Name of Projects visited:

Aralu – Pre-Primary centers

Aralu - Belaku residential center
Contact Information:  K.T.Meril, Aralu, Jerusalem Colony, Bidar, Karnataka

Getting there:  We were traveling from Bangalore. We left Bangalore on Apr 15th, thursday evening by Udyan express to reach Gulbarga early next morning.   The ride from Gulbarga to Bidar was on a standard KSRTDC bus that took 31/2 hours to reach Bidar.  On our return, we came back to B’lore on a 16 hour bus ride from Bidar.  Bidar is only 4 hours from Hyderabad by bus. 

Previous Asha Volunteer visit: Shanmuga Subramaniam and Ravi Aluganti, Sept 2003

Associated Chapter(s): Chicago, Seattle

Visit dates:  April 16th and 17th 2004

Visited by: 

Reshma Madhusudan / Anand Janardhan

(rmadhusudan@yahoo.com)

Introduction:

The journey took us through the northern Karnataka plateau which is mainly dry, rocky faced, very ltttle fertile land, and minimal  industrial development. Remarkably, the district of Bidar is  little more fertile and greener than Gulbarga district due to the rains in the past two years in Bidar,  watershed areas created and the inundation by river Bhima. Bidar is a bustling city with the old fort of Bidar on one side of the main road and the rest of the newer settlements on the other side of the main road. We had heard about the demographic mix of population and well understood that kannada and hindi were the main mediums of communication here. Meril and Nagraj met us at the bus stop at Bidar under the scorching sun.  Nagraj is a teacher and organizer at the Belaku residential center. We stopped to lay our bags down at the arranged accomodation, freshened up and then traveled with him to their rented office space in the city of Bidar.  He had arranged a jeep for travel on the first day to cover more distance and get familiar with the area.  Lalitha the bridge school coordinator and Meril traveled with us.

The Office: Started by Meril, a Dalit orphan Christian in 1993, the organization has grown to a staff of ~20 people.  The office has three rooms that is utilized for meetings , accounting, documentation and housing resource people and partner organization/community people traveling into the city of Bidar.  Meril has a motorbike at his disposal for his commute from the city into the outreach centers runs by Aralu.  Archana, a documenter is in charge at most times.  The facily has a computer that Anand worked on to help them access emails more easily and common materials that they use at various sites. The facility has a number of books and magazines in English/Kannada and Hindi that can be utilized better by circulating them to the various work sites.
The Kamthana PPC: From the office we along with Meril and Lalitha left for Kamthana PPC center, hoping to land there by lunch time.  We landed there after a short stop to pick one of Meril’s childhood friend, who is being assisted by Meril in his own efforts to rehabilitate him out of his addiction to liquor.   Meril provides him some help via giving him odd jobs to keep his motivation high. Kamthana is about 2 kms away from the city limits of Bidar..not too far.  The children at kamthana were all settling down after lunch though.  We met the kids who all seemed curious and eager to meet (I guess they had some understanding about visitors coming that day ;) )  Bharati the teacher and Sabita the helper were there to greet us.  The room was bright and airy (almost too hot – saved by a ceiling fan) with a loarge open space in front of the building for them to romp around. The center has utensils , plates and glasses for their food arrangements, and charts on the walls, learning aids such as threading laces, puzzles, interlocking pieces for the kids to play. Soon a curious grandpa of one of the kids came by to meet us and thanked us for helping Aralu.  Meril asked someone to also get a girl studying in 3st standard at the govt primary school in Kamthana to come by.  She was one of the 1st batch of students to move from the PPC center to the primary school. Her younger siblings were at the PPC now. She was reportedly performing very well in school and was beaming when being announced that way. While some of them were genuinely shy, others just crowded around me as I squatted with a few and tried the aids myself and with their help. If anything, the PPC kids seemed very aware, bold and talkative despite trying to maintain some “decorum” for the visitors ( That was enough for me to comprehend the motivational setting for young kids otherwise left at home with adults who may not have the time to engage them to shape their development. 

On our way out, we stopped by the half built govt Anganwadi construction site.  Two small rooms with no roofs, kutcha floor and brick walls were baking in the sun. Hopefully they will be completed.  No workers were on site.  Meril told us that they repeatedly talk to the cluster and block representatives to get it completed – but with little luck.  The Kamthana PPC and this Anganwadi is located in the dalit localities of the town and are not considered priority. 

