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I reached Mr. Chandravel’s house around 11 AM. Mudichur is fairly accessible, at most an hour from most parts of the city (by road); possibly lesser if one is on the local train route. 
Shortly after reaching his house, I learnt that most (all but two) of the TRY kids were away for a short vacation. Chandravel, it seems, usually sends them off to his various friends’ places as a short outing for them as soon as their schools close for holidays. Moreover, this time around, the maid at his place had gone on leave, thereby making it slightly difficult for his wife to manage them all. They were expected to back in a week or so. In fact, even the two kids who I got to meet would probably be gone the next day. My site visit therefore is limited to a long chat with Chandravel, a visit to the new home that is being constructed and some little chit-chat with one of the TRY kids who was present that day.
Chandravel’s association with social work dates back to before ’91, when he graduated from the Madras School of Social Work (MSW). He is closely associated with MSW and its work even to this day (he helps MSW organize personality development and HR workshops for first year students), and is also very well connected with folks in this circle. Think of any great work happening in and around Chennai, you are sure to learn that its founders would have had some connection with MSW at some point of time. Examples include Udhavum Karangal (started by Vidyasagar, 18 years senior to Chandravel), Banyan (started by one of Chandravel’s friends Vandana) and many more. Chandravel started TRY in ’96 as a tribute to one of his close friends (also a graduate from MSW), who died unexpectedly around that time. The main idea was to give a ‘home’ to children of sex workers, who otherwise are forced to live in dangerous conditions bound to have a lasting and disastrous effect on their lives. TRY gets its kids mainly through referrals from friends and students at MSW, who spot these kids during their field work and site visits. Around 90% (over the many years of its existence) of TRY’s kids are children of social workers and the remaining are orphans.
TRY had 3 children in ’96, and this number grew to 29 by ’98. Currently, there are 11 children. All of the children go to a nearby government school and interact with Chandravel and other family members just like their own family. Along with Chandravel, his wife and their son, Chandravel’s parents also live with them. Chandravel says that all of them are very supportive of his work, and the children get along with all of them very well. His wife has been particularly very supportive – she had agreed to marry him only after knowing of all his work, and had in fact donated 7 lakhs from her personal savings towards the construction costs. She is employed in some IT company (I forgot the name!). Chandravel’s son goes to a different school but plays freely with the other children and Chandravel says all of them have equal rights in his house. This very much seemed to be the case from what I saw.
Most of my chat was about work done by Chandravel in providing counseling to mothers, who are sex workers, and the general problems faced by their children. More than education, Chandravel’s main focus is on bringing about behavioral changes in the child and getting him to lose any bad habits s/he may have picked up (like stealing, itching to take revenge on someone etc.) in the past. This is achieved slowly, and involves a combination of counseling and group therapy, and Chandravel says that he has been pretty successful at least with the children has currently in his house. Anyway, I see that all of this fairly well documented in previous site visit reports and would therefore not go over the details.
We proceeded to visit the home being constructed. It is just couple of houses away from Chandravel’s house. Most of what I saw is best seen through the photographs. I’ll just mention the highlights:
· I couldn’t meet any of the workers or the engineer as all of them had either gone off to visit Sabari Malai (a temple in Kerala) or were on leave. 
· Ground floor is almost complete. Wiring and other electrical work has begun. It’ll probably get completed by the end of January and they’ll move in shortly after.
· Following the move in, the focus will be mainly on getting the home to function smoothly. Managing the monthly expenses is currently turning out to be a problem, so this will be quite a challenge.
· Water sump construction (the new one, the old one was lost to rains) is complete.

· Bathrooms to come up behind the house. This work is yet to begin.

· A few (two or three) window panes had been broken (vandalism) and they need to be replaced.
· A window was added to one of the rooms (the store room?) recently – this was after Dallas had sent their last installment.
· Saw the grilled door that is to be installed in front of the house.
Following this, we went back to Chandravel’s house and I went over some of the accounting notebooks. I also chatted a bit with one of TRY’s children – a boy who studied in 3rd or 4th standard. He answered all of my questions very well. He said that he had secured 4th rank in the last exams and is expecting higher ranks in the exams he had just written. I asked him if he ever felt that Chandravel doesn’t spend much time at the house – he said that he understood Chandravel was busy and that most of his needs were taken care of anyway. Whenever he needed help with homework and other stuff, he took help from Maruthamuthu, another TRY kid, and a very bright student. 
Chandravel proudly mentioned that Maruthamuthu had secured first rank in his 10th exams (in the district level or something like that). He wishes to study further and enter either engineering or a medical college. Chandravel informed me that there was already a donor (an Asha volunteer) who was willing to support his higher education if he manages to get admission in some good medical college. Someone else (possibly Chandravel himself, I forget) was willing to pay for the expenses if he chose engineering.
While going over the accounts and discussing book keeping efforts, Chandravel voluntarily brought up the topic of privacy concerns and mentioned that he has always been a little scared of sharing information about the children in a public space. I assured him that Asha is learning to be more sensitive on this issue. Anyway, now that Chandravel has explicitly asked, the project stewards may want to pay special attention to ensure that sensitive information does not get leaked on the website (including changing names, if necessary, on this report!).
Community support etc.: I asked if he had faced any problems running a home for children of sex workers in the neighborhood. Apparently not – he says the village chief is very supportive and had played an instrumental role in getting him the land for constructing this house. Other residents are also very encouraging of his efforts and do not show any reluctance in interacting normally with the kids.
I’ll end the narrative with pointed replies to questions Asha Dallas had sent to me before the visit.

