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The weather in Bidar was quiet pleasant. The most visible aspect of this town was the poorly developed infrastructure – bad roads, open drains etc. I saw optical fiber cables being laid between Hyderabad and Bidar. I saw very little activity other than that to improve the town.

We met Meril in our hotel room and discussed a little about the ongoing projects. We decided to visit the PPC Centers first. Our first visit was PPC – Kamthana. We inspected the working of the PPC and could interact with both the kids and their teacher. We took photograph of the kids in the center. The kids showed us their learning’s by singing and dancing. Some of the observations listed according to the questions in the questionnaire are:

1. There are basically two people who are supervising the operations – Meril and Mainamma. Meril’s visits are unscheduled but he interacts closely and visits the center atleast once every week. Although Mainamma is mainly responsible for conducting the training programs and monthly meetings, she visits the centers more than once every month. We managed to talk to the parents and the teacher but it was not in Meril’s absence. Overall the interaction of the supervisory staff seems to be good.

2. There are not many transitions in the teachers during the last one-year. The teachers that are recruited are locals of that village and generally there are no problems. In one case, when the regular teacher was away on maternity leave, a teacher to handle the operations temporarily was arranged for and that kept the center going.

3. The kids at the balwadi are mostly fed milk, biscuits and banana. There is even a chart put up in the PPC indicating which snack is fed on which day of the week. We could not actually have a look at the quality of the food that is being given to the kids ‘cause by the time we reached, the kids had already had their snacks. (On that day, Saturday, the snack was milk and banana). We were wondering if this would be sufficient for the kids. Then we were told that some kids bring packed lunch and others go home for lunch and come back for the afternoon session of their school. The parents confirmed this but did not have much to add about the quality and the quantity of the snacks.

4. There was not much education material. Basically we saw the charts for alphabets (Kannada and English), number charts and charts showing the different fruits and animals. There was one chart / game of snake and ladder representing child and women rights. We felt this was out of place and a preschooler had nothing to learn from that. Other education material was in the form of games and toys and was useful. The kids usually play with the fitting blocks, counting beads and making pictures out of pieces of puzzles etc. These are the Sutradhaar’s education tools used in the PPC. Apart from the above mentioned activities the kids are also taught to dance and sing. 

The most important lesson these kids are learning is that school is not bad, it is not boring and that it can be a lot of fun. One of the main reasons for high dropout rate is that the kids do not enjoy schools, which are currently run by the Government only. They fear the teachers who choose to punish the mistakes rather than encourage them to learn. The PPC teachers are well are of this fact and take a different approach to teach the kids. The kids are also taught proper discipline – cleanliness, right manners, and good language and manners while interacting with their classmates and elders. To sum up, the kids are being geared up so that when they go on to Govt. schools, they have the least difficulty in adjusting to the environment and understanding the things that are being taught. 

We did not find any journals and magazines that were provided for the kids. When asked about it, we were told that there are no magazines for the kids as such, but sometimes they are given old magazines with good pictures to look at. The teachers are provided with storybooks to read them out to the kids. We feel more educational material should be provided to these schools.

Hope the above explanation helps answering some of the question on how the kids are being educated. Our observation is that since the kids usually learn playing with the fitting blocks and similar toys, and since there aren’t enough toys even for half of the kids, more help regarding this would be good. Suggestion is to have TOY Collection drive and send them across to these kids. 

5. Aralu conducts training for the kids below the age of 6 and equips them with the basic skills needed to enter the government run primary schools. When the kid attains proper age, the PPC teacher personally escorts the kid to the school and gets them registered. The government school ( balwadi ) teachers are being given training with similar skills as those of the PPC teachers. It is believed that this will help a smoother transition from the PPC to the government run schools.

6. The write-up on Bidar mentioning about the DPEP was found to be highly misleading. We were told that the DPEP scheme was not of any help to Aralu.

7. Although the amount of money paid to the teachers and other staff of Aralu is not enough, any kind of money is helpful and we did not find them complaining. Meril said that even though there was some dissatisfaction, he usually managed to convince them. There is usually one meeting of the teachers and the parents every month. Other than that the teachers and the supervisory staff have a formal meeting in Aralu office, Bidar and issues if any are solved. Also the general progress is discussed. These meeting also serve as learning opportunities for the teachers. The teachers receive training in handling kids, Drawing, Paper cutting and modeling, Clay modeling and different games for kids.