The Residential center: From the Kamthana center we were joined by Mainamma the PPC coordinator and all of us proceeded to the Belaku residential center on Aralu’s land. It was afternoon. This land was originally Meril’s own – that was given to him by his guardian/foster father.  The paperwork for the transfer of the land as a 99 yr long lease to Aralu was in the final stages of completion. Aralu had fenced the land with wire.  The building/structure is at one end of the land and is called “prashanti kutir” The building has a verandah area and 4 rooms.  Two rooms are used for the bridge school kids and the other two are used by the belaku residential center kids.  The rooms had beddings rolled away to allow space for working/playing/studying and shelves/trunks with the kids’ personal items.  The bridge school kids were away for the summer and were expected back in July. About 18 kids reside at this place along with Nagraj, the teacher and Raju, a helper.  All the rest of them come in from Bidar or Kamthana.

When we arrived there, the kids were having their lunch – rice/chappati/dhal and a curry.  The food was being prepared by a lady (temp. help as the cook was on leave) in a shed next to the building with a clay kiln. The building also has a small store house in one corner. The kids are fed first and then the cook prepared more chappatis for the adults. The land has been developed into various sections.  A play area with some nursery plants was neatly maintained in the front of the building. Two new toilets with an overhead tank have been constructed recently. Everyone seemed excited about this new addition. Kids happily just washed themselves under the overflow that happened while we were there.  Alongside the toilets, a half constructed dairy shed was under construction. Meril said that the construction can only continue after he can secure more funds towards it.  As of now the facility has two cows (a mother and a calf).  Some of the milk needs at the center are being met by her efforts ( Meril seemed very keen to get that underway to be able to provide some sustained dairy products for the kids. 

The staff and the kids at the center have also constructed a shed/open hall in the middle of the grounds.  They put that up on their own as a place to hold trainings and children’s activities for not only the residential and bridge school kids but also as a picnic area fo the PPC kids. The shed had a pucca floor and a thatched roof and really serves the purpose.  What was beautiful was its location.  They have constructed it in the middle of the mango grove plantation.  The funds sent a few years ago had been utilized to plant saplings of mangoes, guavas, and teak.  While the guava variety chosen did not survive, the mangoes and teaks have done exceedingly well.  The thin teak trees line the fence as a boundary and are ~5meteres high and the mango trees (a hybrid short variety) about 2 metres tall are already bearing fruit! They hope to be able to sell these mangoes in subsequent seasons and get some money for the kids daily livings.  Some other herbal plants and vegetables are also on the grounds.  The kids also contribute their efforts in tending to the land and its resources and enjoy doing that.

While resting at the shed, Meril discussed possibilities of engaging the kids and aralu staff in creating any craft or usable items for sale to generate the funds from within their capacity over time.  We understood his need for researching ideas for self employment hence empowerment. He is looking into various ways to get the dalit communities their fair share of employment/business sense.  He reiterated about the economics of Bidar – very little industry, some agro land held by rich businessmen, and mainstream businesses running the economics in the region. 

We also visited the borewell that is being well utilized for irrigating the land.  We did see some run over and wastage of water and talked to Meril about the challenges he faces with water wastage/shortage.  He will look into better water management in the coming years.  In between the mango trees, Aralu is also growing fodder for the cows as the land nearby otherwise is very dry for healthy food finds for them and buying fodder is a more expensive option.

We then went in to meet the kids again during their study time. They were sitting in a circle with Rebecca and another teacher (forget her name) and listening to them. While early on, Aralu staff educated the kids through their own teaching interventions (as in a non-formal school), they have reached a consensus amongst themselves, that they can best serve the kids by sending them to the Govt school in Kamthana and tutoring/supporting them (with Nagraj and Rebecca) to address specific subject areas.  Aralu’s work with the govt schools via their project with ILP works well in monitoring and helping the govt schools function better. The kids having been orphaned or left to the streets, one of their hopes is to be able to integrate into the mainstream by participation rather than seclusion. Meril’s work for child rights and his regular community campaigns in this area of work is a good support structure for these kids in a lot of ways.  The kids seemed a little tired that day.. it was burning hot in the afternoon and I wondered if it was just the time of day that dulled the interaction. But they seemed to respond well to Rebecca and the others there. Meril and his staff are facing challenges in getting them comfortable there, as many are used to more free/nomadic lives and have mixed emotions about being in a place they can  call “kutira” or home with reassurance.

It was late evening and we soon said bye to the kids.  I hope to come back the next time and spend some time staying with these children. 

