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1. Background 

1.1. Timbaktu Collective
Timbaktu Collective is a voluntary organization that has been working in drought prone Anantapur District of Andhra Pradesh, India, since 1990. It began with an experiment in restoration of a piece of completely degraded land, which was named “Timbaktu”. The Collective now has a social base in one hundred and twenty villages in three mandals (Chennekothapalli, Ramagiri and Roddam) of Anantapur district, serving over 30,000 marginalised people – dalits, women, children and the disabled from among the landless labourers and small/marginal farmers). The Collective has a full time team of above 75 fulltime members with 40% women.
The Collective has promoted three autonomous thrift cooperatives with a membership of 8500 women and a working capital of Rs.3.5 crores, promoted natural regeneration of 8500 acres of revenue waste land and established models of alternative education. It has promoted organic framing and marketing of organic produce. Besides, it also initiated work on development of about 400 people with disabilities, on organising the rural youth and capacity building of Gram panchayats in good governance. The Collective also works with the state and district government in programmes like watershed, running local livelihood resource centre, developing lands belonging to dalits, renovating traditional water harvesting structures and supporting Rural employment Guarantee Programme. 
1.2. Anantapur District

Anantapur district of Andhra Pradesh, South India, bears testimony to the plight of the marginal farmers of the country. Anantapur District, part of the Rayalaseema belt of A.P., is one of the most drought affected regions in the country and comes under a massive rain shadow. The area now has only a few bush forests and is almost completely devoid of any green cover. There is also evidence of sand casting in a few areas which will inevitably lead to desertification. The district has been notified as an arid region. Being an arid region, receiving some of the lowest rainfalls in the country, the district faces continuous drought which, with improper management of natural resources has resulted in severe degradation of the natural environment in the rural areas resulting in loss of secure livelihoods.  

1.3  Situation of Children

Living in an ecologically challenged area, children are probably the most vulnerable. They face specific issues like child labour, poor quality of primary education, lack of opportunity for schooling, lack of protection, child marriages, malnutrition, inadequate health care, issues due to migration. Overall it can be said that they lack opportunities for enjoying and celebrating childhood. 

Coming to schooling, in the main stream schools, children spend most of their time only with books. Their curriculum does not involve anything else.  Whatever ‘extra’ is done is considered ‘extra curricular’ activity.  These ‘extra curricular activities’ are allocated only the bare minimum timings, typically one period a week.  These schools judge children only from the point of their academic skills. Children ‘pass’ or ‘fail’ based on their performance in the examinations conducted by these schools.

There is a strong ‘carrot & stick’ attitude that is driving people. Education is viewed as a means to create ‘easy and cushy’ life sans hard work. It is not one’s subjective interest in Languages or Math, Economics or History that drives them and their parents in opting for higher studies, but the dream that these will lead them eventually to a comfortable livelihood.  Other options are usually not attended to, because they will require one to lead a disciplined, hard working life involving careful management of available resources.  However, since the number of such carrots available is not many vis-à-vis the number of contestants, there is a majority of students, who will inevitably have to ‘fail’ and face the stick somewhere enroute. These students, who fail, are left totally in the lurch, because they have neither acquired enough skill to succeed in academics, nor have they learnt anything else during their long and tedious academic years.

 1.4  Collective’s work with children

The Timbaktu Collective had started its work with children to experiment with Alternative Education with drop out children.  The main purpose of this programme is to let the children have education without losing their childhood. The Collective strongly believes that childhood is the most valuable phase of people’s lives and it is the right of every child to fully enjoy her/his childhood. Unfortunately, most of the educational efforts for children try to build children’s futures and ignore their childhood as if it is a waste of time to enjoy childhood. 

The Collective initiated the “Alternative Education Programme” in 1992 and established ‘Prakruthi Badi’ (Nature School) in Chennekothapalli village. In 1993, the Collective started a residential school, ‘Timbaktu Badi’, in Timbaktu and 5 small schools in five villages in Chennekothapalli Mandal. The children of these schools are from constraining situations like single parent families, children living with relatives (as either both parents have died or migrated looking for work), families with extremely low nutritional intake and children who experience violence. It is an integrated education programme incorporating academics, skill-training, nutrition, healthcare, arts and crafts, games and sports and cultural aspects. 

In late 90s, it initiated a central Children’s Resource Centre at Chennekothapalli with components of a good library, and facilities for play, computer literacy, a good children’s science lab and facilities for crafts. In addition to running the above learning centers and the children’s resource centre, the Collective also organized residential Children’s camps on various themes like cultural programmes, arts and crafts, crash course in literacy, story making, nature walks etc. 
Recently, during the last year, the Collective initiated work on child-rights in 20 villages in three mandals by forming Balala Sanghas on an experimental basis , with a view to reaching out to a larger number of children in need. The Collective now feels that this activity can be stabilised and taken forward to address the many issues faced by children, to support their overall development and celebration of childhood. The plan is to take forward the three activities that are taken up in the sanghas right now namely sports and games, folk dances and songs and Children's library particularly story books which are applicable for both school going and non school going/drop out children.

