Dear Deb,

Happy New Year. Hope you are doing very well.

We are sending you a short note about the key activities conducted in the communities progamme this year. We have been wanting to send a detailed report for some time now, but it always takes the back burner. We’ll be able to send out a report by this month end.

In the interim this can give you an idea about what’s up here.

All of muskaan is currently gearing up for a 2 day massive Bal Mela of 250 kids from 15 schools including our own Learning Center to be organized on the 5-6th Jan in Bhopal.

The education activities are also working well. We have a larger team now than during your last visit, and additional 2-room office in a neighbouring building. The hostel kids remain the binding force between all activity and all people. Do plan another visit here to witness the additions.

We have started the meal programme at the learning center. Freshly prepared food is distributed among all children of the Learning center. At the 4 Balwadis we have a biweekly snack for now.

Do write for any clarifications.

Warmly, 

Rama

The Communities Programme at Muskaan: 2005-2006

The year has been an eventful period in terms of our work among the communities living in the 6 slums where we work. The focus activity areas have been the same:

· Health

· Savings

· Income Generation 

1. The focus on Health has been through regular basti visits and a range of workshops organized continuously for selected groups:

· Health Awareness meetings at the basti level covering pregnancy care, child care, immunization, hygiene.

· Workshops among: 

· Key persons [selected women from all the bastis undergoing a bimonthly training on a curriculum developed for a complete understanding of body, health and community issues along with various socio-cultural factors that impact health of people.]

· Adolescent girls: Continuous monthly discussions Groups of 2 communities on personal identities, adolescent health and various social issues.

· Capacity building of Balwadi teachers for strengthening immunization and infant care at each basti level.

· Relationship building and follow up with govt health functionaries towards better service provision: The basti hamlets being a neglected section by ANMs owing to poverty and distance have been over time prioritized and continuity of ANM services has been monitored. District hospital linkages have also been improved. Information of various govt schemes has also been shared in community meetings.


2. The income generation programme has definitely seen a boost and strengthening with the addition of a full time worker for the Programme. Three major groups have been cultivated in this period:

· The Jhadu making unit in Ganganagar has been steady in production and sales through the year. Involvement of basti women in purchases, stock keeping and sales promotion has increased considerably. Weekly meetings among the group have been initiated. We are initiating an internal audit of processes, procedures and current work patterns within the Jhadu unit in January-February 2007 to ascertain future directions for the unit. Registration of the group as an SHG, seeking institutional finances for the unit shall be decided upon once this review is done.

· A well-trained and concrete group has emerged out for paper bag production. We conducted 4 trainings including new women into the group; through the trainings women have learnt and increased their range of paper bag designs, and also started functioning as team with quality check processes inbuilt. We could procure a decent number of orders in large quantities which has boosted the capacity and interest of the group. This year saw a profit generation within this unit making it very conducive for development into an independent enterprise.

·  The sewing training in 2 communities has also been regularized through a sewing teacher. About 15 women are part of the sewing class in both bastis. The Ganganagar group completed its 1st order of cloth bags, and we can see that cloth bag production can also be developed gradually into an independent enterprise.


3. Savings initiative: The 8 women’s savings groups are regular in their saving and loaning processes. The savings meetings this year, have offered very concrete platforms for large group discussions among basti women. This has made health based and gender issue related discussions possible.

Within the saving activity usage of interest collected through loaning processes has been a critical issue of discussion among most groups. Many groups have started to visit the Muskaan office twice a month to deposit their savings here.


~ From the first key persons training to the 13th it has been a journey of growth in the common knowledge base, interest and keenness and mutual friendship. Women have been attentively listening, asking, have gained confidence to talk about intimate issues like sexual relationships; they have started to identify different body parts and functions, and raise doubts about their own health, analyze various factors impacting them.





~ The ANM who used to easily miss out on Ganganagar Gond pocket saying ‘people are not interested’ and would not cover Banjara basti owing to the distance, has over the last year with much persuasion and regular follow up, regularized her visits. Not only has this had a positive impact on immunization, women in both communities have begun to access her help for various other health information.





~ Upon reaching the Ganganagar basti at 7 in the evening the center door was open and a peep inside was a delightful vision. Sangeeta was religiously sewing a new petticoat for her mum on the sewing class sewing machine.


~ Four women went by themselves to purchase plastic wire and cane for Jhadu weaving; in the next weekly meeting they shared their whole experience of selecting the material, bargaining for a better cost and carrying the material home.


~ At the end of a 3000 paper bag production order in 4 days, the women were delighted at their success; each woman’s earning was a also between 300 to 700 rupees. Jamuna went and purchased a saree worth 400 rupees saying “I want to spend on myself I have never done this in my life: I have always fulfilled my family’s needs this is very hard earned money.”





~ This year along many members in most groups have raised the issue of having to pay interest on loans taken by them against their own savings. The merit of this has been discussed at length in all groups: A loan is taken seriously for repayment when interest has to be paid, the interest rates are very low at 2% against market rates of half the principal amount etc. Thirdly the savings groups have been developed on the philosophy of a collective that generates some common money for itself as a common resource for collective usage. 


~ Chitkuvar’s [ Rajiv Nagar saving’s group member] husband has over the years developed keen interest in the savings group’s activities. He has been sincerely repaying a loan taken by Chitkuvar , in spite of her being out o town for over 2 months.


~ The Bapu Nagar savings group, the youngest group has matured beautifully this year, with regularity of saving and loaning. The group shows interest in reading out the meeting register of the last saving day. Thy have keenly expressed interest in having a sewing class initiated in their basti.


~ Sunita as savings groups member of the Rajiv nagar Mochi mohalla lost her husband in a very tragic incident. Sunita a young mother of 4 children received much support from the group members. She has come to work in Muskaan as the Learning Center cook preparing food for about 200 kids every day. 


~ Taking away of cash from the collective savings box kept in custody with women in the basti has also happened in 2 groups this year. They being large amounts over thousand rupees, much deliberation took place at the group level. In one community, the woman accepted having removed money and got it converted into a loan. In another it was accounted for as community losses. The incidents made us alert about our own slips of regular counting of basti money boxes. The same has been corrected through a more rigorous process now.








