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Background:

Before this visit I had never had the opportunity to visit the site of an Asha project. Asha Seattle has been supporting Uthnau since 2001. So we have an established relationship with this project. In addition Swati had just conducted a thorough one week site visit a month before my trip. Therefore, my visit was more to get a feel of the project I was volunteering for rather than investigate if our funds were being used appropriately. I did have a few minor bits of information to collect but nothing pressing.

Journey to Destination:

Kunalda, the founder of Uthnau and one of the main coordinators was kind enough to pick me up from my house in Kolkata at 6am. We boarded a train from Howrah station, switching a train at Bardhman enroute Mallarpur. Given that the trip is 5-6 hours, to achieve anything meaningful from the trip, it made sense to stay overnight. We reached Mallarpur at 1:30pm. From there it was another half an hour to get to the village in Garia.

During the train journey Kunalda described Uthnau's aspirations to become self-sufficient in a 5 year time frame. He envisioned Uthnau requiring loans rather than aid in the future. This could be done by increasing organic farming and exploring the opportunities from different skills. He described how a Santali performer was invited to perform on AIR a couple of days back. This performer had also received invitations in places outside the country. Such breakthroughs were a source of inspiration and pride for the community.  

Immediate Happenings:
As we reached we got the news of a little three year old girl consuming pesticide and being rushed to the local hospital 20-30 minutes away. Perhaps something that awareness/education can help prevent?
At the Uthnau office in Garia, Arunda was kind enough to give me a tour of the organic farm. I also saw some of the herbal medicines which were dispensed to the villagers. The next day I actually saw a father come in with his daughter for a cough medicine so evidently these herbal medicines must have been effective. 

 Creche

Next we walked to the Creche or the Moch Ora. Asha had funded the construction of this building in the 2006-07 financial year. The inauguration of the building had just been completed in Oct 2007. Some of the Santali teachers invited to the inauguration had donated warm winter clothes which the children were wearing. Also, the parents of the children felt a sense of ownership towards the Creche and were contributing towards its food supplies.

It was towards the end of the day, so the children were about to begin wrapping up. Most of them were busy with activities on the blackboard as I entered. They performed a brief traditional dance for me. I was told that since this was around the time of the harvest festival attendance was a little lower than normal but still healthy.
The running of the Creche seemed organized. I was told that they were focusing most of their energies (as well as devoting the experienced teachers) to making the Creche a success. The children were divided into three skill groups. There was a timetable mapping out the activities. They had three teachers coordinating this.

I ate lunch at the Moch Ora and we stayed there well after it became dark. Mohanda from the tuition center at Garia came down there after a while. The tuition center provided extra help to the children from the government school. Some of his students also came down with him. Since it was dark everyone talked freely. They were not really aware or reminded of my presence. They described their pride at the achievement of a local boy who had made it all the way to IIT and the US. At the same time they discussed problems the local children accustomed to speaking Santali face when they are forced to follow Bengali medium education. Also, they talked about how some of the government schools have just one teacher entrusted with teaching multiple grades…
As we walked back to the office I saw a woman crying and complaining about her husband. Kunalda pointed out that alcoholism was a common problem in the villages…

I had dinner and slept at the office where some of the tutors of the ECEs also slept.

The next day it was about 10am before we finally headed out. Kunalda was a little tired from lack of sleep in the previous days. Given my limited time there I was pining to head out to see the ECEs ASAP (
ECE – Jethe Para
We reached the ECE at Jethe Para at 10:45am. Classes were supposed to have gone on till 11am yet there were no students present. The teacher indicated that classes had started early so were finished early as well. We asked a kid who was supposed to have attended the class what he was learning and his answer was very inconclusive. Kunalda mentioned that they were had problems with this ECE teacher before. The ECE teachers were on 6 month training stints and their performance would be evaluated at the end of it. The register for the day indicated that there were around 12 children who attended class.
ECE – Dholkata

The progress at the ECE at Dholkata was more encouraging. It was after 11am, yet the teacher Sunil was very focussed with his students. They continued to study after we left. One thing to note was that the black board provided for the students was missing. I observed the parents of the children working in the backdrop of the ECE, collecting stones from the quaries. It’s where these children will be heading if there is no influence to change the course of their lives. On being quizzed about the attendence records Sunil mentioned that he had been unsuccessfully trying to hold a meeting with the parents. He felt that communication with the parents was important to convince them to send their children to the school regularly.
Stone Quaries

As we drove around the sight of the stone quaries were omnipresent. These quaries were impacting the lives of the people here. The queries were leaving the lands raped and depleted. The surroundings were being polluted – the adjoining lands were being rendered infertile and the people were facing health issues from the toxins. The workers to mask the pain from the hard labor were diverting their pay to alcohol. There were some workers who must have just been in their teens!
Political Fallout:

I noticed some Government of India, GSI survey vechicles during my trip. Apparently BP could possibly take over some of the lands in the villages. This was an uncertainty hanging over the future of Uthnau and could pose major obstacles to its survival.
Questions to report back on:

I had been asked by my fellow project stewards to get information on a couple of events:

1) The visit by some Uthnau staff to CMS: The people I talked to mentioned that while they were impressed by CMS they did not think they could replicate something similar here since they did not have such a close working relationship with the government. In fact the political forces have made several attempts to derail Uthnau’s progress. They also mentioned a child at CMS complaining to them about the lack of proper food.

2) The momo stall during the Durga pujas: Net to net this endevour was a loss. However, Kunalda believed that given that the infrastructure was a fixed cost, it could be leveraged for future events. They could in fact make a profit at some point. This were the kind of project that would lead to Uthnau’s self sufficience.
Conclusion:

My visit left me with an indescribable appreciation of Uthnau's mission. Something inquantifiable that I was not able to get when I read their mission statement on paper here at Redmond. I realized how Asha donors and volunteers make a difference in lives even if it is small and perhaps imperciptable. I look forward to returning for another site visit and hopefully seeing more progress of a community moving forward together!
