BTS Site Visit Report – Pratiti Deb

Baikunthapur Tarun Sangha is an organization in the village of Baikunthapur in the Kultali district of the Sundarban region of West Bengal. It was founded in 1978 and is working in the areas of education, agriculture, livelihood, and healthcare. The Sundarban region, a delta off the coast of the Bay of Bengal, is very vulnerable to natural disasters such as tidal floods and storms, thus making development and eradication of poverty very challenging. BTS’s operational area is especially remote even in the Sundarbans. It is very difficult to access by road, and waterways are often the only resort in medical emergencies to access the nearest available healthcare.

The School

Among BTS’s different work areas, education is definitely the primary focus. It has a kindergarten school and an elementary school. Asha Cornell supports the elementary school, Path Bhavan, which has classes from the first to fourth with 210 children in attendance and follows a state-board approved curriculum, supplemented with materials that BTS decides on for fluency in English. The students are given uniforms and regular meals. The school has sanitary restrooms. There are six staff members, all of them recruited from the community, and three of them women. There is a government school in the area, but most of the parents of the students said that they prefer BTS because it is relatively closer and because of its different approach towards education, as manifested in the Joyful Learning program. The Joyful Learning program is aimed at providing a more holistic education to the students and also, of course, at simply giving them joy. In this program, the students spend the last period of classes painting, singing, dancing, or learning Yoga. During my visit, I had the great pleasure of seeing demonstrations of what they had learned during these sessions. The students seemed genuinely engaged in their performances, and the teachers seemed to be having their share of fun too. I was told that they had even been invited to neighboring schools and organizations to perform. 
The Community

BTS, through its years of consistent involvement in its various spheres of operation, has gained a lot of trust in the community. Approximately 1200 families live in the four villages which its activities reach. The source of livelihood is mostly agriculture or fishing, with some people working as daily wage laborers. The executive board of BTS and the staff are almost entirely comprised of people from the local community, and the parents of the students expressed comfort with contacting them whenever they felt the need to do so.

Immediate Goals

One goal BTS currently has in its healthcare project is to have more kinds of medicine and medical expertise available at its health center, which currently serves chiefly as a center for safe birth deliveries. With the school project, they hope to build a bigger building to accommodate more students, as well as to increase use of technology in their teaching methods (they already have computers which they teach the students to use). On the financial front, they hope to seek alternative sources of funding for self-sufficiency, since they have partnered with Asha for quite a long period of time now.

Conclusion

My visit was personally an eye-opener for me as to how much an organization, with goodwill and diligence sustained over a long period of time, can bring change in a community. BTS has touched the lives of the people in the region in more ways than one: through education, direly needed healthcare, initiatives for economic growth and so on. Some of the parents of the students of Path Bhavan told me how they themselves had studied at the school and had wanted to send their children there because of their positive experience. Many ex-students have gone on to the government high school, and some have even attained education at a higher level. BTS has started a positive cycle of economic and social mobility, the impact of which already shows in the two generations of people in the community it has affected.

