Seva Chakkara Samajam – Site Visit Report
Shawn V. Kumar (email: svk6@cornell.edu) – Asha NYC/NJ Chapter
My recent visit to the Seva Chakkara Samajam orphanage took place on August 23, 2008.  I arrived at Seva Chakkara in the morning and was greeted by Lakshmi Akka, Asha’s primary point of contact and the principal overseer of the orphanage’s daily operations.  Shortly after arrival, I met with Mr. Velayudham, Seva Chakkara’s founder, and Mr. J. Rajendran, a colleague of his.  We spent the early part of the morning discussing recent activities within Seva Chakkara, including the children’s summer camp, and I received updates on the progress of the children who were seeking admission to college and vocational programs.  Three new children had joined Seva Chakkara, bringing the total child headcount to 87.  We spoke in a combination of English and Tamil, as was necessary to facilitate the conversation.
After our initial conversations, I proceeded to do a walk-through of the two buildings in which Seva Chakkara resides.  I was accompanied by Mahesh, one of the elder students who is interested in finance, and Lakshmi Akka joined us for part of the walk-through.  Seva Chakkara occupies two buildings which are next door to one another.  One of the buildings is owned, while the other is a rented property that is currently in a state of insolvency, to be settled by a court order (further detail below).  The first building I spent time in is the owned property, which is the smaller of the two.  The main entranceway leads directly into a small room with a desk (which is used for bookkeeping, records, and has a phone) and a single bed in the corner of the room.  To the left is a computer room, which is very well maintained, and has approx. 5 computers.  The large room located near the back, on the first floor, serves as the classroom for the primary school students taught within Seva Chakkara.  The room contains desks as well as lockers for storing books and supplies.  As a result of a recent volunteer donation, a library has been established near this area, housing a set of books for children to read outside of classroom time.  The second floor of the owned building houses a medical facility with donated medicine and a facility for doctor checkups.  I subsequently spent time in the rented building, which is the primary living quarters for the children.  The boys’ sleeping quarters is adjacent to a prayer room.  A larger, separate room functions as open recreational space during the day and is the girls’ sleeping quarters at night.  A new, tiled kitchen and eating area was recently donated by Siemens and occupies the third floor; the facility was very clean and well maintained.               
After completing the walk-through, I spent time with the children.  Most of the girls were preparing for a dance performance that day.  The boys spent time sharing with me topics which included their educational interests, career goals, and favorite hobbies.  Each child had a unique set of interests and ambitions, including: medicine, police, military service, engineering, lawyer, carpenter, cook, tax collector, and finance.  The boys enjoyed a variety of subject interests within the classroom.  The most popular leisure activities were cricket and football (soccer).  I had further detailed discussion with the older students, who were approaching the college or graduate school phase.  We engaged in conversations regarding career paths in finance and information technology and I provided my thoughts on the best ways to enter and succeed in the various fields.  It was clear to me that Asha volunteers can be a great source of ongoing mentorship to these students as they look to navigate their future career trajectories.  I offered this to the students and discussed subsequently with Lakshmi Akka.  
We took a break for lunch in the afternoon.  I ate with the students in the new kitchen facility donated by Siemens.  Lunch began with a prayer, presided over by Mr. Velayudham.  A local donor had donated the food for the day’s meal.  The children jointly thanked the local donor for his generosity.  Mr. Velayudham said kind words about the local donor and Asha’s contributions to Seva Chakkara.  We then proceeded to have our meal.
Following lunch, the girls were excited for their dance performance.  The day of my visit was Krishna Jayanti, a Hindu religious holiday.  The costumed performance, which included most of the girls and a few of the younger boys, incorporated several elaborate music and dance routines.  The children had prepared the routing over the few days preceding my visit.  I was very impressed with the performance they had put together – it appeared to be the result of months of preparation!  Most enjoyable was the excitement and enthusiasm that the children had towards the dance.  
After the performance had completed, I spent time with Lakshmi Akka and all of the girls to have a similar discussion regarding educational interests, career goals, and extracurricular activities.  The girls shared many of the same career ambitions as the boys, including medicine (doctors and nurses), police, tax collector, and engineer.  However, the girls were also interested in other professions including teaching and social work.  Two of the girls, who had only recently joined Seva Chakkara, were special needs children.  Lakshmi Akka had enrolled them in special, external schools suited for their educational needs.  Many of the girls enjoyed pursuing singing and dance in their spare time and had asked me if I knew how to sing.  Since I am not a good singer, I played the drums (my favorite pastime) for them with my hands as they clapped along.  I enjoyed the valuable time we spent.  
The remainder of my time was spent with Lakshmi Akka, Mr. Velayudham, and Mr. J. Rajendran to discuss Seva Chakkara’s key challenges and areas in which Asha can help.  Key areas are listed below:  
1)  Mentorship:  Reiterated Asha and the Stewards’ commitment to mentoring the students and providing access to the resources necessary to guide their future careers.
2)  Daily Operating Status & Record Keeping:  Lakshmi Akka appeared to have enough resources in place to manage Seva Chakkara’s financials.  I discussed the issue of food and education cost inflation with her.  I was happy to see that tracking methodologies and forecasting were improving after the Excel-based system that we introduced early this year.  Tracking expenses year-over-year and identifying future problem areas need to be key priority items for Seva Chakkara as they run on a tight operating budget.  Corporate donors will likely perform some financial diligence before making any sort of donation.  Seva Chakkara must be ready to fulfill these requests made by larger donors.  
3)  AID / Eureka Initiative:  Asha is involved with AID/Eureka initiative.  The initiative introduces activity-based learning methodologies into the classrooms of Chennai schools, and have measured improvements in the quality of instruction within these classrooms.  I met with representatives from AID prior to my visit to Seva Chakkara and visited Eureka project schools subsequently.  I discussed the initiative and potential ways in which Eureka and Seva Chakkara can work together  with Lakshmi Akka.  The initial focus area is the primary school housed within Seva Chakkara.  She reacted positively to the proposal and was willing to move forward on a collaboration.  
4)  Building:  This is clearly the most pressing issue facing Seva Chakkara at this point in time.  
Seva Chakkara owns the building housing the school facilities and rents the building in which the primary living quarters reside.  Seva Chakkara has previously attempted to purchase this building.  Currently, the building is in a state of insolvency because its principal owner has accrued a large outstanding debt balance with the bank.  The status, ability to purchase the building, and purchase price for the building are being arbitrated in court.  The court hearing is currently scheduled for October 20, 2008.  

If the court decides to give Seva Chakkara the ability to purchase the building, given its status as an orphanage and as the current tenant of the building, Seva Chakkara may have the opportunity to purchase the building below Chennai market value.  If the court decides to waive any preferences given to Seva Chakkara, the market value (estimated 200-300 lakhs) is substantially higher and the building will likely go to a third party and subsequently be demolished.

Seva Chakkara has estimated that, if the court rules in its favor, it will be able to purchase the building for an estimated 70 lakhs (approx. $175,000 assuming 40/1 INR/USD conversion).  Please note that the final amount decided by the court may wind up varying.  Seva Chakkara has raised 20 lakhs (approx. $50,000), anticipates 2 lakhs (approx. $5,000) from other donors, and is planning to incur 23 lakhs in loans (approx. $57,500).  As a result, the remaining requested amount requested of Asha is 25 lakhs (approx. $62,500).  The Stewards are working to develop creative funding proposals to see if we can help bridge the gap.  This is of utmost importance to Seva Chakkara and the Stewards.  If you are interested in donating or helping towards the building initiative, please contact any of the Seva Chakkara Stewards.          