Other interests: Meril then took us to two religious places Bidar was famous for – the Nana Saheb Gurudwara and the Hindu cave underwater temple called Narasihma Jhara.  I will let the readers explore on their own about these places (  Remarkably, outside of Punjab and Delhi, Bidar supposedly has the largest Sikh population in the country.  Quite unique to a place that otherwise by virtue of history is predominantly muslim populated.  We then ventured into the walled city of old-Bidar or Bidar within the fort accessed by two gates. The people were doing brisk business and busy carving out the famous Bidri work (Silver- metal inlay work) Meril wondered if we can support his idea of getting some Aralu “brand” craft items stamped and made here by the local craftsmen for sale in the US.  We called it a day and decided to rest for another hectic time the next day

The Yedlapur PPC: The next day, we cancelled the jeep. Meril had made arrangements for the jeep the previous day not sure on how we would respond to traveling by bike/autos ( After we reassured him that that was a non-issue, we comfortably engaged an auto to Yedlapur – a small village some 10 kms outside of Bidar.  This time we passed through some affluent suburbs of Bidar.  The business community (including farmers who are cashing in on the recent rains) is making its mark in this new age Bidar.  But soon we were on a kutcha road leading to Yedlapur.  We arrived around 11:00 AM into Yedlapur.   The village is manly comprised of dalits and other underserved communities. The working population goes into the city of Bidar for their livelihoods as constuction workers, daily wagers, etc.  A few people were around running small provision stores. But otherwise, it seemed pretty empty! Yedlapur has no Govt school in its village, The older kids have to travel to a neighboring village or Bidar to attend schools. The govt Anganwadis has not yet taken shape in Yedlapur.  Aralu is working with the blockand cluster representatives in the area to get that underway.

 We got down by a house with a gate and a verandah. Aralu rents out two rooms in this house for running the PPC.  A few women were also at the facility waiting for us.  We were told that they were mothers/siblings of the kids there and are also a part of the SHGs (Self help groups) formed with Aralu’s help. The kids were all sitting in the verandah and reciting with Sangeeta the teacher.  The rooms used usually was off limits today as the place had been cleaned and painted for a wedding the following weekend.  The charts and all of the usual stuff had been packed away for the week to accommodate thie activities around the wedding ( Nobody seemed to mind that. I realize how structured we all try to be and how organic/informally things can happen in other settings – with people accepting the chage in scenarios.  In a way I was happy.  They at least didn’t seem to mind us seeing their change in scenarios!!  Again the kids were engaging in group activities using the learning aids – similar aids to those we saw in Kamthana.. The kids here were on an average younger than those at Kamthana, but equally enthusiastic to sing songs and recite for us ( Sangeeta seemed very sweet and helpful.  She truly seemd to love the children. In general, I did feel that the teachers at both PPCs can do with a little more training on child development and nourishing the kids learnings – but then again for a dalit community in Bidar in an area that is lagging behind so many other districts in everything, the steps being taken are commendable in itself.  We can definitely provide the support to expose the teachers to trainings outside  - that they can utilize well in the settings they work in. Meril’s team had done well in forming a  number of SHGs in the area who are now able to provide funds for their members to set up small shops, buy cows, buy sewing machines etc.. all towards getting started on business that are more in tune with their lives rather than being minimum wage stone quarry and city construction workers.  The mothers meetings held at the PPC centers have been instrumental in providing a space for dialogue and learning this process.

The last stop: After a good lunch at Meril and Sunita’s  (his wife) home, we walked back to the office to converse with Meril and Archana (the documentist) about our observations and their trials of their work.  Meril talked about the high level of secrecy organizations maintain about their funding partners due to the lack fo resources reaching the remote areas of Bidar/Gulbarga districts.  (Aralu also works in certain taluks of Gulbarga on child right trainings, SHGs, forming SDMCs, surveying children’s schooling requirements, etc.) Our suggestions to Meril included 

· exposing himself and some of his staff to other organizations outside of Bidar which are in similar scenarios and are also striving for rights as Aralu is.  He was keen on making visits to other places and learn form experiencing other settings.  

· Updating the education materials at the PPCs and utilizing the materials at the office more regularly

· Providing more training for the teachers on child development skills and communicative methods.  Aralu does a fantastic job of providing child rights training to its staff and communities served and are in close collaboration with CWC  (Concerned for Working Children)
· Conversing with us regularly – even if he doesn’t have the time to translate everything into English.  Communication in Kannada is fine 
 At Asha Chicago, I would recommend that at the least, people engage in:

1. discussions on sustainable development opportunities for Aralu – not in an idealistic fashion but with genuine understanding of long term needs

2. Providing new funds and resources for daily operations in Belaku, such as a proper kitchen, irrigation facilities, constructing the dairy sheds etc.  These can come a long way for Aralu.

3. Finding ways to assist them in attending teacher trainings, make some easy learning aids such as flash cards and craft instructions for teachers to engage the kids in

4. Look at the govt curriculum the Belaku kids are going through and see if we can support their learning by making any booklets for experiential learning

