Site visit for Uthnau, Birbhum

July 26th, 2010

Birbhum reminds me of Tagore, and Shantiniketan. So when I got the email for “Lots of sites to choose from” from Asha, I chose Uthnau (a Santhali word that means ‘to uplift’). On July 25th, Sunday, I started my journey with my uncle and aunt to go to Bolpur. We visited different places in Shantiniketan rest of Sunday. Monday morning we started for Rampurhut (~60 km) and from there for the village Dholkata that is another 20 km from Mallarpur.


There is nothing called road, you need an Ambassador car and a driver like Dolan Mandal and helping people on the way to reach to the village named Dholkata. We saw a number of Khadans (stone quarries) on our way. There are ~120 quarries and 1200 crushers and none of them are trade liscensed! Legal! The owners look at mother Earth as piece of rock. They blast the ground with powerful dynamites; destroy farming lands, aquifers and the forest. Ironically, all the stones are crushed in crushers filling the air with stone dusts miles away. Then they are transported far away. The villages don’t even have any road. I have read the descriptions before I went there. It was in the local news almost everyday when I was in Kolkata. I don’t know how can you transport sick people to the hospital via this road(!!). Oh! Even if you reach the hospital after spending ~Rs. 1000, Santhal patient has to lie on the floor and most of the time die due to lack of medicine and care. I had more to wonder when I reach there. 

When we reach there, the early childhood education (ECE) school in Dholkata was in session under a tree, next to a temporary shed, which they use during rain. We met Mr. Kunal Deb, founder of Uthnau there. There were 16 boys and 22 girls and one teacher. Children were so disciplined that we could talk while they were doing their work. The book has Bengali alphabets in Santali (Ul means mango, so Ul is used for the alphabet ‘Hraswa-u”). In order to bear the maintenance cost self-sufficiently, the ECE teachers are planning to collect Rs. 10 from the guardians of the students. However, the schools are not taking any fees from the students till date. The teachers are former students. The child stays 1-2 years in the school and then transition to nearby government primary school. Although that government school teacher doesn’t bother too much to teach Santal tribes. The students only attend primary school for free mid-day meal. There are more uniqueness to the early education. These schools bring about assertiveness and the habit of talking people with eye contact. There is a question bank continuously filling with questions from students (Why do we live, why do snakes shed skin……). The curriculum also addresses those questions. The evaluations for the students consist of record keeping by teacher such as whether the child can read, add, subtract, multiply etc. This basic education is absolutely necessary. Theses people don’t know how to count or calculate, so they are cheated by money lenders and are forced to become bonded labor from a simple small loan.
Next we visited ‘Moj-orah’ (in Santhali this word means ‘joy-house’), which gathers village children of the working parents and provide food and education six days in a week. This is located in Garia village, where Uthnau established its main field office in the year of 1999. This day-care center is a two-storied brick and mud building with a huge thatch made of paddy straw. First floor walls are all blackboards. Children are very interested in drawing. Beautiful colors are hard not to notice. Second floor has only one class of older students. The older students learn English, mathematics and history. In the morning, after arrival, the students help in preparing breakfast. For lunch and afternoon tiffin the local volunteers, a paid staff and parents help in cooking. The teachers are very happy to teach their village children and also their own children. The teachers’ salary range from Rs. 1500 (part-time) to Rs. 2000 (full time). They all are also responsible for the maintenance of the school. Other than the curriculum, the most interesting thing was how this project is helping students to communicate with so called civilized world. The goal is not to make successful doctor and engineers of en mass, but to teach these simple people to say “NO” to plans that robs their livelihood and life-supporting traditional knowledge.  
The villagers democratically elect the Chief. The Chiefs of villages will make decisions. No political party is allowed. The goal of Uthnau, which has formed a forum of the village Chiefs’, is to become self sustained in keeping the young people in the village, not to be trapped in illegal khadans 9stone quarries) or any other damaging exotic economic activites.

The khadans’ owners are amazing people who do not follow any rules. The workers have no mask or hard hats while working, and are provided with no medical help when injured. They inhaled stone dust year after year. They live in thatched roof houses. Human and animals are susceptible to injury during every blast in a nearby khadan. Farming lands vanished quickly forcing the poor villagers to sell their land and to join the stone quarries. But they are only easy prey for hard work, minimal pay, alcohol addiction, underweight child delivery, spread of HIV and many more diseases. A lot of people were migrant workers from Murshidabad and Pakur (in Bihar). 
Finally the santhals, under the guidance of Kunal Deb and others, resented in 1999 with a movement called “Obey the Law”. Khadan owners assaulted a lot (Kunal was arrested in 2002 and released after 42 days), but when 50 000 Santhals have united with bow and arrows, they flew from khadans. Again with the coaching of Kunal and others, the Chiefs from villages send people to meet with Chief Minister of West Bengal and convinced him to look after their problems. Gradually all Khadans were halted (last one in Feb. 2010). Now the air is clear, birds are back, young people are convinced to work on dry-land multiple farming (whatever land is left), community fish farming in the trapped rain as well as ground water of the closed down open pit stone quarries.
We drove through villages where people were very hostile. A police car appeared from the blue at one point in our journey and checked us from a short distance. Two young leaders of Dholkata village continuously accompanied us in the motorbike. India is a Free democratic country, still Santhals are not allowed inside the house in some villages.
Kunal said repeatedly that self-sustainance is the goal of the project. The budget they submitted is less than previous year’s budget. They can go by borrowing money for one year. AID is the other agency who also has funded them previously.

In the afternoon we had lunch and I was delighted to meet Mr. Arun Kumar Ram. When I came in U.S.A about two decades ago, I watched in admiration in Public Television channel that if you had a mask backwards while go to forest for collecting honey in Sundarban, the tigers won’t kill you. Guess who discovered this at the age of 17 years only. If you guessed that it is that Arun I met, you are right! Now Arun is busy with lots of native strains of plants that if given proper attention will solve India’s farming and food problem.
Five plants, one Mahua! On our way we saw row after row eucalyptus and sonajhuri. Both of these are not native to these forests. Forestry department donates four eucalyptus or sonajhuri for one native tree mahua, shal, or pial. Eucalyptus and sonajhuri trees are excellent source of fast growing timber but are shallow rooted so they absorb most of the water and hamper the growth of native trees. So the forest is only serving the timber merchants. Uthnau is also demanding a change. Arun is also working with native rice that can grow in arid lands with little water. These are all part of effort to make Uthnau self sufficient. It is a democratic organization and is working solely with the well being of their villagers. I hope to see Kunal and his friends convince different places like Birbhum and continue to give voices to tribals in India. Here are some pictures.
Early Childhood education: Dholkata

[image: image1.jpg]



Local volunteers, Kunal Deb, myself and my aunt
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Teachers and Arun (extreme right)
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Manidipa, Asha Yale
