Dates of visit: 30 Nov - 3 Dec 2001, 17 Dec - 21 Dec 2001

Organization visited: SUPPORT

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

Phone: 91 22 84?????

Email: supportkids2@roltanet.com

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

1. Arriving at SUPPORT

I reached Hotel Accord, Santa Cruz(E), Mumbai at around 1am on Nov 30, 2001. Sujata, Prakash (Field Co-ordinator, Sujata’s right-hand man) and Sukumar the driver had received me at the airport and dropped me off at the hotel. I slept, woke up, freshened up, breakfasted and called SUPPORT, in that order. Sujata insisted on sending an escort for me and asked me to wait. It was about 11am.

Shortly, a neatly dressed boy of about eighteen, wearing shiny black shoes (I learnt later that he polished them assiduously the previous night in preparation for meeting the Uncle from America), arrived at the hotel and introduced himself as Subramaniam. He spoke in Telugu which would have surprised had not Sujata already told me how they had carefully chosen someone who can speak in my language! From the hotel to SUPPORT’s office opposite the Vakola market was only about a mile, so we decided to walk. On the way, Subramaniam shared with me the story of his life. He ran away from his home in Andhra Pradesh at the age of ten (he was vague about the reason), came to Bombay, met the wrong kind of people and got into drugs. Four years later (or, four years ago), he was picked up off the streets by SUPPORT and taken into their rehabilatation program. Now, he he said, he is completely off drugs. Iasked him what he does at SUPPORT and he replied that he is the “class leader”. He said that he does not go to school himself (“too hard” and “not interested”) but takes the younger kids to the school and brings them back. He also helps with cooking, and also bringing groceries and  medicines. He also told me that he is very happy at SUPPORT and hopes to spend the rest of his life helping SUPPORT (I couldn’t help smiling and wondering if he was “coached”).

We reached SUPPORT in twenty minutes after we let the hotel. Their office is on the second (middle) floor of an old, three-storied building. I learnt later that it is in fact known as the Old BMC (Bombay Municipal Corporation)Office. Sujata and Prakash welcomed me and introduced me to the rest of the staff there, and also to Dr. Bachav who works in the nearby government hospital and comes over 2-3 times week to SUPPORT to treat the children for illnesses that may or may not be related to drug abuse.

[I am coming to realize that I’d never get done with this report if I continue with my current minute-by-minute style of narration. I am now going to switch to a more structured format where I present only the relevant information.] 

2. How SUPPORT is Structured

Here is the physical and organizational structure of SUPPORT. There are four centers:

a) Main Office + Boys Residential Rehabilitation Center, Vakola/Santa Cruz(E), Mumbai

b) Vocational Center + Day Care Center + Night Shelter, Opp VT Station, Mumbai

c) Vocational Center + Day Care Center + Night Shelter, Dadar, Mumbai

d) Girls Center, Lonavala (about 3 hrs from Mumbai)

The three main vocational training activities – carpentry, welding and screen printing - are currently split up between the three boys centers at Vakola, Dadar and VT, because no one of them is large enough to accommodate all three.

Day Care centers let any of the street children walk in at any time of the day between 10am and 6pm. Typically, the children are brought in by SUPPORT’s “field workers”. The children are counseled on drug and HIV-related issues, given new needles in exchange for old ones, fed (only if they start coming regularly) and eventually taken in to the residential center if promise of improvement is seen.

Night Shelters are meant for use by older boys who had gone through SUPPORT’s rehabilitation program and are have now found regular jobs. Since these boys don’t exactly start out with great salaries, SUPPORT chips in by letting them use the Night Shelters to sleep in and keep their belongings for a few months. The expecation is that the boys would sooner or later find better but affordable accommodation and move out. I found this a hard concept to digest until I understood the acute housing problem in Mumbai.

Sujata explained that the reason for the Girls Center being so far away from Mumbai, mainly for funding reasons. A certain govt. body in Maharashtra has agreed to fund the Girls Center to the amount of Rs. 5-7 lakhs a year, provided it is at least 200 km from Mumbai. 

There is no formal org chart, I was told, in SUPPORT but it employs about 40 people. 

Sujata
– Executive Director

Prakash 
– Field Coordinator

Bharati 
– Admin & Accounting

Vrinda 
- Receptionist

Regita 
– Center-in-Charge, Vakola

??

- Center-in-Charge, VT

??

- Center-in-Charge, Dadar

??

