Report of the Site Visit

Date: 20th march 2004



Venue: Barkupada (Ambernath)

Project: ASHA Stanford SWEET  project at Ambernath.       – Balwadi number  4  

Visitor’s name: Sumit Sen, S.K.Sen (Resident of Ambernath –Tel/Fax 91 251 261056)

Type of Visit: Known to the project, independent

Primary Contact:  Shri P.S. Mane, Founder, Inner Wheel SWEET Trust, Shivganganagar, Ambernath – Phone 91 251 2606111


After a brief exchange of emails from Rahul Mane we were able to contact Shri P.S. Mane at Ambernath and we decided to conduct the site visit on Friday since in the following week the children were to have their exams and the session would close for summer vacations.



We had known from the project documentation at ASHA website that the balwadi projects had started after the SWEET trust was established in Feb 2001. The mission was to impact the lives of the poor and underprivileged and by providing basic facilities to the children it was attempting to install good habits, manners, discipline, love for alphabets and numbers. In a way it prepares the children and their families so that have a useful innings at school and society as a whole.


Given that there are balwadis spread all over Ambernath, Ulhasnagar and Badlapur (all three townships on the Mumbai-Pune railroute about 60 Km from CS Terminus) we decided to visit one balwadi near the trust office at Ambernath. 

The Balwadi no 4 is located on the main road and quite near the main square of Barkupada . This place is home to many of the poorest people in Ambernath. Families in the excess of 200 seem to be staying here. Since the majority of people depend on non-regular contract labor jobs there are fair amount of migrant communities and though the lingua franca is mainly Marathi there are other linguistic representations too. A glimpse of the economic adversity can be had from the fact that people usually cannot pay more than 10-15 Rupees for their treatment when they fall sick (This is based on feedback from a Doctor friend who has a dispensary in Barkupada) Generally speaking it seems that the usual cause of illness among children as in many other places is malnutrition.


The Balwadi 4 is located at the house of  this family who run the Balwadi. The lady who is the teacher is known lovingly as ‘bai’ knows each child by name and is linked to their family socially. We were taken there by the co-ordinator of SWEET, Mrs Sugandhi. Bai with another elderly lady (presumably her mother or mother in law) seem to have individual bonding with the 30 odd children sitting on the floor of a 7’by 5’ (apx) room (which can be called a chawl) The children were in the age group of 3-6 and dressed varyingly but impressively clean. Our visit was planned but the exact date was not fixed and hence it was clear that there wasn’t any room for preparation. There is one full-time teacher at the balwadi (‘bai’ as mentioned earlier) and is from the local community with some basic teaching skills and resources. Its interesting to note that bai’s daughter (her name is sweetie and is hardly 3 years old) also sits in the class and would soon be in the balwadi. The teacher may not be highly trained but is able to easily scale up to the needs of her job.  


Most of the students are from the local community and they either walk down to the balwadi by themselves or more usually, are dropped and collected by their parents. Girls constituted more than 75% of the students. Since the timings are from 10 am to 12 pm they have to be back home for lunch. The biscuits and other eatables (popularly known as ‘khau’) are always awaited. The coordinator of SWEET usually supplies such packets for the week, during her visits (which happen once in a week to each balwadi.) Today was the day for balwadi no 4.  Today was also the day the teacher was given the question papers for the exams to be held on Monday of next week. There were two question papers neatly printed with questions on alphabets, recognition and numbers.  We were told that the results would be declared after evaluation by the teacher and there would be encouragement in the form of prizes. 


We were served some cold drinks and this helped us to note that drinking water and sanitation was available to the children. The only major concern that the location was right on the main road and danger of small children walking around is somewhat covered by the enclosures near the door and a watchful eye of the teacher. The usual shyness of the children gave way to a steady channel of communication when they were asked to recite poems (in Marathi) and alphabets. Children seem to use text books and slates (pustaks and patis) for study and some resources for the teacher like charts, black boards etc. The drop out percent is fairly low (only 2 out of 31) since there is no fee or indirect cost to the family of the child it is obvious that the balwadi also serves as a free crèche in a way. The children also undergo regular medical checkups every month.


We could come back to the trust after our visit and see some of the reports and pictures of the other five balwadis. The one which caters to children of a nomadic Banjara community at Badlapur-Road was most impressive. It seems that there are many challenges in view of the socio-economic practices of the community including use of the girl child in road shows (or maybe even in begging) This is good stage to discuss about this NGO- SWEET. The strong belief of the trust and its workers is that by making a small start larger things can be achieved. By educating and imparting good values in the impressionable age of children it seeks to make them better citizens of the world. There are other plans of this trust to open hospitals and colleges in future but to start with it has been a sole effort of few individuals and funding from ASHA. There is hardly any support from the government and possibly same in future for the balwadis. The challenge that are faced right now seem to be (1) lack of motivated young volunteers (2) Funding to support the further growth. Probably the shortage of manpower is evident from the teacher to student ratio, which cannot be termed too low in the Indian context but probably requires improving. The financial statement is already available to ASHA and consists of the expenses in the form of salaries and articles (including food) distributed at the balwadis. The inflow is in the form of grants from ASHA and individual contributions.

Probably in the end we have to put a note regarding our perspective of looking at what SWEET was doing. We have been residents of Ambernath and have seen the strong economic divide for the last 20 odd years be it the case of flooding waters in the slums around the Railway stations of  Ulhasnagar and Ambernath or the lack of education in tribal belts of this so called industrialized belt between the two major cities of India. Looking at the efforts of SWEET we wanted to look at how small and individual contributions can make a positive effect on the state of things. It is too early to say that it has started giving results but we are very hopeful it will. 

Sd/-

Sumit Sen
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