Site Visit to SUPPORT NGO, Vakola, Mumbai

November 8th and 9th 2004

-Malti Raghavan, Asha Seattle
Regd Address: Old BMC Office, Opp Vakola Market, Santa Cruz(East), Mumbai - 55

Phone: 2665 2904 / 2665 3045
Email: supportkids2@roltanet.com

Primary Contact Person: Sujata Ganeja (Executive Director, SUPPORT)

This was my second visit to SUPPORT.  I had earlier visited SUPPORT in December 2003, though not officially on behalf of ASHA at that time.   
Since this project has been amply covered in prior site and evaluation reports, I have chosen not to again summarize project vision, mission, charter etc. I have instead chosen to focus on my interactions with individuals and peer educators, observed changes in vocational center locations since the last visit, SUPPORT’s unique challenges, constraints,  areas of limitation due to budget constraints.
My take-away from this visit reconfirms my prior assessment that this is a well-run, effective and professional group working against drug abuse. Due to their early involvement in this area (1985), they also have accrued experience in this area and have been able to provide expertise to others.  I get the impression that they use the available money judiciously and put it to good use.  I highly recommend ASHA Seattle’s continued involvement in the support of their vocational training program which may otherwise suffer for lack of finances.  
Part I: Visit to Vocational Training centers in the Mumbai area

On November 8, 2004, I went to the Main Office + Boys Residential Rehabilitation Center, at Vakola, Mumbai. On that day, I visited the screen printing, welding and carpentry vocational training centers,  all now relocated to the Vakola area, as also the boys’ day care center across from VT station.                                          As I walked into the main office on Nov 8, I was just in time to see Jyotsna   Bhatnagar of BG  (British Gas) India Group, who was there to hand over a one-time Diwali gift (in cash) to SUPPORT.  (BG India Group had asked ASHA to recommend projects in the Mumbai, Gujarat and Delhi areas, they wanted to identify projects that were in alignment with BG Group’s community development commitments.  ASHA recommended SUPPORT, among some others).
This main office building of SUPPORT mostly houses young boys in the age group of 5-13. They all study in nearby government schools.  A collapsible gate leading to the Balvihar area remains mostly closed as the children in the rehabilitation phase may still be susceptible to bad habits and tempted to run away.

SUPPORT has now acquired the 3rd floor on the BMC building in Vakola, which was previously unoccupied.  This gives them 4 rooms as living areas and a neat kitchen area.

I was first taken to a building (in the Vakola area) which houses their kitchen and cooking supplies.  They said that this is a pilot project that they have started with some of the boys (who are not interested in other types of vocational training), the boys are taught to keep track of the supply of provisions in their store and to manage inventory.  They are also receiving training in cooking with an aim towards eventually getting into the catering business.

Next, I was taken to their screen printing vocational training center.  They had recently moved their vocational training centers from the Dadar and VT  premises to locations in Vakola.   The Bombay municipality had objected to their use of the Dadar and VT premises for vocational training due to the possibility of fire hazards resulting from carpentry and welding work.
At the screen printing training center, I was introduced to one of the peer educators -- Rafeeq.   Prakash mentioned that Rafeeq had been a hardened kid, who had even tried to run away in the beginning.  Now, he is a completely transformed person. Rafeeq came across as intelligent, responsible and professional.  Prakash mentioned that these peer educators are most effective in communicating and setting up a role model for newer entrants.

I also spoke with one of the other newer kids, I asked him if he was happy to be with SUPPORT, he answered in the affirmative and that he was glad he was there instead of on the streets.  I spoke to one representative kid each (picked randomly by me) at each of the vocational training centers and the general response was positive.  The boys also openly talked about how they had lived on the streets and how this was much better for them.
I also visited the carpentry and welding training centers. At the carpentry training center, I met another peer educator, Rehman, who was also very impressive in his sense of commitment and his professionalism.  At the welding training center, I briefly interacted with peer educator  Prabhanjan Sahu. 