8. We had a good opportunity of talking to the SHG in Kamthana village. We even had a look at the account that they are maintaining. The SHG consist of a max of 10 members (by govt. rule ) and at present are managing to save 400 Rs per month. In the past 2 years they have managed to save up to 8000 Rs. They have received loan from the District Cooperative Bank and individual members have utilized the money put together for buying cattle, sewing machines etc on loan basis. The motivation was to ease their difficulties of earning a respectable living. But the problem we found was that they have no plan in place where they can earn enough to sustain the activities of the PPC. It probably will take a long time for these people to attain self-sustenance.  The PPC will have to be closed if the funding is stopped next year. The other plan can be that Aralu become self-sustaining and generate enough funds to support these centers. That would be too optimistic a viewpoint and frankly speaking asking too much from Aralu.

9.  The support CRY had extended has been withdrawn and therefore all the PPCs that were funded are closed. This is a very pitiable situation and all the groundwork done in these places has been wasted without any follow-up and any further activity.

In all, the progress in creating awareness about the importance is good. Self-sustenance seems difficult under the present circumstances. The SDMCs have to be encouraged to better regulate the Govt. run schools. Also by providing the teachers at Govt. schools some basic training, things can improve. This is the best case scenario, which we can only hope will happen soon.

From Kamthana we went to Yedlapur and inspected the PPC and found the things to be pretty much the same.

Finally we visited the plantation and the proposed building site for Belaku. 

Plantation Activity:

The piece of land, which Aralu has, is almost barren land. The soil or rather the lack of it makes it very difficult to grow anything. Meril told us that the pit dimension 3x3x3 ft were dug for each of the plants and the original soil was replaced with good soil and sand mixture. The plants seemed healthy and well watered. The decision to plant mangos, teak and coconut seems reasonable enough. 

Mangos can give good profit. Coconut on the other hand will not be paying much. The mango tress will yield after 3 years whereas coconut will need 3-5 years for a normal yield. Teak trees can be cut and sold after they are 7-8 years old. The point being made is that the plantation activity cannot be seen as a means of sustenance atleast for the next 3-5 years.

Meril had received $1000/- towards plantation activity.  The expenses for the same are given in the table below. 

	SL.NO
	HEADS
	EXP

	
	
	

	01.
	Malika Mango Plant 200xRs, 35
	7,000=00

	02.
	Goa Mango Plant     180xRs, 16
	2,880=00

	03
	Labour Charges for digging pits 380 Pits x Rs, 100
	38,000=00

	04
	Smooth Red Mud 20Load x Rs, 200
	4,000=00

	TOTAL
	
	51,880=00


	Received from ASHA
	47540=00

	Loan from Natraj
	4340=00

	Total
	51,880=00


Building a large tank at the higher side of the land and using crudely dug channels water is passed around to all the plants. This results in a lot of water going waste (seepage). We suggested that some form of cement channels be built using stone slab if necessary. Meril had the opinion the drip irrigation system could be put in place with slightly more money than what it would cost to build cement channels. We suggest that more thought be given to this matter. 

Following are the answer according to the questionnaire sent by Reshma:-

1. We could speak to only one staff at the plantation and he could not give much information. He had the same opinion as that of Meril.

2. As we have mentioned above, there are no immediate economic benefits from the plantation activities. As of now, the community is not involved in anyway in this activity. Plantation can be of some help in funding Aralu’s activities in the long run and we can only hope that things will turn out to be good.

3. No government funding is being utilized for any of Aralu’s activities.

4. We could not talk to any of the villagers and they are not involved in any plantation activities.

5. Meril has received a few inputs from the people involved in similar plantation activities. As we have noted above, the land seems barren and is not very conductive for cultivation. But Meril has high hopes and sees the plantation activity succeeding in the long run.