1. Need current photographs.
http://picasaweb.google.com/shankar84/ToReachYou

2. Need copy of audit report for 2007.
Chandravel said that it’s ready but wasn’t able to locate it on that day. He said he will mail it to us.


3. Need copy of expense summary of Asha Dallas’ funds from July 2007 to Dec 2007.
I got a chance to look at a notebook where he maintains expenses made towards home construction expenses. He summarizes the main expenses in that book, and files receipts separately. An expense summary report as such wasn’t available. I asked him to prepare one and send it to Asha.


4. What are Chandravel’s plans to expand the effort (i.e. rescue more children) now that the home is complete?
The ground floor is only almost done, not fully done. The first floor construction has a lot of work remaining. As of now, top priority will be given to completing both the floors.  With only the ground floor nearing completion now, TRY is not in a position to consider any significant expansion. Also, TRY will need to deal with a few issues before attempting an expansion with conviction, the important ones being support for any new kids, and space constraints inside the house. The former is particularly important as the home is already finding it difficult to find sources of support for the existing kids. The latter constraint is expected to get relaxed once the first floor is also done, and once a functioning of the home becomes smooth and steady.

5. What does his typical day involve? How much time is he able to spend with the kids?
Long story short, Chandravel has his hands full for pretty much the whole day. He involves himself with a whole range of social work issues, and is widely connected with folks in the area. He therefore receives a lot (seriously, a lot!) of phone calls related to this, with people calling on for consultation, guidance, work-related and what not. Of course, he also needs to look into the running of the home itself.

I didn’t ask Chandravel how much time he’s able to spend with the kids. Instead, I asked the boy who was in the house that day. Apparently not a lot, they all understand his busy schedule. But, he added that this has not posed any significant problems for them and that they’re comfortable with all of Chandravel’s family members. In the academic side, they also get help from Maruthamuthu (the eldest of them all) whenever Chandravel is not at home. Despite his limited capacity to spend time with the kids, Chandravel however seemed updated on the children’s activities, their problems and what not. In the few hours I spent at the home, I noticed that he interacts with TRY children very much just like how he does with his own children.

6. What are his plans to seek funds for monthly operational expenses?
I forgot to ask this question explicitly. But it seemed like he was mainly dependant on Asha support.

7. TRY home was supposed to support four commercial shops; what are the plans for completion of these and have they approached any businesses?
No one has been contacted yet. Chandravel is swamped with coordinating construction work and attending to other day-to-day affairs, not to mention the numerous commitments of his. “One step at a time,” says Chandravel! One of the photos in the album shows the space for these shops.
A few comments:

Firstly, I was very happy with the running of the home itself. Chandravel is a very knowledgeable person and seems to take good care of the children and their well being. His experience in offering counseling services and association with social work for a really long time is definitely doing a whole lot of good to the TRY kids (and many other kids as well, I guess).
Documentation and paperwork: This is probably where the project has a few obstacles. From whatever I could see, it seems that Chandravel does make an attempt to document expenses and save receipts. I'm sure the whole thing can be done a bit more professionally though. Chandravel admits this completely. He's totally dependent on other people to get most of such stuff done, be it accounting, taking photographs, scanning documents, drafting proposals in English and sometimes even checking and sending out emails (apparently his email account's password is no secret!). Chandravel's schedule is just so tight, and he attends to all kinds of work spanning different issues that he needs more than 24 hours a day to manage everything. This is something for Dallas and Purdue to think about, and discuss with Chandravel. Asha volunteers can possibly take the initiative here and help Chandravel defuse the slump that has sent in, just a thought.






� The author has been a volunteer of Asha Urbana-Champaign since 2005. He may be reached by email at shankar84-at-gmail-dot-com.








