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In the third week of December, myself and a few other friends from the Indian Institute of Technology (I.I.T), Madras visited the SEED center. SEED, Society for the Educational and Economic Development, is an NGO that takes care of children of life prisoners, victims and leprosy patients. Palaniswamy is the project coordinator of SEED.

SEED has centers in the villages of Sriperumbudur, Utkottai and Irungattukottai. Sriperumbudur is about 40 Km west of Madras and is the location of the SEED primary school. SEED runs a secondary school at Utkottai and the J.C.Kumarappa Industrial Training Institute (ITI) at Irugattukottai. SEED also offers cutting and tailoring classes, for women, close to the Sriperumbudur bus stand.

The ITI was started in 1997 and offers training in the trades of fitter, mechanic and electrician. The building is constructed on 0.85 acres of land donated by Canara bank (worth Rs 8.5 lakhs). Some of the buildings have concrete roofs while others (especially the classrooms/workshops) have fiber glass/asbestos roofs. The campus is very spacious and has many trees.

ITI is a two year vocational training program for students who have completed their 10th class. There are 117 boys currently enrolled in SEED's ITI and 40 of these boys are residents. Only a small number of the students hail from SEED. Boys from various orphanages located in the vicinity, children of life prisoners, children from single parent families and children of daily wage laborers constitute the rest. We met about 20 of the resident students and a majority of them come from the rural areas of Chengalpattu district.

The students at the SEED-ITI are charged a nominal annual fee of Rs 500 and this is waived in most cases. Government run ITI's, on the other hand, charge a fee of Rs. 900 an year while private ITI's usually charge an annual fee of Rs. 15,000. The ITI students are provided free books and stationery. Food is provided for the resident students.

Mr. Palanivel, the principal of the ITI, has a B.E degree in Mechanical Engineering from Anna University. There are nine other faculty, 2 of whom have completed their polytechnic while the rest have finished their ITI. Two of the faculty members are SEED students. The pay of the faculty is about Rs.1500/month. Mr. Palanivel has been offered a salary of Rs.5000/month, but he apparently does not accept this money.

About 100 students have graduated in the first two years and 75-80 % of the students have managed to get employment. About 50% of the students have found employment with Hyundai Motors (located close to the ITI) and other services associated with Hyundai. The students can earn an income in the range of Rs. 1500-2000/month.

Needs: One of the critical needs of the ITI are instruments for the workshops. The students manage with the available instruments, which is not much, and have no choice but to share these few instruments. This is an immediate necessity for the ITI and currently, the electronics trade (for the girls) does not have approval because of lack of instruments.

During the visit, the students were very enthusiastic to showcase their knowledge. One of the students from the mechanic trade described the working of a heavy vehicle engine and answered most of the questions posed to him. The students of the fitting trade showed us the wonderful models they had made with the meager tools available. The students don't have a drawing board to do their machine drawing and are forced to use the table. The pock marks on the table surface make it almost impossible to draw and the students manage by placing an old X-ray sheet between the table and the chart. It was amazing to see the kind of improvisation these students did in the absence of facilities.

Funding: Canara bank has provided a Rs. 10 lakh endowment which yields an interest of Rs. 1 lakh/year (can be withdrawn only against expenses). Other local contributors, esp. faculty/students from I.I.T Madras, donate upto Rs. 75,000/year. This money is used for some of the expenses of the ITI.

Alternate Sources: I.I.T, Madras may try to donate some of their used equipment to SEED, but this may take a while. In the past, ASHA-North Carolina had donated money for buying benches and chairs for the ITI.