Residential Project:

Based on the Questionnaire sent by Reshma we have the following answers:- (Please refer to the questionnaire for details)

1. We inspected the proposed building site and the site seems good. There is lot of fresh air and enough open ground that can be used as playground. Lots of trees are also being planted to give the place a greener look. The place is situated about 5-6 kms away from the town and we feel is ideal for residential project.

2. Strangely there was no layout/plan of the proposed building. Meril says that generally no plans are made. One just calls the masons and asks them to build rooms of the specified dimensions. He showed us the rooms built for the Terres Des Homes bridge school and they seemed ok. Electrical connection is not a problem. At present the Terres Des Home bridge school has a makeshift kitchen. There is a plan to build a kitchen that can be later utilized as the common kitchen once Belaku residential project gets going. We have made a rough sketch from the inputs received. The sketch is shown below:-


But two most important things were painfully missing. There were no toilets and the water for daily use and cooking purposes was being taken from an open tank. Although the tank was clean, it was not seen as a hygienic practice. When we asked for the reason for incomplete planning, Meril told us that he was afraid the funding would be delayed if his demands were too many.  We proposed to him to submit a proposal for making the toilets and water tank facilities for the children along with the new building plan, which he has submitted earlier. 

We feel that teaching hygiene to the kids is important and the Asha Team visiting the site strongly recommends building the toilets and the water tank. We also recommend that items like Gas-Stove and TV should be purchased and funds could be allocated for the same.

3. Currently there are not grants to allow more than 20 students attend the school. Problem would arise from the funding to support meals for all the kids who are going to attend the school (day scholars). If extra funds to take care of food and educational material can be provided we feel that having more than 20 students in the school is possible. It would be ideal to ask Meril for a proposal for the same and estimate how much money would be required.

4. The Bridge School has mainly kids who are school dropouts and they are currently being rehabilitated through Non-Formal Education. These kids will go back to their respective homes once they are sent to school in about 6 months time. However since Belaku project is to set up home for Orphans at this point it is not very clear how the education system can be combined. However the kids can play and participate in any other activities together.

5. As mentioned in point 4, NFE seems to be the form of education. Mr. Mahesh is employed to handle the Bridge school and Mr. Nagaraj visits the school on voluntary basis. We did not see any training material as such for the kids. But the kids are being encouraged to learn through different activities conducted by Mr. Mahesh and Mr. Nagaraj. Both of them have completed their M.A. in Sociology.

6. Kids at the Bridge School are currently encouraged to interact amongst them selves. Besides that what we feel are normal etiquettes are taught to the kids. Personal hygiene is also taught but there are still no toilet facilities being provided to them. We assume the same would be extended to the kids joining the Belaku school.

7. Aralu maintains excellent relations with the other NGOs working in the area. Aralu also knows doctors who are willing to provide health care for the kids. Meril was confident that providing health care on a monthly and as needed basis for the kids should not be a problem.

8. The first set of 20 kids joining Belaku has not been finalized yet. Hence the Bio-Data was not made available. 

9. The kids have not been identified the reason being that Meril wants the most deserving kids to benefit from this project. Once the building is constructed, Meril plans to advertise about the residential school in the newspaper. Also he has been talking to the other NGOs and these, he believes will help him in finding the most deserving kids for the school. We appreciate his approach in the selection process.

10. Aralu has decent plan for the food schedule during the course of the day. 

Tea in the Morning. 

Breakfast including Milk 
9:00 AM 

Lunch 


1:00 PM (chapti, rice, dal and some sabji, buttermilk/curds)

Snack and Tea

5:00 PM

Dinner


8:00 PM (chapti, rice, dal and some sabji, buttermilk/curds)

Aralu wishes to provide lots of variety in the food, however the entire Menu was not discussed.

11. Apart from formal education, the kids at Belaku will be learning skills of their choice like carpentry, art work (screen printing), dancing, singing, sewing, knitting etc. The goal is to make the kids capable of taking care of themselves and it is believed that only formal education will not help much in attaining this goal. Also the kids will be taught good moral values. There is a lot of stress on proper behavior and discipline also. ( observations were made at the bridge school ) Thus the planned activities will ensure the overall development of the kids.