 The  training centers are sheds with an asbestos roof.   The carpentry and welding training programs are 6 months in duration, with 2 batches being held per year. Each batch accommodates 20 students. The screen printing class is 3 months in duration, with 4 batches held per year. There are 20 students per batch.
One observation about the training centers is that they seemed rather cramped, with each housing some 20 students at a time. Sujatha mentioned that acquiring rental space in communities was rather difficult for them as the local community does not like these boys staying in their localities (due to their less than reputable background). They worry about their influence on their local community.
 The boys are paid a stipend during training. Sujatha mentioned they do not want    to convert to a commercial establishment, thus they do not believe in using the boys’ acquired skills to generate income for the NGO.  SUPPORT provides job references for the boys upon completion of training. People don’t trust these boys, hence it is difficult for them to take up easily contractor jobs,  . It takes 3-4 years for a boy to get setup, even after that, SUPPORT may have to give guarantees to clients.  SUPPORT also monitors the boys after they “graduate” and while they are initially engaged in employment.  If the boys are able to accumulate 20-25K in savings in about one and a half years, the monitoring is stopped as they are apparently deemed responsible and “cured” at that point.
There is some concern with regard to the churn rate of vocational training instructors.  Sujatha and Prakash mentioned that the welding trainer is paid Rs. 2500/mo, the carpentry trainer is paid Rs. 3000/mo, the screen printing trainer Rs. 2500/mo.  They know that for a monthly pay of Rs. 4500/- with benefits, they can get much better trainers and also those that stick around longer.  With the current pay scale, trainers start out at SUPPORT for the initial experience and then move on to greener pastures.  The lower pay is due to SUPPORT’s budget limitations.  The peer educators are each paid from Rs. 1000/- to Rs. 1800/- per month.  They would like to be able to pay them Rs.3000/mo.
It was also mentioned that they have had to turn down many boys due both to financial constraints as well as space limitations. The rented premises, due to being in the slum area, often do not have good water and toilet facilities, it is difficult to find space near Mumbai city where both school and hospital facilities are nearby.  SUPPORT has been in rented premises for the last 10 years and is having to pay a lot towards rent money. It would be in SUPPORT’s good interests to find their own premises.

I asked what percentage of the kids end up being placed in jobs and how many relapse to old ways. I was told that out of 200 kids per year, about 80-100 go home after detoxification/rehabilitation/training at SUPPORT, about 10-20 relapse, about a 100 are placed in jobs.

During this sequence of detoxification, training, rehabilitation and finally “repatriation”, the children are given the benefit of group sessions, weekly doctor visits, recreation and camp.

Sujatha also mentioned some educational games that they had devised, one was something very akin to “snakes and ladders”, the ladder leads to recovery and the snake leads down to a pit of deterioration. Ladder is associated with a positive achievement, while snake is associated with a bad habit.  For example, one of the achievements is detoxification, which leads to recovery from drugs and relief from physical pain, while gutka and smoking lead to mouth problems, cancer etc. 

Next, I was taken to the boys drop-in day care center at VT.  There were some 2-3 counsellors/staff downstairs. I went up the ladder to the attic-like, dark room where I saw some of the kids sleeping (from the effects of the drugs they had been taking) and others watching television and generally looking zombie like.  I didn’t have much interaction with the kids here.

Lastly, I returned to the main office at the BMC building in Vakola, where the children were all having PT lessons inside the big hall.  Later, when I was leaving, I saw them sitting down for their evening meal, they all seemed quite happy and boisterous.

Prakash mentioned that they are also planning to start paramedical training as part of their vocational training programme.

If finances are available, they would like to enroll 50 more students into the carpentry and welding programs, as also 50 more in the screen printing program.  They would also consider starting a hair salon course for some.  And they would take up more outside contracts.

Part II: Visit to residential girls’ center in Lonavla

On November 9, 2004,  Sujatha, Prakash and myself went to the Lonavla Girls’ center (ASHA does not support this project, but I felt a visit was worth the trouble). We left early in the morning, before 8am, so we could go there & get back in good time. 
  The girls’ center was in a very peaceful, ashram-like setting. I was told the land belonged to a man who had parceled out the plot to several charities, some of the others being centers for handicapped children etc.  Apparently, the owner had orignally had some misgivings about allowing SUPPORT in the complex, he was worried about the influence of these former street girls on the other inhabitants. But eventually, he was convinced and let SUPPORT locate there. 

Sujatha and Prakash pointed out to me a separate building where they said they housed their HIV/AIDs infected girls separately from the others.  One of the first things I noticed about the girls’ center was how neat and clean it was. 
When I went there, the girls were in class (taught by instructors who came in from outside), there were 2 groups of girls, those that were fairly new to the center, and another group where the girls had been there for an year or two.  I was shown some of the handicrafts made by the girls.
They mentioned that one of the girls had been diagnosed with tuberculosis, I noticed later that she had on a germ mask as she mingled with other girls in class. It is good to note that they are taking at least this level of precaution as TB can be very contagious.

When I tried to talk to the girls in the class, Sujatha advised that I would be better off talking to some of those who were the equivalent of peer educators, and were more stable emotionally.  She mentioned that the girls tend to be more emotionally disturbed about their past and are far more reticent than the boys in talking about their past.

Later, in the staff office, a group of about 4-5 girls who had been there for about 3 years, came by.  When I asked the first girl what she had been doing prior to coming to SUPPORT, she hesitated.  Then Sujatha chided me for being insensitive and said that the girls do not like to talk about those things, even the ones who are well into the program, such as these girls.   Each of these girls had made considerable progress. When I asked them what they intended to do after finishing their program at SUPPORT, they said that their future was with SUPPORT, that they wanted to help others the way they had been helped.  It was heartening to see these girls’ progress from where they had been 3 years ago.
