Project Site Visit Report
Rehabilitation Center for Blind Women

Mannarpuram, Tiruchirapalli District, Tamilnadu

Project Supported by Asha, Central NJ

This is one of our ongoing projects for which we provided funds (USD 2000) in June 2003.  The institute aims to provide rehabilitation and training to blind women of all ages and also assures a placement for them at the end of their training period.  Site Visit was done by Shanthi Rajaraman, Volunteer, Asha Central NJ.  Site Visit was unannounced, done in July 2003.


Mannarpuram is a very small town, which is at the outskirts of Tiruchirapalli, in Tamilnadu.  I could see only a couple of streets and even though the center was not prominent from the highway, it was not hard to find.  I met Mr. Chandrakanth, who works as the receptionist at the center.  He has a Master’s degree in Commerce. The honorary director, Ms. Priya Theodore had just stepped out for lunch at the time I reached the center.  

They have different sections in the building dedicated for specific vocational crafts.  The first section that I visited was the envelope and folder making section.  Three young women were working there; two of them were totally blind while the other one had partial sight.  Apparently, they were working on an order from a nearby Bank, to supply more files, folders and envelopes.  The proceeds from such sales will go towards the center.  

The next room was a place where samples of items made by the blind women were stored.  The items comprised of greeting cards, embroidered handkerchiefs, candles, stitched clothes, agarbathis and so on.  In the same wing, they have a big kitchen, equipped with oven.  The center also supplies snacks like pastries and puffs and other fast food for the college hostels and some companies in and around the area.  An old woman serves as the cook, for providing food to the inmates whereas the inmates themselves work in the kitchen under the supervision of an instructor for catering services outside the center.  The instructor’s responsibilities include supervising the kitchen and the rooms where the inmates stay during their training period.  They are yet to acquire the wet grinder for which Asha CNJ had sent the funds in June 2003.  

They had a total of about 100 blind women housed at the center, supported by staff.  Typically, they are between 15 and 30 years of age and are from the interior and remote villages of Tamilnadu.  Most of them wanted to use this training to be able to support themselves and their family and expressed a strong desire to go back to their native villages.  Their training period typically ranges from three- four years.  Apart from vocational crafts (candle making, weaving, tailoring, agarbathis, greeting cards etc) the inmates are provided basic higher secondary education along with computer training using specialized JAWS (job access with speech) software.  Interested women are also provided instructions on fine arts.  Those who express a desire for higher education beyond 12th standard, are suitably placed in a college.  There is a Braille library in the center, and is managed by a lady, who works here fulltime.  She became blind after getting her postgraduate degree.  She joined the institute to get training for herself but decided to stay on and help other women.  It was impressive to know that one of the graduates is currently working as a history lecturer in a renowned college in the area, after finishing her doctorate.  It must be noted that in India, blind students still do not have the facility to take Braille exams.  So, there are some expenses associated with paying the person who writes the exam for these students.  Asha CNJ had funded for the examination fees for the 15 people who are enrolled to take the exams next year.  

Recently, there was a poetry competition held at the national level in India, for which 100 entries were selected.  Two of the entries were from the rehabilitation center.  I met the girl whose entries were selected, she composed a poem in seconds, right in front of my eyes.  She is incredibly talented and it was moving to note that the topic of the poem she composed was “rainbow”, considering that she is born blind.  

I met Priya Theodore along with a few rotary club/lions club members.  Priya explained to me that the girls, when they come to the institute, hardly can get their limbs to move.  This is because the parents being uneducated, leave their daughters inside their hut (presumably for the safety of their daughters), when they go to work.  The girl, stays inside the hut, without any kind of movement.  Since this goes on for years, they are not used to limb movements, some of them cannot even take a step without support.  So, one of the first things that is done at the center is to have the blind women walk in the garden holding onto a thin wire, to help them learn to grasp things with their fingers.  All women are taken to an eye exam at St. Xavier’s eye hospital nearby to see if there is any chance to revive their eyesight fully or partly.  The expense is borne by the institute.  

As a first step towards vocational training, the girl is given the task of agarbathi making as it can help in getting their fingers nimble with movement.  Successively, they are trained in tasks of increasing difficulty.  A bank account is opened for every girl when she is admitted to the center and timely completion of a given project ensures a certain amount (depending on the level of difficulty of the task) being deposited into her account.  The amount is given to the inmate when she needs it to set up her own business (most of them are self-employed).  Some of the graduates have been placed as receptionists, telephone operators but most of them take to sewing as their profession and wish to set up their tailoring institutes as it is the easiest thing to do in remote villages.  The institute also helps her get a loan from a local Bank, to get her started.  

Another interesting thing is that the local colleges have included an internship or co-op project in their curriculum wherein students are required to visit social organizations such as the rehabilitation center and do some sort of community service. Students from St. Xavier’s college frequently come to the center to provide voluntary services for the blind women, for example, provide instruction in a subject of their choice.  This helps in the community being aware of the center.  The railway office has arranged to have an exhibition by the rehabilitation center on the 30th of every month, at their premises.  Sales from such exhibitions benefit the center monetarily as well as in terms of spreading awareness about their work.  

The Rehabilitation Center celebrated their founder’s day on July 14th 2003.   They are supported by Christen Blinden Mission, a German organization, other than Asha CNJ.   If you have clothes to be donated, they do accept used clothes.  Please contact them either at the Mannarpuram address or at the Chennai address.  You can also sponsor the cost of food per day (~ Rs 1700) or support the education of a girl.  For more details, please contact:  

Mrs. Priya Theodore

8/11 Mannarpuram, Tiruchirapalli

Office:  (0431) 2422121

Home:  (0431) 2412705

Contact Person for the center, at Chennai:

Mrs. Lalitha Devadoss  (Priya Theodore’s sister)

No. 7, Bransons Garden Road, 

Kilpauk, Chennai 600 010

Phone:  044- 26472230

