Project Update for Asha-Darshan (October 2004-March 2005)

I met Biju twice (TAGS office and my residence in Guwahati) in January-February 2005. We spent ~6 hours discussing all the unexplained expenses submitted for fiscal year 2003-2004 and first half of 2004-2005. She got along all the vouchers and account books from Tamulpur to Guwahati for clarification. The new education coordinator, Pranati Dhar, also accompanied her. We discussed the new budget proposal and the motivation behind some of the new items introduced. This was in addition to trying to understand the literally endless number of small battles they have to fight on a daily basis to keep the balwadis running. Below is a summary of our discussions.

Good News - In August 2004, I had set a personal goal to get funding for the self-help groups (SHG) under A-D so that Biju and a few others of her team of assistant organizers can be relieved of the stress of constantly looking for funds from various financial institutions. This indirectly would help them give greater focus on the education section, especially development of a unified curriculum across the 10 balwadis that Asha-SV supports. That goal has been achieved as of March 2005. Two chapters of AID, Minnesota and Tempe, Arizona will be providing $5100 for 2005-2006 to Asha-Darshan for supporting the SHG's. The money has reached Asha-India and is on its long journey to Asha-Darshan - more on this later. 

The education coordinator for the 10 balwadis has been identified. She is Pranati Dhar. I met her along with Biju during my trip to India in Jan-Feb 2005. They discussed various aspects of the 2005-2006 budget with me together with the accounts for 2004-2005. Pranati is enthusiastic about her new role, although she has some learning to do. Biju will be able to guide her. A person named Benjamin Lucas from Kerala has become a mentor for Biju and her team. He is 70 years old and has been involved in the education sector all his life. At present, he is working on setting up a "women technology park" in Tamulpur, which I hope to explore in my future trips home.

The entire team’s account keeping has improved by many orders of magnitude. Every line item that I had not approved in the past 18 months was justified with good reason and proven with vouchers. Since the key volunteers seem to travel a lot, they have also printed special travel vouchers to keep track of expenses in greater detail.

The use of the computer was clearly demonstrated with question papers for the balwadi exams being computer-generated and increased e-mail communication from Biju, with assistance from Benjamin Lucas for English translation. Demographic statistics are also being maintained. I therefore recommend covering the expenses for purchasing the PC and accessories retroactively.

The Asha-Darshan team’s enthusiasm, inspite of Asha’s extremely poor track record of sending money on time, never fails to surprise me. On 15th February, they organized a picnic to Bhutan. Around 150 children walked 8-9km. The teachers paid Rs.20 each and the kids got rice with them as picnic goodies. At the end of the day, prizes like skipping rope, drawing material were handed out. My heart tears apart when I hear real stories like this one – stories of triumph over adversities. Just thought I’ll share.
 

2005-2006 budget – Salary raises have been proposed based on seniority and years of experience of the staff. The teachers at the larger centers would get a slightly higher salary than those at the smaller centers. There has been a lot of financial stress amongst the AO’s and teachers. One of the best teachers, Naresh Sarkar, was on the verge of leaving his teaching job and going to Bhutan to work as a day laborer. Unlike some other teachers, he doesn’t own any land from which he can sustain himself and his extended family. Increasing health care costs was also cited as a reason for a raise. Salary raises are always a morale booster and a sense of appreciation would set in, in the absence of which the fragile fledgling balwadis could collapse.

Mid-day meals have been proposed for the roughly 800 students based on a government sanctioned minimum spending of Rs. 5 per child. On suggesting that since it was the first time, the program be tested out on a few balwadis, Biju and Pranati’s response was that it would disturb the equilibrium in the schools. They would rather not do it at all. As far as logistics is concerned, they were confident about their organizational skills and ability to coordinate a humongous task as this. They have a high sense of ownership and a lot of experience with the Shanti Sena projects which go on for 7-8 days. My personal take on it - no harm in giving them a chance.
Bad News – Asha as a funding organization is a miserable failure. I am not sure how long the self-defeating “100% voluntary” label is going to be the reason for the people on the ground losing faith in our intentions. Biju received the 2nd installment of last year’s budget nearly 3 months after it was released by the chapter. It had very little to do with Asha-Darshan not having FCRA clearance. I won’t say any more than this. I consider this an organizational failure. 
Final word - As for my future involvement with Asha-Darshan, I would like to take 6-12 months off from it once I have presented the budget. I have set a few personal goals for myself and our family in that period. Being the sole steward for another Asha project in Assam (ACRD) which is in its infancy, I don't think I'll have the bandwidth to do justice to A-D. Fortunately, A-D and Biju has come a long way in terms of running the schools, good account keeping and understanding Asha's vision for that geographical area. If the project is in dire straits, then I'll jump in. But I do need the break. I am also a little burnt out from the intense effort I had to undertake to get AID on board and fund the SHG's. Plus, my grandfather's loss in February has triggered some serious thoughts about my personal existence. Hope the chapter will understand and will be able to find dedicated stewards for the project.

 

Attached is a link to the AID newsletters from January (my initial proposal) and March (conference call with Meeta and me) announcing the launch of their involvement with Asha-Darshan.

http://www.somnathmona.com/Anand/Jan2005/wNewsletterJan2005_files/page0006.htm

http://www.somnathmona.com/Anand/Mar2005/wNewsletterMar2005_files/page0006.htm
Monalisa Bora