Besides, certain activities like transport facilities like bicycles and facilities at village schools like drinking water and toilet need to be added to support school going children especially girls. The average distances concerned are 2 to 7 kilometers. The non school going children need literacy crash courses/camps and vocational trainings. For all these, there is need for a children's space in the village which can be in the form of a small rented room and a clean area to play.

Besides, we find that the children wan to do something for the village in turn for whatever benefit they will get under this programme. They are willing to take up "work an hour for the village" on a weekly basis or ‘work half day’ on a monthly basis in the form of “Sramadan”. The specific ideas are getting rid of plastic from the village, biomass production (composting or vermi composting) and nursey raising besides being of help to any child who need help. It is to be experimented whether some of these activities can also generate enough revenue to support some more children.

In the context of promoting organic farming in the villages, we came across acute shortage of organic matter in the villages. It will be a great learning for children and also great fun to support biomass initiatives. Plastic has become such a menace in the area. All kinds of third grade plastic is getting dumped in the villages and they are getting mixed with the cow dunk heap kept as manure causing great harm.

2. The present project 

2.1. The purpose of this project 
The overall purpose of this project is that 900 children, from small & marginal farming/landless families living in 30 villages of Chennekothapalli, Roddam and Ramagiri mandals of Anantapur district of Andhra Pradesh have opportunity to voice issues concerning their rights and have access to increased resources and materials like sports and games kits, library, materials for cultural programmes, better facilities for schooling and orientation in various life skills. 

These children will be girls and boys with focus on daits and disabled. This team members will coordinate with the team members of the Collective working on disability issues and will develop inclusive play activities for disabled children. All the activities concerned will be implemented with full participation of the children concerned and also adults including parents, school teachers and panchayat members concerned.
2.1. SPECIFIC OUTPUTS OF THE PROJECT

1. Children’s organisation/forum with about 900 members and trained child leadership is available in Chennekothapalli, Roddam and Ramagiri mandals of Anantapur district 

2. Children’s spaces are functional in 30 villages with access to increased resources and materials for sports and games, library and cultural programmes. 
3. On an average, 300 children have transport facilities for schooling and drinking water and toilet facilities are available in 30 village schools. 
4. 300 semiliterate children have and orientation in various life skills though short duration courses or camps.

5. The Children’s sanghas in 30 villages take up sramadan toward the  sustainable and ecological development of the village 

6. A team of child rights activists are developed and capacitated
7. The project is carried out with transparency and monitored with full participation of the children concerned.
2.3. Activities
1. Promoting Children’s Organisation
2. Developing children’s spaces in 30 villages with materials for sports and games kits, library, cultural programmes
3. Provision of bicycles to 300 school going children
4. Arranging for drinking water and Constructing toilets in 30 village schools 
5. Conducting Children’s camps

6. Conducting Sramadan events

7. Celebration of children’s day

8. Training, exposure and meetings for child rights team

9. Meetings for monitoring the activities and objectives
2.3.1. Promoting Children’s Organisation
Formation of Community based organisations is a permanent strategy of the Collective which is trained to function with transparency and with democratic values. The sub activities under this include conducting children’s group meetings, group leaders meetings, child leaders training and children’s group member education. What is proposed here is forming groups of about 30 children, both girls and boys in the age group of 8 to 15 which will be the referral point for all the activities taken up with children by the Collective in these villages. These groups will have 2 leaders each, one girl and one boy. Approximately 900 children will be brought under the umbrella of the sanghas and together they will be engaged in various activities. A rented place will be organised which will be developed as a children’s space.
These sanghas will meet on a weekly basis on prefixed days. The meetings will be held by the child leaders and will have discussions and story reading followed by play and sports and games. The use of all the materials and resources provided will be monitored at these meetings to ensure that every member get benefited. Besides, these meetings will also plan and implement the sramadans.

The leaders of these sanghas will meet on a monthly basis at the mandal headquarters. These will strengthen the mandal level children’s forums which are at the initial stages now. This forum will also promote mutual learning and motivation. It is expected that democratic and participatory value will be inculcated at these meetings. There will be a two day training and a follow up training to cover all the 60 child leaders with focus on child rights. The programme coordinator will be responsible for conducting these trainings in two batches. 

