Site visit of Baikunthapur Tarun Sangha 

by Anirban Dasgupta, Parthanil Roy, Avinash Saraf

Project : Baikunthapur Tarun Sangha

Date:  12-13 Jan 2004. 
Chapters associated with:  Cornell, Berkeley, St-Louis

Surprise visit : No.

Getting there : We reached BTS by having taken a train from Sealdah to reach Mathurapur and then taking an auto-rickshaw to Raidighi and then the BTS launch. In all it takes around 3-4 hours from Kolkata. 

Village: Baikunthapur is still inaccessible from the mainland, being disconnected by two streams, branches of Rai-Mongola (not very sure). There has been a bridge built over one of the rivers, the other one is yet to be done. Once that is done, it should be more accessible. The island itself has 6 villages, and does not have any pucca road. Only one road, at times paved with bricks, runs through the island. There are a few houses made of concrete. 

Presence of NGOs: This place is growing to be a hotbed of NGOs. BTS itself is growing bigger by the day, being aided currently by MIVA, PPI, Asha, AID, FOYM, Dutch Embassy, among others. Baikunthapur Sishu Seva Kendra seems a prominent NGO in the island. They are mainly funded by Sahay-USA. They have built quite a few toilets all over the island and also seem to have funded a lot of the solar lampposts. In my first site visit, I did have the opportunity to visit alone one of the small thatched teaching centers funded by them. The teacher seemed to imply that the Patha Bhavan was getting expensive, while he did agree to the fact that their teaching was much superior to the local government schools. He also was really enthusiastic in praising other activities of BTS. Sahay has helped set up 30-35 tutorial centers in the island, which coach around 1000 children in the primary level. They have also set up around 300 permanent toilets. They have a Support a Family type of program, in which they support the kid’s family by building toilets, provide them with warm clothes, mosquito nets etc.

The volunteers of BTS: The following is not meant in any demeaning sense, but over my 2 years of association with BTS, I have been trying to understand what drives Susanta and other “volunteers” of BTS. Very practically speaking, this gives quite a few people a means of their livelihood until they find something that is better. The teachers in the Patha Bhavan School for instance, are mostly local girls educated up till their 10th/12th. Getting a job at this school, though low-paid, is at least better than doing nothing. The same, I believe is true for most of the other volunteers also. That said, it is not that these people are doing their jobs for the money only. From our night spent chatting with the BTS volunteers (along with a lot of singing and reading poetry), it seems that the BTS has also grown to be another family to them and many did turn down better offers for two main reasons, so that they could stay close to their family, and so that they could stay with BTS. So, instead of looking down at this phenomenon as “lacking the spirit of volunteerism”, I feel there is much to be learnt from it. The fact the people involved in BTS are the local youth has worked well towards the vision of the group. The fact that BTS has a local support can be attributed to its structure as well the work it has been doing. 

Susanta Giri, secretary of BTS, needs a separate mention. He has been instrumental in the making of BTS and its development into such an organization. Susanta seems well educated and very much internet-savvy. He is very well aware of the different funding sources and knows how to tap them. Over the last year, he has also been developing a committee that oversees the BTS. The Annual report contains the list of people in charge of different duties now, but I would still say that even today, BTS would not be able to function without Susantada. At the same time, he is very much loved and respected by the volunteers of BTS. 

The NGO:  How BTS came into being is a story onto itself. The Annual report contains the anecdote. 

funding from local community in small/big amount?

There seems to much support from the local community, but financial support is not-expected, considering that the economic condition of the entire village is not very good.

total amount of funding needed per year?
The financial report of BTS shows that the total budget for last year was Rs 1,230,591. 
 The total budget for running Patha Bhavan is roughly US$8000. 

Issues that the NGO believes in –

BTS seems to have a vision of 1) spreading education the village 2) improving the agriculture by introducing sustainable methods, by inducing people to develop nutrition gardens,  

And 3) developing a solution to the lack of health facilities in the island.

 Decision Making Structure (Involvement of Women, Local community)

The involvement of local community, especially of the women in BTS is impressive. BTS organizes regular meetings of local women groups regarding nutrition gardens, micro-credits and parent-teacher meeting which are also well-attended by mothers. Patha Bhavan also has 6 Village Education committees that meet at least once a month. Each VEC is coordinated by a teacher from the school.  

