were not afraid of coming on stage and performing. After the meeting I met with the boys and girls and they were asking lot of questions. I answered them as well as I could. 

I took a few photographs and left promising them I would be back.

Over the next few months, I spent a lot of time at Odanadi. In the beginning I was spending several hours almost every day. In the later months I was still spending about 2-3 hours with the children. In the beginning it was getting to know the children and the other staff and activists. I would talk to the children and they would ask a lot of questions about my work , and about life itself. I would read the children’s case histories, but not discuss about their past with them though. Many of them would tell their stories though, on their own. I would also talk to the activists who themselves come from poor backgrounds, are paid very little if at all but still work with Stanly-Parashu on many of their cases.

In the mornings, I would sit with Stanly and Parashu and talk about the cases and their work. Now and then they would go away to attend the court cases, a lot of which are still pending in the courts. Many of these are filed by Odanadi against the traffickers. There are also cases against police officers who once severely beat up the Odanadi staff and activists when they were protesting to get justice for a young orphan girl who was killed by her employer. There are cases against goondas who have tried to threaten the odanadi residents.  

I would see firsthand many of the people whose issues Odanadi would be handling. 

In the evenings, I would sit and talk to the children, play with them and teach them a few things. In the process I learnt many things too. 

The Children Of Odanadi

The children wake up at around 5:30 in the morning and go for a walk. They then do their morning meditation. Some of the boys go to do the vegetable shopping, some to get the milk. The high school children get ready to go their schools. The high school girls also help with cooking the breakfast. There is one official cook who works 6 days a week and is paid about 1500 Rs.. She is also a rescued girl. Other older girls help her out. On the weekends, it is a day off for the regular cook. The high school girls take over the task for the day. On the weekends sometimes the boys and girls get chicken and cook a special meal. They also make special sweets sometimes.

They have a TV in the office room. When it was first bought a few months back, the children were allowed to watch it in the evenings and on weekends. Later the TV was turned off in the evenings too. As a result the children eagerly wait for the weekends when they can watch movies and other programs. Strict rules are made as to which programs they can watch. Only the residential supervisor is allowed to operate the TV.

The younger children are assigned to one of the older ones to take care of. All the children wash their own clothes. The children are paired together and the older ones wash those of their younger partners. Each pair is given a bar of soap which they can use for a week. 

In the evenings, I would go and play with the children in the playground which was a neighbour’s unused land. Some play cricket. Some skipping with the ropes. Being with them as one of  them and getting to know each of the children was a unique experience. I would go back to my childhood in their company. Many of the games that we used to play years back are forgotten by those in the cities. But these children not having any play equipment still enjoy themselves with those games and keep them alive. I would also show them my digital camera and laptop about which they would again have many questions. After the games, they all sit in a circle and do meditation for about 15-20 minutes. Then they all walk back “home” and the school children get to do their homework and studies. Sometimes when the shelter supervisor is not there, they all play in the premises. Some of the older children play chess. 

Taking care of these children is no different than parents bring up their own. The office accountant/typist/clerk Ms. Manjula in additon to handling her busy office work, also has to take care of the children. When something is needed from outside or the children have to be taken out say to a doctor., she is the one who arranges everything. Manjula has to also resolve the fights among the children now and then. Since many of the boys and girls are older, sometimes when they get into fights, the reason behind those may not be simple such as “he or she took my pen or book”. Sometimes they fight just to get attention. Sometimes because they feel lonely. These are complex issues which are taken care of quite well.

Some of the rescued girls have STD, HIV and other diseases. They need to be on medication all the time. The rescued girls when they come to the place are usually in an unbalanced mental state. They too will need medication to calm them down. The other boys and girls get sick now and them. Sometimes they injure themselves. In most of these cases, Ms. Manjula will be the one managing  the situations. Obviously Stanly-Parshu will not be able to resolve all of the girls’ personal issues. For the work she is doing, Ms. Manjula needs to be paid much higher.  I hope the funding Asha chapters will take note of this.

Most of the children have never been to school before they came to Odanadi. In previous years, Odanadi conducted special coaching for the children. As a result 17 children were able to pass the 7th grade exam and are in high school. The other children will be writing the 5th or 7th grade exams as and when they are ready.  The high school children pass in second class or just pass. Considering the background from which they come, I would say, not bad. Some of them have a desire to become a doctor or do higher studies.  They will need special coaching in the future days for them to realize their dreams.