The member education is a process by which each member gets orientation on child rights and also understand and internalise the programme. This programme will also help develop a detailed database on the members. The member education is a one day programme with all members of a sangha (about 30 members) coming out to a conducive central place and getting trained. The Programme coordinator will be responsible for conducting these programmes supported by the cadres.    
2.3.2. Developing children’s spaces in 30 villages with materials for play, sports and games kits, library and cultural programmes

What is planned is to rent a small building in the village along with an adjacent open space and develop it as children’s space for a variety of activities. The children’s sanghas will be provided with play materials, facilities of slides and swings, cricket kits etc. A variety of games will be undertaken including volleyball, football, throw ball, kabaddy, khoko, caram board, and chess to improve the health and stamina of the children and also to improve the interactive skills of the children. The above building will also house a mini library with a variety of story books and children’s magazines which will also be exchanged between sanghas in the  children’s sangha leaders meetings. Besides, the children’s resource centre at Chennekothapalli, will also support this process.  
This space will also facilitate cultural programmes of children, especially folk dances like chekka bajana and kolattam and janapatha songs. Short duration courses will be organised followed by practice at the weekly meetings. Groups will also get opportunity for performances at children’s day and other celebrations in the village or outside.
2.3.3. Provision of bicycles to 300 school going children

Transport is a major issue for children in the remote villages. It is proposed that in 30 villages, bi cycles be provided to about 10 children per village selected by the children’s sanghas. At least 50% of the beneficiaries will be girls. 
2.3.4.Arranging for drinking water and  Constructing toilets in 30 village schools 

Lack of drinking water and toilets in the village school is a constraint for the children particularly girls in attending the schools. Hence it is proposed to provide these facilities in 30 village schools with participation of the children, teachers, panchayat members and parents.

2.3.5.Conducting Children’s camps

300 children will have the opportunity to attend specialised camps. These children will be selected from and by the children sanghas. Annually two camps will be conducted, one with illiterate/drop out/working children and one with school going children with at least 50% girls. Both will have components of child rights and a variety of skills. The former will also have components of literacy. The camps for school going children will focus on helping the children with their literacy and mathematical skills while having fun doing painting, clay work, mask making, origami, folk arts, science labs, etc. Vegetable gardening, nursery raising, vermi composting, drawing and painting, origami,  seed collection,  learning musical instruments and folk songs and dances .

2.3.6.Conducting Sramadan events

It is important to train children to become proactive and take special interest in village matters that affect them. The Collective maintains that when children actively participate in social work, sramadana, community dancing and singing at an young age it will make them responsible citizens. Some options of srmadan are village clening, getting rid of plastic, getting rid of waste/stagnant water in rainy season etc. A set of tolls and implements will be kept aside for this purpose.
2.3.7.Celebration of children’s day

Children’s day will be celebrated on 14th November at alternatively at each mandal headquarters and will be a culmination of many of the activities held at village level. This gives children to have an audience for good performances and get motivated by each others achievements. It will also give the child leaders an opportunity for public speaking. 

2.3.8.Training, exposure and meetings for child rights team

The team concerned include one Programme coordinator, three mandal coordinators (Part time) and six cadres, one for five villages. It is proposed that this team undergo trainings in child rights, skills required to work with children. They will have opportunities for exposure  visits to other organisations like Concern for Working Children to learn from their experiences.    
2.3.9.Meetings for monitoring the activities and objectives

Half yearly objective monitoring meetings will be held with the team involved in this work and with participation of the child leaders from the learning centers and the 15 sanghas. These meetings will review the activity reports and see if the objectives are being reached. In these meetings, depending on the need, support will be sought from other CBOs/CBO federations like the women’s thrift cooperatives,  ‘Marpu Yuvatha’ and the federations of sanghas of people with disability promoted by the Collective.

2.4. Responsibilities of Team

The cadres, one per five villages will be responsible for implementing activities like formation of children’s grpups, conducting children’s group meetings, developing children’s spaces in 30 villages with materials for sports and games kits, library, cultural programmes, Provision of bicycles to 300 school going children, arranging for drinking water, construction of toilets in 30 village schools and conducting Sramadan events. The mandal coordinators will supervise their day to day activities and will also support the process of organising the children particularly the mandal federation and linking it wherever required to other CBO/CBO federations like MAC societies of women, Organic framers federation, disability federation and the apnchayats which are essential for mainstreaming child rights.  The programme coordinator will have the responsibility for conducting group leaders meetings, conducting child leaders training, children’s group member education, conducting children’s camps, celebration of children’s day, Training, exposure and meetings for child rights team and meetings for monitoring the activities and objectives, monthly and quarterly reports, with support of then other team members.
2.5. Monitoring 

The day to day monitoring of the programme will be taken up by the mandal  working group during their bi weekly meetings. The programme coordinator will report to the Sruti working group (working group for administration, coordination and project support). The finance plan will also be monitored by the above working groups with the procedure of discussion in the working groups and submitting monthly budgets to the Sruthi Working Group which, in turn, will provide finances to the mandal working groups and monthly financial statements to children’s sangha federations and to working groups. 
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