Aralu Site visit report – Sept 30th to Oct 2nd 2000 by Shanmuga:

Day 1: Shanmuga and Prakash of Asha Chitradurga (who accompanied him on his month long stay and visits in Karnataka) found all about Bidar on their first day in Bidar since it was a Sunday and the schools were closed.  They landed at the bus station and called on Meril.

At the end of the first day, Mr. Meril gave them an overview of the 

organization. (elaborate on the org?)Bidar (the town itself) is a unique area. It has not recd the popularity that neighboring districts such as Gulbarga. It was part of the Nizam kingdom and hence there is a large population of Muslims. There are also a large number of Sikhs. Guru Nanak is supposed to have visited here and spawned a stream of sweet water in this otherwise very dry area. There are in fact some well-known Gurudwaras in Bidar. Christian missionary work is also common.

The villages are a different story. Almost 100% dalit population. There

isn't much influence of any of the religions, other than maybe  Christianity due to Christian missionary work

Day 2: included a regularly organized staff meeting at their main office and a visit to some existing women's groups (where?) and a watershed development project. 

Day 3: included visits to the 2 Asha Chicago supported PPCs at Kamthana and Yedlapur.  There are 6 other PPCs supported by CRY.

Q: How does Aralu stand based on the general discussion presented earlier?

Aralu is largely a genuine organization. Meril has been in this field for 10 years and with Aralu for the last 8 years. He is a Gandhi Peace center fellow and completed is MSW with a tough upbringing. He has had a tough background and is a dalit. He is very committed to the work and not in it for making money. He believes strongly in empowering the people and does not look at Aralu as a business. Amongst the people with him – Prakash and Ramesh are involved in community org work and watershed management.  Archana is the accountant.  When Shanmuga visited, Mainamma – the education coordinator was on leave as she had just delivered a child. Meril also told Shanmuga about Mainamma’s husband leaving her due to the birth of a girl child.  Meril and the rest of the staff were making plans to bring him back – not sure what happened after that.  Meril was very pleased about the fact that his entire group was comprised of dalits – in line with his people empowerment dreams.  He does not rely much on white collared MSWs who according to him prefer to only plan and survey once in a while (
Meril’s experience can be termed as limited or not well equipped – that can be seen with his project-oriented approach. He dreams of not depending on funding agencies.  The land which now houses the plantation and will be the site for the residential center was freely obtained. He himself being an orphan sees the need for the orphanage and is committed to it. When Shanmuga visited him the orphanage proposal was already there – most probably rejected by some other org for now due to lack of funds. He brought a revised proposal again to the chengalpattu conference and met with jay, Shanmuga, DP on it. 

He does think of self-sustenance - plantation was one of his strategies for it, the other being a dairy farm. Asha may have to work on this aspect a lot to ensure a corpus fund is built and the level of asha’s financial support reduces in percentage over the years. He initially had planned for 100 kids at the orphange. Shanmuga talked to him about why he cannot start with two – three kids first.  Meril however, talked about economy of scale (effort being the same to a large extent) and the presence of a large number of orphans in the area – so why not?

As far as the ppc centers are concerned, Shanmuga spent some time watching the kids and the teacher interactions. These are kids with very little attention spans due to their age groups and were mainly playing around. Kamthana is fairly large functioning village with a population of ~12000.  Yedlapur on the other hand was more primitive and much smaller.  Both centers hold a parents meeting once a month to discuss child development and other issues.

The teachers (Sangeeta at Yedlapur and Bharathi at Kamthana) seemed very attached to the kids and worked well with them. Shanmuga is not sure of the level of teacher training they might have.  For e.g. they do have some educational toys from sutradhaar and other play things for kids  – the right use of these to develop a child’s cognitive skills may have to be addressed via a trip to sutradhaar by the teachers themselves. Shanmuga was not sure about the presence of SHGs at these two villages – something to encourage again.
Shanmuga suggested that Meril should be encouraged to get his team of teachers/staff etc. to visit other successful NGOs and alternative education developers.  He needs better exposure to improve his team’s skill sets. Asha can encourage him to do that and provide the necessary contacts. Meril as of now does visit other NGOs in the area and himself imparts some training to others.  Shanmuga suggested that it is important that Meril does not compromise on quality with expansion. 