- Center-in-Charge, Lonavala

Anjali
- Resident Doctor/Psychologist, Lonavala

??

- Staff member, Lonavala

In addition, SUPPORT employs about 30 Field Workers and Peer Educators (30). Field workers go out onto the streets,  talk to drug-addicted children and try to bring them to the nearest Day Care Center. Peer educators teach/tutor school-going kids.

3. Some Interesting Experiences at SUPPORT

In this section, I will talk about some incidents/ experiences that gave me some insight into what SUPPORT does and how it does it. 

New Boy at the Rehab Center

When I arrived at SUPPORT, Dr. Bachav was examining a new boy, about 12 years old, who was brought in that day to the Rehab Center. He seemed to be in bad shape, with a limp in leg, and sores on his shaven head. Dr. Bachav said that the kid would recover physically in about four week but would need many months to “recover mentally”, referring to his drug problems. This boy got abusive and violent in the afternoon and started shouting, demaning to be left back on the street. Some of the older boys restrained him physically while Sujata, who saw me squirming, dragged away into her office. She explained that the boy in no shape to think and decide for himself and so she has no option but to restrain him and ignore his demand to be returned to the street. I was unconvinced but I when I came back for the second leg of my visit ten days later, I saw this kid again and was amazed to note that he seemed quite happy and well settled. He recognized me and gave me a big, and somewhat sheepish, smile. I mentally said a hurray to SUPPORT.

Shanti and Najma

On the afternoon of the same day, two young girls (each about 8-10 years ld) named Shanti and Najma were brought from the Girls Center in Lonavala to the main office. Both their mothers are prostitutes, who agreed to let their girls be taken into the Girls Center. Sujata had notified the mothers in advance that their girls would nbe coming in that day for a visit and that they (the mothers) should come to SUPPORT’s office to meet their daughters.

Shanti’s mother duly arrived, along with her 10-year old son,Arjun, who pimps for her. She tuned out obe a sweet person, huggin her daughter and expressing her gratitude to Sujata for verything she has done for her daughter. Najma, who had been impatiently waiting for her own mother, now started crying. It took all of Sujata’s experience to console the little girl, saying things like “So what if your mother hasn’t showed up today? She must be really busy. Am I not your mother?”. Shanti’s mother too was very sensitive, as she hugged Najma too , promised to find and talk to her mother, and told her own daughter to be sure to share the goodies she brought along with Najma and all the other girls. 

Shanti and Najma had to leave soon, with their escort Dr. Anjali, to return to Lonavala. Najma’s mother did not show up until the netx day and got a chiding from Sujata.

Nassir

Nassir is a kid at SUPPORT who needed surgery to get his knees straightened….

AIDS Day

SUPPORT kids set up a stall at World AIDS Day conference near the Gateway of India….

Friends from a Bank

Employees of ABN AMRO Bank sponsor the food at the Rehab Center

A Walk though the Field

I go with Prakash and the VT Center-in-Charge into the streets to see all the young drug addicts and child prostitutes who still need to be helped.

Artwork at SHARE

SUPPORT kids build and decorate the office of another NGO called SHARE…

Boys build their own center

A contractor duped SUPPORT and then the boys take over and finish the job at the VT Center…

French Embassy donates a Car

L

One French exchange student visits SUPPORT, sees their problems with transporting the kids and writes to her embassy. They donate a jeep…

4. Budget

SUPPORT uses an external auditing agency, like perhaps any other NGO. Sujata had arranged for me to meet Sundeep Wagh, who directly handles all of SUPPORT’s auditing work. His contact information is:

Sundeep Wagh

Chartered Accountant

Wagh & Associates

a-3, Manohar, Chitale Path,

Near Portugese Church

Dadar, Mumbai 400028

Tel: 91 22 436 3982

Cel: 91 298210 23154

Email: sunwagh@vsnl.com
[Got a lot of numbers to enter here. Will do so after the meeting]

In short, SUPPORT’s budget communications have been mess, with no two emails or estimates consistent with each other. I sat with them and tried to get this sorted out. The picture is little clearer now. Briefly, their budget estimate for the coming year is Rs. 38 Lakhs. Out of this, they are confident of raising Rs. 18 Lakhs on their own and need another Rs. 20 Lakhs. Asha gave them Rs. 14 Lakhs, so that leaves another Rs. 6 Lakhs. They haven’t started spending the money given by Asha and waiting for our views on how it should be used.