Like most children, the children in Odanadi have difficulty with maths. The teachers in the high schools don’t seem to do a good job of teaching. It is also harder to find teachers who are willing to come and teach for a lower pay and also travel all the way to Odanadi. These children cannot be sent to other tuition classes since they will not fit in with the other children who have undergone many years of formal education.  Often I would teach them maths in the evenings. But since I couldn’t be regular, they would often forget what they learnt. 

Odanadi, the Place:

Odanadi is on the outskirts of Mysore. There is no municipal water supply or drainage facility. The water they get is from a borewell. Since that is the only source of water for them, they spend a good of money for electricity. The water is used for cooking, bathing, washing, other cleaning, watering the plants etc. The water is good and is also used for drinking.  Also during the construction of the building a lot of water is needed. Since the same source of water is used, the usage goes up further.

The bathrooms used by the residents was donated by a local Innerwheel club. There are two rooms for bathing and two toilets. Two more toilets were not completed and were unusable. In the mornings there will be long queues to use these facilities.  The septic tanks are underground. It was a while since they had done anything about the tanks and it was starting to stink, especially when it rained. I brought in some workers to clean up the tanks as well create another underground tank. The toilet facilities aren’t enough for the 75 or so residents and needs to be improved.

Till now, only a barbed wire fence surrounded the premises. The residents did not have much security. Many times the place and the residents have been threatened by unruly elements. Although the staff handled the intrusion most of the times, the issue became very critical last year when more than a hundred people came armed with weapons and with kerosine to cause harm to the residents and to the building. Due to the generous funding of Asha-SV, there is now a brick compound wall which is in its final stage of completion. 

The new building that is coming up will house about 100 residents. This will relieve many of the problems currently faced. The resident supervisor and the cook  were sharing the premises with the children.  They need to have separate accommodation. Till recently the girls were sleeping upstairs and the boys downstairs, all in one big hall. The place was really cramped, with many of the rescued girls and the older girls not having any privacy. There will also be special cases when a separate accommodation is required. One of the girls’ mother who was HIV infected and for whom doctors had given up all hope, was housed at Odanadi. They were not expecting her to live longer. They wanted to make sure her final days were peaceful. But there wasn’t a place to house her separately. Also now and then women who are subjected to injustice and are in dire circumstances come to Odanadi for help. Temporary accommodation is provided, but such people sleep in the meditation hall or in the Office verandah. Sometimes the newly rescued girls need to be kept separately because of their mental state and need a silent place. Once the new building is complete, Odanadi intends to use the current build for such special purposes.

Recently the older boys have been moved to a separate rented building about a km away. Also within the rectangular area belonging to Odanadi, there is a “U-Shaped” cutout which belongs to somebody else. They have built two rooms in that area and had given the rooms for rent to people. Odanadi is now renting the rooms and one of them is used by the resident supervisor. The other is temporarily used to store some of the building materials like cement.

In the new building the children will have bunk-beds to sleep on. There will be lot of lighting compared to the present one. Eight toilets will be present which they hope to be sufficient.

The People of Odanadi:

The Odanadi team comprises of Stanly, Parashuram and Prof. Anuradha, the main people behind the organization. Manjula as mentioned above takes care of most of the tasks in the office as well as that of the children. Nagaraj is a volunteer who provides his car often when the team have to travel. Only his petrol costs are reimbursed. Netra Raju, a photographer for the Times Of India, is almost always present and provides almost all the photographic services for Odanadi mostly free. Kripakar-Senani, famous photographers for the National Geographic volunteer with providing publicity support as well as monetary and material support. There are four activists Neelamma, Jayamma, Bharathi and Nagamani who are paid about 1000-1500 Rs. They help with all the police cases, and with the press and talking to the govt. authorities, help during operations, accompany the children when going somewhere, and take care of the children in general. There is no regular funding for these women. The money they are paid is hardly sufficient for them. Also they do not come under any scheme, hence their payments are also irregular. K T Shivaprasad, the architect of the new building provides moral support as well as helps Odanadi to get monetary and material support from local people.  Ratnamma is the resident supervisor. There are three teachers Trishala, Asha and Prof. Atmaram. Recently a chowkidar/peon Pinto has been hired under the Swadhar scheme. Another lady has also been hired under the Swadhar scheme, I think as a Program Coordinator. Jayalakshmi is the (paid) cook.

