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Today, on 18th October 2005, we reached Varun's office located in Naugarh around 8.00am.  Naugarh is about 85 km away from Varanasi.  It is located in Chandauli Zilla, Chakiya Tehsil.  It is a naxal influenced mountainous region.  Naugarh is located in the jungles of Vindhya Mountains.  In November 2004, Naxals had blown up a police truck here. After this incident, the government started paying attention to this area and we could the see the evidence of their intervention on the way itself.  A new road has been laid.  Plenty of police personnel have been posted.  We could see a new government building as well as electric lines for supplying electricity.  One of the reasons why Naxalites became influential in this area was the lack of governance before the November 2004 incident.

Asha is providing funds for two social organizations located in Naugarh.  One of these organizations is Varun.  The centers run by Varun are located about 10-25 kms away from their main office and the path runs through jungle and mountains.  Therefore, we needed help of local people to reach these centers and made a request to  Dr. S.P. Singh who is the local coordinator for Varun.  He deputed his friend Mr. Vijay Bhai who is an volunteer/activist with Bhoomi Adhikar  Manch.  

We first went to Shahpur center which is located about 25 kms from Naugarh. In the summer, the government had tried to make a road here.  However, it got washed away during the monsoon season and now there was no sign of the road having ever existed. Shahpur is on the UP-Bihar border and there are about 60 houses in the village.  Here Harijans, Dhobi, baniya and Kharbar castes reside in this village.  Their main occupation is to collect wood, mahua, Chironji, and Tendu leaves. There are about 300 people residing in this village.  However, only Punnuji, who has been appointed as a teacher by Varun, has studied upto class X. There is one more person, Madanji, who has studied upto class VIII. This center was opened in 1996 by NCDC (National Council for Development of Communication).  It got closed down in 2001 when funds dried up.  After that Varun started the center here.  The primary school is located in Jamsot, about 3 kms away.  And the Junior High School is located 5 km away in Gahila.  The center/school has been built by the help of the villagers in the land belonging to another villager, now deceased, Mr. Kishun ji.  About 65 children have been enrolled in this center/school.  However, only 56 (37 boys and 19 girls) were present when we reached it.  Mr. Punnuji has enrolled the help of Mr. Madanji from the village as a teaching assistant.  Mr. Punnuji is getting Rs 850/- as honorarium while Mr. Madanji is not getting paid.  The knowledge level of the children is okay.  The villagers are very enthusiastic about the center and try to provide as much help as possible.  Mr. Punnuji also runs a library here.  About 500 magazines/books are available in the library.

We next visited the center in Pathror, which is about 3 km away from Shahpur.   This is a basti of 40 houses and mainly Kharbar, Keshri, and Mushaar castes live.  Both Pathror and Shahpur belong to Samar Sadhopur GramSabha.  Varun is running this center on a hut built on Mr. Laluji's land.  The center was opened in July.   This village has a Panchayat building which is in a bad condition.  After talking to the villagers and Dr. S.P. Singh, we came to know that the villagers are planning to get the building repaired so that from next year the center/school can be conducted here.  Another organization called Rashtriya Lok Shiksha Parishad has been running a center here for the past 2-3 years.  However, the center is not being run regularly, which is why Varun decided to start a center/school here.  About 45 children are enrolled in this school of which 18 are girls and rest are boys.  Mr. Vinodji, who is the teacher at the Center, receives Rs 700/- month.  And he has studied up to Class X.

About 20 km away, there is another basti called Lehra, which is situated in Lohari Gram Sabha.  It was about 3pm in the afternoon by the time we reached Lehra.  The school had closed but about 8-10 children were playing.  We met Mr. Ramkesh, who teaches at this center, on our way and he too came with us to the center.   When we reached the center, Mr. Ramkesh signaled for the children to re-gather.   About 14 girls and 16 boys were soon gathered.  The children did some exercises (Physical education) very beautifully.  And they also recited some poetry for us.   These children have participated in physical education competition at Zilla level.  Lehra village is a Naxal influenced village and the population is about 250.  Mainly Yadavs, Kol, Kharbhar, and Harijan castes reside here.  Their main occupation is agriculture.  Many of them are also employed as laborers.  Mr. Ramkesh was appointed as a teacher in July 2005 and has not been paid any salary till now. Teaching materials have been provided by Varun.  Lehra village will be soon getting a primary school and after that, it is hoped, that Varun will not need to run a center here.  

After seeing these centers, we reached the main office of Varun in the evening.  The next day we went, by walking, to a village which is across the river, about 5-6 kms away.  Dhobahi village in nestled between two mountains. After the construction of the dam, only about 15-18 families live here.  They are primarily Yadavs, Kharbhars, and Vishwakarma castes.  The village gets flooded when ever the dams is closed or when it rains.  In addition, we could also see the paw prints of wolves and leopards in the jungle.  The center is run from Mr. Lalman's hut.  Mr. Bhuvan, who is the sole class 8 pass resident, and who is also disabled, is the teacher at this center.  The center had just recently been plastered and the children were busy hanging charts in the classroom.  About 25 children are enrolled of which 14 are boys and 11 are girls.  After talking to Mr. Shyamlal, we got to know that PEPUS ( Paryavaran Evam Prakriti Unnayan Samiti) was running a center here but it had to be closed down due to lack of funds.  Varun started the center here in July 2005.  No health training activity has been held here.

From here we went to Amritpur center, which is about 4 kms away from Naugarh.  About 40 children are enrolled in this center.  Mr. Amresh Kumar is the teacher at this center.  The children were studying with him when we reached the center.  The primary school is about 1 km away from this village.  Varun started this center in October 2005.  The decisions regarding the needs of this school will be taken by Varun in consultation with the villagers after the center has been operational for few months. 

During this visit, through our conversations with Dr. S.P. Singh we got to know about other activities of Varun.  With funds from Rajiv Gandhi Foundation, Varun has established libraries in Deokhat, Basauli, Jhumariya, Majhgai, and in Baghi. We visited the libraries in Basauli and in Jhumariya.  The villagers are very enthusiastic about these libraries.  With the help of NABARD, Varun is running about 70 SHG in 20 villages.  The organization is also working towards organic manure and organic farming.  In almost all the villages that we visited, we found Vermi Compost pits made by Varun.  The organization is also working on environmental issues.  In Shahpur and Lehra we saw the trees/saplings that they had been planted.  In Shahpur and Lehra they have established a fund for children.  About Rs 10,000 has been collected in this fund.  The children collected either 1 kilo Mahua or 100gm of Chironji for this fund.  With the help of HSHO, vaccination and health camp has also been done in these villages. With the help of CASA, an awareness program was done just before the panchayat elections that were held in June 2005.

We reached the following conclusions after this visit:

Varun is working very hard and very earnestly to give the society a direction.  The funds that Asha has given are being utilized properly to run the centers.  Instead of running centers in small bastis, Varun should concentrate on improving the government schools that are going to be established in the villages.  It should also work on women empowerment, raising awareness in people, and on health issues.  We request Asha to be in constant touch with Varun and to support/fund the centers only after understanding the situation there.
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