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Harihar Sivanandh[ Harihar.Sivanandh@gmail.com] – Asha NYC/NJ Chapter
My recent visit to the Seva Chakkara Samajam (SCS) orphanage took place on January 13, 2010. I arrived at Seva Chakkara in the afternoon and was greeted by Lakshmi Akka. She is the primary contact and had agreed to dive me a tour on that day. Given that it was a state holiday due to the Pongal festival all the children were at home. I was given a tour of the facility and we discussed the current programs and challenges that faced SCS. I also had a chance to meet with Mr. Velayudham, Seva Chakkara’s founder at the end of the tour. .  
The tour was good and Lakshmi Akka showed me the newly constructed auditorium and we spoke about how small and medium sized contributions from local people helped provide all the amenities for the auditorium. 

We first met all the boys that resided in the house. It was a pleasure to see all the kids and couple of small four-five yrs old walked up and spoke a few sentences in English and thanked me for visiting them. They were excited to discuss their dance show that the kids were practicing for a function that the school was hosting in a couple of days to celebrate the Pongal holidays. 

We then proceeded to meet all the girl students and I was impressed to meet three-four of them who were seniors and attended engineering and commerce degrees in good colleges. They were proud to represent the group and happy to be able to converse in English with me. 

I was amazed to see the range of kids from a new born that was two months old, the most recent addition to the orphanage, to a four-five students who had completed their Bachelor degrees in good city colleges.  I was then shown the classrooms, the computer center, and the meal serving facility. Lakshmi Akka also thanked Harry and Nisha for the support to provide the bedding and school uniforms for the kids. 

Given the holidays, I could not observe the children in a classroom setting or meet the teachers. However, we discussed the content that was taught in the primary school and I enquired them if they had shifted to the Activity Based Learning (ABL) model now administered by the Tamil Nadu Government for primary education. Lakshmi Akka mentioned that this was discussed but the teachers did know how to proceed further. I had agreed to approach Eureka to see if their teachers could attend the training programs held by Eureka, another NGO supported by Asha NYC/NJ. I thought we could also request the training kits to be provided for SCS teachers. 

The next part of the discussion was focused on future plans. Lakshmi Akka explained the difficulties in planning further ahead due to the litigation that persisted on the second building which was the leased building. They were unable to make any capital expenditure or improvements to the facilities as the legal process had stretched for many years and they were not sure which direction the settlement would go and when. This seemed to be the most concerning problem to them as they did not know how to proceed further and I could sense the frustration with the number of times the resolution was delayed by the bank or officials assigned by the state for Debt Recovery Tribunal. 

I took down the names of the attorneys – M. Ramachandran, Orphanage Lawyer, and Mr. Katuri Rangan -  another attorney who was brought in to represent SCS in the purchase of the property. 

Given that all discussion items resulted in somehow coming back to the legal problem, I offered to provide legal assistance through my father’s office. My father who was a practicing attorney in Chennai had been a Prosecuting Attorney for the Central Government for many years and had many legal networks that he had established over the years that could be tapped into to assist in speedy resolution to the problem. He was also a government assigned Arbitrator for several disputes with banks. Both Lakshmi Akka and the founder agreed any assistance we could provide could only be for the better and agreed to discuss the offer with their attorneys as well. I in turn offered to discuss with my father and provide them a colleague in my dad’s office who would be their point of contact.

The offered me some sweets and some copies of reading material that were written by the founder. I thanked them for their time and offered to stay in touch until I bring on board the appropriate legal folks that needed to be involved to resolve the dispute.  I also agreed to discuss their case with a Eureka for the training and training materials for their teachers before I left Chennai. I contacted Balaji Sampath from Eureka and he notified the program manager but there was not much traction on the issue from their end.  We have been able to successfully pursue and assist SCS with regard to the legal dispute. I believe a settlement has been reached in August, 2010 and once the payments are made to the bank for the amount, they will request for approval from the official government assignee to sign off on the settlement.