Some recent cases handled by Odanadi:
During my association with Odanadi, I have witnessed several cases handled by them. 

The first is that of a 13-year old girl being molested in an NGO residential school, by the founder Vishwa Sagar. Sagar was also the State Convenor of the CACL (Campaign against Child Labor). Due to his abuse she got pregnant. Sagar then got MTP(Medical Termination of Pregnancy) done on her. Odanadi conducted an investigation of the case when the girl was brought to them. Due to Odanadi’s work charges were filed against Sagar, the NHRC conducted an investigation, the state COD started their own investigation. Warrants were issued for Sagar’s arrest, but he absconded. 

The second is that of another 13 year old girl who ran away from home, because she was forced into a marriage and not allowed to go to school. She was kidnapped by suspected traffickers, but escaped and was brought to Odanadi. Since she did not want to go home, Odanadi defended her rights and had to undergo great hardships in the case. Misinformation spread by the girl’s parents and in-laws caused animosity to be built against Odanadi by people of the surrounding village as well as from other areas in Mysore. The lives of the Odanadi residents were endangered in this case. Due to the intervention by the DC of Mysore, the girl is now at Odanadi and going to school.

The third is the abuse of a 12 year old girl by the husband of a woman police, in whose house the girl was working as a maid servant. The husband would make frequent attempts to molest the girl. The girl’s mother complained to Odanadi. They filed a case against the man, and also counselled the mother against letting her daughter work.

In another case, a 7 year old boy  Sagar was being held in bonded labor by a couple. Somebody tipped Odanadi about the boy. With much difficulty and luck, the boy’s village and father were located. The boy’s mother had brought him to Mysore from a remote village in north Karnataka, for some reason. She was making a living selling idlis in Mysore. Apparently she had borrowed some money from the couple. Since she could not pay them immediately, they kidnapped the boy and put him to work in a wood machine shop. The mother lost her mental balance as a result. Somehow she seems to have reached her village.  Odanadi then filed a case against the couple and returned the boy to his father.

In another major operation, the Odanadi team captured the head of a international gang which was involved in trafficking. The gang was busted a few years back and one main person was captured. He escaped. But later continued to threaten his sister, whom he had sold off for prostitution, but rescued by Odanadi during the operation.  He was caught and handed over to the police last year. The main guy Vijayan continued to elude the police, and was captured by Odanadi a few months back. 

Comments:

In the process of achieving their objectives, Odanadi frequently has to go against the establishment which includes the police, the bureaucrats, the politicians, the goondas and the society in general. Many a time, the police do not cooperate and refuse to register cases against the culprits, even when provided with sufficient evidence. When cases are filed against the traffickers or the goondas, there are always political people trying to influence or mediate to let go of the perpetrators. There is the threat of physical violence. The odanadi team have been beaten up many times by the police themselves. They have been advised by the police commissioner to “stick to charity” and leave the legal cases to them. In order to bring the cases to completion ,the team has to attend numerous court cases often. Society is asympathetic towards the people for whom Odanadi strives. Justice is never quick. There is always the issue of funds, which are not guaranteed. Parashuram and the activists have not been paid much in the last one year. Yet they continue in their mission. They continue to be committed.

On the other hand there is support from people from all walks of society. The press is sympathetic and do publish reports about the achievements of Odanadi. The top police officials in the state are aware of Odanadi’s work and do provide support when needed. There are people in the police dept who inform about cases that they themselves cannot/or do not handle. Odanadi is known all over India for their work. International organizations are aware of their work. People in both the State and Central governments are aware of the work and do provide support, though not financially always.

It is actually a privilege for Asha to be working with such a team and organization. To achieve socio-economic change, a major challenge is to change the beliefs of the society towards the underprivileged community. Odanadi continues to work in that direction,  and it is well-worth for Asha to support such an organization.

Asha Funding:

Odanadi is currently funded by the Cornell, UIUC, Dallas and Asha-Silicon Valley chapters.

Contact Details:

Office Phone: 91-821-402155

Stanly(Res): 91-821-303812

Parashuram(Res): 91-821-403371

Website: http://www.geocities.com/odanadisevatrust/
Email: odanadisevatrust@yahoo.com

