Muskaan Site Visit: March 2009
By Deb Kukreja

Introduction

This is my third visit to Muskaan.  I first visited in December 2005, spending equal parts of my time focusing on their educational and community programs.  Within the community initiatives program, I paid particular notice to the savings groups. During my second visit in 2007, I focused most of my time on health care and generation income initiatives.  At the time, Muskaan had recently employed a full-time social worker to further develop the income generation program, and was in the midst of ramping up their jhadu (broom making) group as well as their paper bag making group. During my third visit, I decided to find out more about how the income generation program is operating in addition to the savings groups. In addition, I spoke with Muskaan’s director, Shivani, about the government housing project scheme that is currently impacting the slums.
A Summary of Muskaan’s Work
In 1997, Muskaan started out as an effort to provide meaningful education to 20 children from deprived backgrounds in Bhopal, Madhya Pradesh. Muskaan officially registered with the government nine months later in December of 1998. 20 children initially partook in the educational programs; now more than 550 children and their families work with Muskaan! Daily interactions with children and constant exposure to the hardships of the slum community at the onset of their work convinced Muskaan to start community and health care initiatives for families of the children living in the slum areas of Bhopal. The slum communities supported by Asha’s support, have increased from 6 to 8 bastis within the last couple of years. In addition to the programs Asha supports, Muskaan works extensively with the government in educational and health care initiatives. Muskaan teachers provide in-school support to basti children attending government schools.  With governmental support, Muskaan’s health initiative impacts ~20 slums.
Teaching Center
At the time of my last visit, Muskaan predominantly used their office space as the teaching center due to unsafe conditions of their primary teaching center located in a slum pocket not involved in Muskaan’s work. Several months ago, Muskaan started using a government school building in the afternoons, during off school hours as their teaching center. The government school building provides great space for the children and Muskaan hopes to leverage their usage to foster a relationship with more government schools. The chief limitations of the building include: limited teaching times in the afternoons and dependency of the government school hours; if there is a holiday and the government school children are out of class, Muskaan cannot use the building. 
INCOME GENERATION
Jhadus
When I last visited, the jhadu program was just breaking even with their costs, but women were not yet profiting. Last year, the meagerness of monsoon rains created a drought throughout India, making the costs of grass significantly higher. Prior to the droughts, grass cost 22,00 rupees per 50 kilos; now the same bundle costs 33,000 rupees.  Jitendra, the social worker who heads Muskaan’s income generation program, traveled to Assam in February to see if he could purchase grass directly from the producer for a lower price. He could not; 100 kilos still cost 6,000 rupees.
Because of increased grass prices throughout India, producing jhadus is more expensive. The raw materials for jhadus are higher than the amount of money Muskaan could earn from selling them.  As jhadus are currently more expensive everywhere, the demand from customers had markedly decreased. If Muskaan continued to make jhadus, women would still not profit and probably, suffer a financial lost.  In October, Muskaan temporarily suspended their jhadu program, until grass returns to its previous value. 
Paper Bag Making Group
The paper bag making group continues to thrive, earning more business this year than anytime previously. 8 women participate in the program, half of them quite actively.  The quality of bags and complexity in design has increased over the last year. In addition to newspaper, bags are made from handmade paper. In the last 11 months, revenue has reached 52,000 rupees with each bag selling for 1 rupee. 
Several factors contribute to the increasing success of the paper bag group: higher quality of bag making, several large orders, & better marketing.  The women’s paper bag making skills are now quite consistent & conscientious. The Palace, a large shop in Bhopal, placed two large orders: one of 4,000 bags, then 2,000 bags, respectively.  In addition to the above, Muskaan began marketing their bags by imprinting the address and contact information of the women on the bags. With this marketing strategy, they have received more inquiries and orders for the bags. 
About 25% of the total revenue is kept as savings by the women. The bulk of the revenue goes toward the purchase of raw material and occasionally, skills training for paper bag making.  The women’s sense of confidence has considerably increased over the last year; they routinely participate in purchasing raw material. In 6 days, the women can make approximately 800 bags! 
Currently, the paper bag making group operates in only Ganga Nagar. Muskaan hopes the group will continue to thrive so they can expand the program to other bastis. 