Other activities of NGO?

Tons. Here is the possibly incomplete list.

Sustainable agriculture funded by PPI : 

· low cost nutrition for families by having kitchen gardens at each home.

· Preventive measures, using Ayurvedic medicines of medicinal plants.

· Permaculture training

· Pesticides using medicine plants

· Teaching how to make compost pits

· There are currently 4 farmer resource clubs, 16-20 families per group. 

· New building funded by PPI to host the group-meeting of sustainable agriculture.

Health care project, funded by AID

· AID helped the construction of a dispensary. Visited 5 days a week by a doctor. There is also a homeopathic doctor now.

· There is a store of medicines. Urgently need refrigeration to store  Anti Venom Serums. Currently the only place to get them is on the mainland. 

· BTS has started a subscription based health-card system. Currently around 200 families covered. They have to give Rs 288 per year per family, but in return get free doctor’s consultancy, discount medicines, and discounted use of the boat. 

· AID and MIVA have also funded a medical launch which is currently functioning. See comments below. 
Short term goals 

· Finishing construction of Patha Bhavan and registering it as a primary school.

· Bringing other families under the health care card.

Long term tangible goals (Self Reliance, Outreach, how do they want to grow and stabilise?/employing ppl in the future ?) 

 - Need to talk to Susanta
Why the school is needed: There are 11 other government primary schools in the island, with 22 teachers in all. Two of there are 1-teacher schools, teacher-student ratio in these schools is 1:200. We visited couple of these schools (more details below). So the quality of education is very much suffering with high drop-out rates being the major indicator. 

The school:  The Patha Bhavan building was constructed by funding from Asha Seattle. The 2nd floor of the school is yet to be completed. 

Tie up with govt,  schools etc?
There is no formal tie with any government schools. Kamal Maiti , the headmaster of the only one local high school is the current president of BTS.  BTS, namely Susanta, also seems to hold a very cordial relationship with the other local government schools, which was evident in the fact that he could call up the headmasters of each one of them at 7 in the morning and they all arrived at BTS to talk to us.

Infrastructure: There are around 6 classrooms, from pre-preprimary(two for them) to class 4. The classrooms seem overcrowded. There are toilets for the kids. There is also a teachers’ office room. There is solar electricity only. One of the FOYM computers have been set up for accounting use. 

Syllabus: Patha Bhavan tries to follow a course based on “Joyful Learning” where the academic work is well complemented by the extra-curricular. 

 The syllabus they follow is much more than that is prescribed under the primary board. They start English at class 1. The mathematics and science teaching is quite advanced. The questions papers seemed to be quite high standard. There are monthly tests on every subject which are then added up and given in the final result.

The kids: Very very enthusiastic. As Avinash commented ‘I couldn’t remember last time I was so excited to go to school”. They also seemed to be quite confident in the show they put on for us. >80% passes in each class. 

Student-teacher ratio?

195: 6

Midday meal

Kids are provided with midday meal everyday. Twice a week it is cooked (khichuri). On other days, usually bread, and fruits. 

Relationship between child and teacher?
Seemed informal. The teachers were mostly young ladies (<30).

Classes, no of kids per class

6 sections, including two pre-primary ones. The breakdown is as follows:

Class 4: 15, class 3: class 2: class 1: preprimary: 

Dressing/cleanliness

Dress and bags are partly funded by BTS. School dresses seems more elaborate than necessary. Bringing some kind of uniformity is essential, but school dresses with ties? Susanta is of the opinion that this is needed to create discipline and attract kids.  
Sex ratio?

Around 100 girls, according to the last estimate given. 

Extra-curricular activities
Very much stressed. The afternoon sessions are devoted to extra-curricular activities. 

The students put on rather a elaborate show for us. Singing, dancing, brotochari (scouts), which includes playing with sticks.

Cost?

Cost: Rs 20 / child / month + Rs 50 (uniform + bag) + ½ * cost of books (which comes to around Rs 80 for class 4). Susanta claims that the money is being used for creating a corpus fund for running PB in the future.  Also donations for Saraswati Puja etc (~Rs 5/10). Some of the parents did mention the rising costs. 
If there is potential crowd of children unattended what is obstructing factor? And how
it can be overcome, and how can Asha help in that ?
There is a huge potential crowd that is still left untouched. There are two directions in which we could proceed: First, Patha Bhavan should have a 2nd floor at least. That will enable them to have a library and some more classrooms. Secondly, the other government schools in the village need to be improved with infrastructure and teachers. 