12. We met one of the teachers identified for the Belaku project. His name is Mr. Nagraj and he has completed MA in Sociology. He is a nice person and is capable of handling the activities at the school. At present he is working as a volunteer for the bridge school.

13. Aralu has received positive input from the community and the people are happy that the Belaku residential school is coming up. But as of now there is very little involvement of the community in any of Aralu’s activities and there is no community contribution.

14. Aralu is not benefiting from any government program.

General Questions and answers:

1. Meril is supported by Mainamma, Mahesh, Sumant and Nagraj for most of the activities of Aralu. Meril had the opinion that these people were capable of taking care of the organization independently incase Meril has to attend other activities. Mahesh and Nagraj are directly involved in all the activities of the Bridge School and the Plantation activities. Sumant is also responsible for the Plantation activities. Mainamma mainly works with the PPC teachers and coordinates the PPC activities.

2. Although we saw the book of accounts maintained by Aralu. However we have not asked for copies of the receipts. In case those are required we can ask Meril to send it to us.

3. The Aralu head office is located in the outskirts of Bidar. The rent is paid out of the money received from the funding organizations. Usually it so happens that some money gets left over after completion of the project and that is how the rent is being paid. The office has 4 rooms and the space seems to be well utilized. The four rooms are: computer and office work room, the records room where Meril sits, a guest room and meeting and other activity room where monthly meetings are conducted.  

We don’t feel that PPC, Residential School etc can be run out of the office space. The possibility of using it as school is also not available as the kids would have to come from far away villages. 

4. Meril did not mention about the trouble in retaining the teachers. There is one lady called Archana who is responsible to maintain accounts and take care of the office in general. Meril said that she was good at maintaining the accounts but she had problems with communication in English and could not write letters properly. Also she did not have much knowledge in handling computers. As far as the other staff is concerned, they all seem to share the common vision of community development. The management team is doing a good job.

5. The community on the whole is happy with Aralu’s involvement in the different projects. Meril has excellent rapport with lots of people in Bidar town as well as the villages where Aralu is working. This network we can hope will help in the long run. The people are not complaining about any NGO because these are the only organizations that are trying something different. Thus, the efforts no matter how small they be, are appreciated.

6. The only other activity was Self Help Group run by Women in the villages. They have been able to keep it going for sometime and seem to be encouraged enough to carry it forward. More description is available in the PPC Activity report above.

7. Funding for Aralu from CRY and OXFAM is no longer available. However detailed reports would be sent by Meril after the end of Financial Year. He did show us the Books of Accounts with us, however we don’t have the numbers for all the projects except for the Asha funded which is given below:-

	Sl.No
	Items
	Budget
	Exp from April to December

	01.
	Teacher Salary
	28800=00
	21600=00

	02.
	Helper Salary
	16800=00
	12600=00

	03.
	Equipments Carpets
	  3000=00
	-------

	04.
	Edu. Material
	  4000=00
	4141=00

	05.
	Centre Rent Maintaince
	  9600=00
	7200=00

	06.
	Uniform sets for PPC
	  7500=00
	------

	07.
	Children Camps
	  5000=00
	6609=00

	08.
	Nutrition food for children
	54750=00
	45874 =00

	09.
	Staff trg
	  3375=00
	2880=00

	10.
	Resource Person fee
	  6750=00
	3100=00

	11.
	Resource Person travel
	  2160=00
	-----

	12.
	Staff travel
	  4800=00
	6249=00

	13.
	Office Rent
	14400=00
	10600=00

	14.
	Postage & Telegraph
	  6000=00
	3978=00

	15.
	Printing & Stationary
	  6000=00
	6185=00

	16.
	Office Furniture
	12000=00
	------

	17.
	H.Prog Co-ordinator Salary
	36000=00
	27000=00

	
	                           TOTAL
	220935=00
	158016=00


8. The reason for the extra expenses is that usually the workshops are conducted in Bidar and the people who are attending will be from the surrounding villages. Firstly to conduct such workshops, Aralu rents a bigger hall and that costs some money. Also since the workshop is day long, it is a usual practice to provide the trainees lunch. This would amount to about 50 Rs per head taking into account all other smaller expenses. NO money was paid to the trainees to attend the workshop.
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