Sewing Group
A couple years ago, Muskaan revived a sewing class in Ganga Nagar, with about 7 women participating in the 8-month course. Women learned to make underwear, blouses, salwaar, and kameezes to name several of the items. Following the course, two of the women purchased their own sewing machines (used) and began stitching for the community. Both women are earning some profits from their sewing pursuits.  One of the women is able to use some of her profits to send two of her children to private school! 3 of the other women who took the course are interested in purchasing a sewing machine, but do not yet have enough money to buy one. 
Personal Accounts


During my visit, I sat down with some of the women who partake in the paper bag making, sewing, and jhadu groups at Muskaan. Sitting down in a teal blue brick hut, I was surrounding by women who are as tenacious and iron willed as any woman I’ve ever met.  They flourish because their blood is thicker than most of the others living in the basti. They persist with work despite their husband's physical beatings which frequently include sticks. Only 4 of the 8 women of the paper bag attended the meeting. The women complained about the other half of the group who sit at home, "watching TV, playing cards, and picking lice out of their hair," as one woman blatantly committed. The absent ones are scarred; their emotional and physical bruises bind their ability to think beyond despair. They live in fear of abuse and consequence by the hands of their husbands.

As voices began to rise in fervor with explanation of the absentees, Jamuna, a 20’ ish young woman wearing a purple saari, lamented. "All of our husbands beat us. We have to serve as a role model. My husband didn't want me to work, but I still came. Now that he sees my earnings, he has stopped
beating me. Now, we get along better at home." Jamuna makes paper bags and jhadus. Over the course of the last couple of years, her has become impeccable and timely, according to Jitendra. With her earnings, Jamuna has purchased a new saari of 500 rupees for herself, probably the most expensive item she has ever bought in her
life.

Jamuna's tenacity and fiery determination allow her to hope for a better life. Hope inspires change. Like Jamuna, other women are taking charge of earning. Sivitri, a graceful young woman sits on the other side of the circle. Of the six women who initially partook in Muskaan's eight-month long sewing course two years ago, she was one of two who purchased her own sewing machine. Now, she earns money as she sews underwear, salwaar, kameezes, blouses, and frocks for others in her community. With her earnings, she has been able to send her two children to private school.

SAVINGS GROUPS
Men’s Group
There are a total of ten savings groups; nine of them comprise women. The women’s groups meet one time a week while the men’s group meets daily.  22 men participate in the savings group who unload and load Pepsi-Cola containers from trucks for a living.  12 of the men regularly set aside money to save on a regular basis; some contribute daily, others contribute monthly, depending on how they receive wages from work. Whereas women frequently discuss issues of home life at the meetings, discussions in the men’s group primarily centers on livelihood and irregularity of employment.
Sagram Basti Savings Group
A little more than a year ago, the women in this savings group embarked on an experiment; they would set aside every rupee possible not used for the bare necessities of maintaining the household. Instead of squandering money on gambling and drinking, they would vigilantly set aside cash. At the end of the year, they would place their money in the bank or start their own business. The results were eye opening; gambling & drinking markedly decreased, 4 women are using the money for their businesses while others deposited the money in the bank. 
One woman put her savings toward her kaboori shop (selling items from ragpicking), two women plan on starting vegetable carts, and one woman plans on starting a tea stall. Jitendra plans on helping each of the women start their businesses. The Sagram Basti savings group has increased from 12 to 22 women as people have seen the results over the last year!
Bangara Basti Savings Group
The women in Bangara Basti have not been able to consistently save for the last several months due to relocation because of the government housing projects, which I will shortly explain. They have been using their savings to build themselves nice huts to live in on the land they have relocated to.

In summary, groups who have certificates proving their “tribal” identity, which extends from the 1950’s, are considered potential benefactors of the government’s housing scheme. Groups that do not have certificates cannot benefit from the scheme and must move. The government is replacing existing slums with permanent housing for slum dwellers that can prove their tribal identity. 
LEGAL ISSUES

Government Scheme: Permanent Housing for Slum Dwellers
The government’s new scheme to replace slums with permanent housing for slum dwellers is a contentious issue, particularly for tribal groups who do not hold a certificate with “proof” of their cultural identity.  Certification is not the only issue; like many government schemes, even when certification exists, little information regarding the process of relocation can be discovered ahead of time.
With Muskaan’s help, basti dwellers who will potentially benefit from the government’s scheme repeatedly visit government offices to ascertain information based on the Right to Information Act.  After repeatedly showing up at an office nearby, the women of one basti, Ganga Nagar, were recently redirected to another office 8 kilometers away to receive more information. At the time of my visit, the last letter they received from the government merely informed them that they would shortly be receiving another letter with more details about relocation.
Muskaan believes that further information about the scheme will happen following April’s elections. Although the government’s housing looks prettier to the passing eye, it comes at a cost for benefactors; each person will have to repay a 40,000 rupee loan to the government. While the government builds permanent housing for tenants, people within the slums must temporarily relocate without compensation. Basti dwellers without certification or who do not wish to partake in the scheme must relocate without compensation.