Involvement of parents?

There are 6 VECs, each coordinated by a teacher. They meet at least once a month. Also, the reports have to be regularly signed by the parents. We talked to quite a few parents. They all seemed very happy about the quality of teaching, about the noon meals provided by BTS, and the only complaint, if any, was about getting more donations so that the costs could be eliminated. 

What after the school?

BTS claims that the kids who passed out of this school have all joined the high schools and have been performing very well.  

Teachers?

Mostly young ladies who have passed their 12th. BTS recently conducted a teacher’s training workshop with Vikramshila Education Resource Society. The teachers said they all really enjoyed the workshop. Vikramshila has been requested to conduct an evaluation. 
Christian Push: Funding from Lutheran world services is there any trace of any missionary activity?

No evidence of a Christian push at all. 

Computers from FOYM?

BTS received 36 computers from FOYM. But unfortunately, they did not have the funds to repair them. This seems an oversight on behalf of BTS, they should have at least arranged for the money, or made plans before getting the computers shipped. 

Conclusion

· The launch had been funded by MIVA (and possibly AID) for emergency patients. Till now launch used for only monthly doctors for the clinic and visitors from AID / Asha. Once was used for a delivery patient. In all, it runs 2/3 times a month, around Rs 750 per up-down trip. It is also used for health camps in different islands. Susanta has plans to buy a speedboat, idea given by visitor from MIVA, Holland.

·  Susanta has planned a Scholarship exam around early March, Susanta has given proposals for that. 5 kids form each school, 15 people will be given one-time scholarships, of Rs 1000 each. 

· PB: need to get affiliation from Government.

· Is Patha Bhavan getting expensive? What can we do to keep the cost down?

Meeting with Govt school teachers:
The morning after we visited, we met the headmasters and teacher-in charges of the 11 primary schools on the island. There are 22 primary teachers in all in the 11 schools, and the teachers’ salaries come from the Government.  Donations are collected from local people to keep some part-timers. Student: teacher ratio is 200:1 approximately.

Asked about English : very mixed opinion. Some of them believe that the Government has done great disservice by taking off English from the class 3 –5 range. Basically, they reason that all the service sector jobs have been lost to the English medium schools. Some of them are less vehement about it: they don’t even have teacher in the schools, and even if they do, they don’t have sufficient proficiency to teach them English anyway. But according to most of them, reintroducing English now at the class 1 stage is a big mistake, specially from the 

SSA money ?  The teachers at one point were very vehement against including any government officials in the whole plan. According to them, who wanted to remain unquoted, the Zilla Parishad and Panchayat is a big place for siphoning off the money. No money has reached this place under the Sarva Sikhsha Avijan scheme of the central government.

1) Baikunthapur FP – Madan Mohan Das – No office room, no flooring.

2) Kishorimohanpur State FP – Smt Chandhala Giri Maiti and Ex teacher Kirthidhar Pradhan – Needs teacher, 400 students,3 rooms and 2 teachers.

3) Baikunthapur State plan FP School: Niranjan Das – Needs a room and teacher recruit.

4) Uttar Baikunthapur Milan Fp: Renupada Giri – Benches, the building is in reasonable shape.

5) Binodpur No 7 Gheri Fp : Bhagyadhar Das – building in very bad shape. Going to be 1 teacher school. Very essential to repair this before monsoon. Everyone agreed this was in the worst state of all.

6) Kishorimohanpur (Spl) FP school : Ashutosh Haldar – No latrine and 1 classroom. 

7) Moipith Nagenabad FP : Sarbeshwar Bera – Has 4 teachers. No flooring. 

8) Bosher Chak SP FP : Alok Das (1 teacher) – Money allotted by Zilla Parishad never reached. Need doors/windows, and teacher.

9) Ambikanagar JuboSindhu – Nishikanta Mandal – Needs teacher and reapiring the floor.

10) Baikunthapur No 2 Gheri FP : Amalendu De – Need repairing the building.

11) Binodpur FP : Nitai Giri (1 teacher) – floor repairs.

Anirban visited 1,5

Parthanil, Avinash visited 2,5

