Site Visit Report: Seva Chakkara Samajam, March 2, 2008
Asha Volunteer: Dileep Bhat, Asha NYC/NJ
Email: dkbhat@gmail.com
Local Contact Info:

LaxmiAkka - 
Logistics & Arrival

I took the overnight train from Bangalore to Chennai and arrived at 4:30am at the main railway station. As I had arrived early, I spent a little time roaming around the station taking in the scenery before Seva Chakkara Samajam (SCS) came. LaxmiAkka, her husband, her child - Kirti, and SCS students, Solomi and Arun Kumar came to greet him. I was taken to a nearby hotel to give me some time to freshen up, shower, etc. At around 8:45am, the students again came to pick me up and we went to SCS. The ride was only about 5 minutes – and I realized that the SCS location is just about 15 minutes from the main railway station.
Introduction

After I entered SCS, I met Mr. Vela Veyudham and another colleague, Mr. J. Rajendran and some more children of the orphanage. Though I had not requested for no formalities and ceremonies, they presented me with a garland and we took photos of the visit. I then met all the children who very seated for breakfast. LaxmiAkka introduced me to the children and after a small prayer, we all sat on the main hall and had delicious breakfast of idli, chutnee & sambar.
Photos

After breakfast, I proceeded to take pictures of all the children. We had always wanted to have pictures of the children so help our donors “associate” with the children they are supporting. I had taken a digital camera which was a very generous donation by one of Mei W., one of our SAC donors. The camera was huge hit and the children loved it.
SCS

Afterwards, I spent my time playing and interacting with the children. I had visited on a Sunday as per LamiAkka’s suggestion as all the children on holiday from school. Though I could not speak Tamil, there were a couple of older children who knew English and it was not too difficult. They all seemed excited and generally looked well. I had bought two small books, about 1st-2nd grade level and one of the girls, R. MahaLakhsmi read aloud. She did a wonderful job - reading a sentence in English and then translating into Tamil, with accompanying commentary. I only wished I could have bought more reading material.
I was given a tour of the SCS rooms and facilities by two boys, Arun Kumar, studying B. Law and Kamala Kannan, an aspiring cook. The two buildings, which are side by side, appeared clean and well maintained. In the main living quarters, there is one large room in the first floor which doubles as the eating area during the day and the sleeping quarters for the girls during the night. In the back, there are some shelves for the children’s plates, books and school materials. There is also a small corridor in the left which is used to keep the trunks and small suitcases/bags with the children’s clothes. It also appears to be used for storage. 
LaxmiAkka explained that ach child has about 5 sets of clothes. On Pongal, New Year's celebrations the children get new clothes. The clothes are usually brought by SC staff. When the children enter 5th standard, they start washing their own clothes and usually do so every other day.
The front room is the boys sleeping quarters and next to it is a prayer room. The third floor consists of the kitchen facilities, a storage room for food items, and small balcony/open area.
The 2nd building housing the school/offices consists of three rooms on the ground floor and two on the 1st floor. The front room serves as an office for SCS; a small room to the side functions as the computer lab and contains about 5-6 computers. A large room in the back is used as a classroom for the SCS primary school. On the second floor there is a medical office and dispensary. Most of the medicines are donated. A doctor comes once a month to give a checkup to the children. On the 1st floor there are also some storage lockers which are assigned to the older children.
Buying the Second Building
SCS owns the building housing the school/facilities and rents the other building housing the living quarters. SCS has been for a while trying to buy this building. This building is currently in a state of insolvency with the owner having large outstanding debts to the bank. The status is being decided by the high court. An "arbitration type party" has been assigned to decide what to with the building. This is a neutral person whose role is to get the maximum amount for the seized asset and distribute the proceeds of the sales to the debtors. The total outstanding debt and interested owed by the owner to the bank is 61 lacs. In its bid to buy the building, SCS is trying to ask the bank to wave the interest portion – 21 lacs because of their status as an orphanage. Petition has been sent to the general manager of the bank; a decision can be made in the next 1-3 months. However, after this, the building owner owes another 25 lacs to other outside parties from which he has borrowed. 
If SCS wants to purchase the building, two items must happen. First the bank should wave the interest. Second, the arbiter has to agree to let SC purchase the building. SC has first preference as they now occupy the building, had earlier deposited 2 lacs in the bank account in their attempt to buy the building (now in a seized/frozen status apparently) and because SCS is an orphanage. The building is actually probably worth over one crore (100 lakhs) and the arbiter may just put it up on auction. If SC loses the building, there is almost a 100% chance that the new owner will demolish the old building and construct a new building. This is an issue weighing heavily on SCS and they have been raising funds to buy the building. Asha NYC/NJ needs track this issue and help with anything SCS may need once the decision has been handed by the arbiter.
Budget, Questions

I spent some time with LaxmiAkka, Solomi, Mr. Vela  Vedayum, and Mr. J. Rajendran discussing the budget. I showed them the excel spreadsheets we had constructed to keep track of all their expenses and suggested that they use a similar style in the future for more accurate bookkeeping. I didn’t have time to see their internal records. I also explained again the reason that Asha is only supporting the education budget at this time.
Impressions and Future Items

It was a pleasant visit and LaxmiAkka and the children were very gracious hosts. The orphanage appears to be running well and I was able to see the hard work and dedication of LaxmiAkka and all the staff members. The children are very happy, friendly and living well. NYC/NJ should continue our support of Seva Chakkara Samajam.