One slum that Muskaan works with, Bangara Basti has received the bottom hand of the deal. Not being able to prove their tribal identity, they were forced to relocate. Tragically, their basti has been split into two. They have relocated into two different slum areas, their cultural group split into half. 

While Muskaan actively works to find out more information about the government schemes through the Right to Information Act, they are not actively working on protesting against the schemes. It would simply take too much time and effort away from Muskaan’s workers who are steeped in the other social needs of the slums. For legal issues and protests, Muskaan defers to other social organizations in Bhopal who have taken up such legal issues full-time. 

Police Brutality: One Girl’s Suicide
The police frequently harass individuals who reside in Rajiv Nagar due to the tribe’s criminal past. Although crime plays a minimal role in the tribe’s current activities, they are marked forever guilty by the police. It is now the police who are acting as criminals, with perpetual verbal & physical harassment, which should be classified as abuse. 

The extent and impact of police harassment recently led to one girl’s tragic suicide last summer.  Tinki was a 16-year-old girl who lived in Rajiv Nagar. Prior to her suicide, she had been picked up three times previously within the same year by the police. Pick-ups went as followed: Tinki collected rubbage from the road to resell for money. On several occasions, police officers approached Tinki, demanding to know where she had found all of her “goods.” The policed refused to accept the truth: she picked the goods from the road; they were not stolen.  During one of the harassments prior to Tinki’s suicide, the police held her at the police station before one of Tinki’s relatives came to get her. 
Tinki was probably verbally, as well as physically abused (in the form of lashings at a minimum) by police. She couldn’t leave her home without fear of police harassment. She felt unsafe in both her internal and external communities and her life began to feel worthless. Her only pervading hope to escape the vicious cycle of violence was to kill herself. Several hours after returning from her last police pick-up, Tinki hung herself at home.
Police corruption and abuse, such as in Tinki’s case, is infamous throughout India.  To be aware of it second hand, in personal corridors, is heart wrenching. Innocence is lost, forced by the hands of lawful violence. I asked Shivani, whether the extent of abuse brutality exhibited in Slumdog Millionaire is real. It is. Oil with pin pricks is relatively common, more rare is electrocution, but it occurs. She said one boy from the slums was electrocuted for 6 days before he "confessed" to theft to escape further abuse that could have resulted in death. I cannot begin to explain the helplessness I feel as a bystander. The only way to help the corruption of a caste culture is through the legal system and peaceful protest. Muskaan is doing all it can to protest such brutality by trying to bring Tinki’s caste to light through the courts, but it's slow, painful process.

LAND NEEDS FOR A PERMANENT OFFICE SPACE
In the last six years, Muskaan has been in four different offices. After occupying one space for several years, they are in their third leased building within two years. I spoke with Shivani regarding the challenges of leasing. The landlord of the one office they held for several years was quite happy with Muskaan’s tenancy, but his family was not. After continuous pressure from the landlord’s family and escalating tension, Muskaan relocated to retain a safe and more relaxed atmosphere. Unfortunately, the new office space, which Muskaan inhabited for merely several months, was not blessed from the start. In addition to being dark, the landlady, who resided upstairs, was unhappy to see children from the slum visit the office. Her disdain for the conditions of slums and fear of the children stealing persuaded Muskaan to continue their search for an office. 
Ideally, Muskaan should have an office of its own. Owning their own land and building would promote more stability for some of Muskaan’s programs. The distractions of continuous relocation, tensions of landowners, and inability to keep a permanent space for the teaching center, can all be alleviated with a permanent office space.
In addition to an office, constructing their own building would allow some of Muskaan’s services to operate in close proximity: the office, teaching center, and hostel. The current hostel that Muskaan rents for 30 girls is up in August, and they will need to find another rental house. The current landowner plans to reoccupy the house.

Affordability and land availability are the chief hurdles to overcome for Muskaan to build an office. Land inside Bhopal proper can be as high as 2 crore; land outside of the city limits would be between 12 and 20,000 lakhs.  Although land outside the city limits is more affordable and in ample supply, it may be more difficult to find space that is conveniently close to the city, where Muskaan chiefly operates.
Muskaan continuously assesses land availability and costs, but currently, they do not have the money to undertake preliminary plans for construction.  I have asked Shivani to write-up a formal proposal for the purchase and construction of an office building. After receiving it, I will pass the information along to potential donors who may be able to assist Muskaan’s dream.
Recommendation

I whole heartedly recommend that Asha Seattle continues to fund Muskaan’s mid-day meal and community initiative programs. Hopefully, we’ll be able to assist them in finding financing to construct their own building.
1

