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REPORT

Introduction:

I visited this project during my trip to India during September 2003.   This included a site visit to the school run by Jeevika at Gollhalli, (a tiny hamlet near the town of Malur which is  3 hours from Bangalore), (referred to hereafter as the 'Malur' school.) and my interactions with Kiran Kamal Prasad, the founder of 'Jeevika' on more than one occasion during this time. 

My involvement with Jeevika dates back to 1998-99 when I did a report on the bonded labour problem in Karnataka as part of my course on 'law, policy and development' at the National Law School, Bangalore. The report entailed me visiting and staying at a school run by Jeevika at Anekal (a taluk headquarter that is a couple of hours drive from Bangalore). That school had 65 children who had been rescued from bonded labour. Interacting with them not only told me much about the noxious system of bonded labour, but also the apathy of the State to rural education.
Ever since my involvement with Asha, I thought this to be a prime project that could be supported.  At the time I write this report, Jeevika is desperate for funds for the Malur school.  

Bonded labour and Jeevika
A brief statement about the problem and the organisation would be necessary to put this project in context. 

A combined survey was conducted by some NGOs in 1991-2 in Karnataka on  rural labour and astonishingly around 350,000 of them were found to be labourers who could be described as 'bonded labourers' (according to the criteria laid down under the Banded labour (Abolition) Act).  In Anekal taluk, nearly 21% of these bonded labourers were found to be children! Their treatment is sub-human- they work long hours, have neither pay nor holidays and almost always their plight is passed down to them  from earlier generations. As a result of their pitiable state, they often lack confidence and self-esteem. Invariably, they  are almost always Dalits. 

During 1985, Kiran Kamal Prasad (then associated with the Jesuists)  decided to forgo his doctoral studies under a National Junior Research Fellowship (he was studying the problem of rural labour in Anekal in Karnataka) and involve himself in activist work to organise a resistance to bonded labour problems. For Kiran, the first few years were torturous (he was once physically assaulted by the land owners for organising the dalits). In 1993 the organisation 'Jeevika' was formed as a trust to address this problem (Jeevika stands for Jeeta (bonded labour) Vimukti (release) Karnataka)).  The objectives that the organisation under his punctilious guidance is carrying out include organising and sensitising people at the rural level; organising legal assistance to secure compensation for the State for  bonded labours and setting up of the 'back to school programmes' for children below 14 yeas so as to prevent children from getting into bondage or other working situations detrimental to their growth.

The Back to School (BSP) Programme:

The Back to School Programme is posited on the belief that every child below 14 is entitled to get free education.  The salient features of this programme are:

1.  This is a 'bridge programme'- children who do not go to school or have discontinued school are identified and brought in- they are nurtured, tutored and prepared till the time when it is deemed that they can go back to the government school.

2. Jeevika's activists (all are from the local areas) then ensure that the child is put back to government schools at the appropriate level.

3.  Jeevika's educational activities have found some credible support. WIPRO, involved Jeevika for their pilot project on rural education in Karnataka last year. Presently the BSP programme includes two schools one at Anekal (that has 65 children) and the other, a fledging one at Malur that has around 30. Both are residential and completely free to the children.  The Anekal school has some funding (explained later).  The rest of the report addresses the school at Malur.

The Malur School:

Location and building:

The school is situated at Golahalli.  To reach there, one needs to get onto a bus from Bangalore to Malur- take a bus from Malur to Tekal (this place has a railway station as well) and then, either take an auto rickshaw to Gollahalli or hope to get a lift from some kind passing soul!).  The school is of a single room house with an asbestos roof.  This room serves as the classroom for the children, they have their meals here and sleep at night. In addition, their personal effects, study and other school materials is stored in the room.  The cooking is done adjacent to the house, in open air. There is no toilet and the children attend to the calls of nature in the fields near by. 

The school was earlier housed in the bigger 'Ambedkar Bhavan' adjacent to the present structure.  The Ambedkar Bhavan however is privately owned and has now been requisitioned by the owner for his purposes. The present building was given by one Muniappa, a local villager on a temporary basis. Initially, it was given only for 3 months and the school would soon have to be relocated to a better building. Further, the present structure has no electricity and drinking water is got from a nearby bore-well.

the children:
When I visited there were 28 children in the school.  The instructors told me that they want to extend the facility for another 20 children but that the present school building would not allow them to increase the strength.  The informed me that in Malur taluk alone they had identified many more children who needed to attend the school and who were presently working as agricultural labourers but that they do not have the resources to cater to more children.  When I visited, the children were all wearing uniforms that were gifted by a well-wisher.   All the children appeared to be within the age group of 8-13.  They were all brought to this school by the volunteers of Jeevika who went around identifying children who had dropped out of school after being forced to get into some kind of labour.  I spoke to some of the children (see below 'children interviews') and I genuinely felt that the children seemed happy to be in the environs of the school and in the company of other children.  I had earlier met some of these children at the Jeevika head-office in Bangalore when they had come to take part in a cultural programme organised by the centre. Some of them came up to me and tried speaking in English but were comforted when I said I could speak kannada.   Most  of the children speak kannada and telagu (Malur is close to the Andhra Pradesh border). 

learning process:

The school does not claim to provide 'formal education'. By definition, this is a bridge course, aimed at preparing the children to go back to the formal schooling system (government schools).  The education provided to them aims to instil confidence in them whilst at the same time, providing them with the tools of succeeding in the formal education system.   In my earlier conversation with Kiran, he had explained to me that the philosophy behind the teaching follows that of Paulo Freire in his book Pedagogy of the Oppressed.  The aim therefore is to use tools that the children are familiar with.  To this end, the methodology adapted is one of 'pictorial learning'.   For instance, if the aim is to teach the alphabets, then a word depicting an 'event that the children associate is used'- eg., the word dog is used from which 'd' 'o' and 'g' are taken out and using these alphabets, the children are asked to construct a word they can associate with- god (this may not be the best example, but conveys the idea!).   The entire classroom had pictures posted on the walls depicting events that are common in villages and these events form the basis from which the learning takes place.  The instructors were using a book (in kannada) that Kiran had translated from its English origin, which explains the process better and contains examples that  could be used for such teachings.  The children also are encouraged to use flash cards to learn numbers and  it is a discussion-based learning- not a teacher-taught approach. There is however a routine for the school that everyone follows.

There is a lot of premium placed on enabling the children to express themselves. A lot of time is devoted in teaching children to sing, perform short plays and dances.   The children seemed extremely enthusiastic to display their talents to me.  For nearly an hour, almost all the children present took part in group songs or short plays.  What was amazing for me was that the children (even some as young as 8 years) seemed to know their lines by heart.  The highlight of observing the children was their confidence.

As mentioned earlier, the school runs a 'bridge course' and the aim is to put the children back to government schools once they are ready.  If the school at Anekal (that is visited in 1998) is any indicator, the children who have been through the BSP programme seem to fit in very well into the government schools and have done very well in the formal systems.  In the Anekal school, one of the students who went back to the BSP programme managed to pass the board exams for the 10 standard and has now joined Jeevika as a volunteer.  I asked the instructors if there would be any problems admitting the children back to the government schools. They informed that they have had no problems to date- that they effectively lobby with the local officials to see to it that the children are well placed in school.  They said that they prefer sending the children to governmental residential schools simply because there is less likelihood of further discontinuance of education in these schools since the boarding and lodging would be free.

Interviewing children

I thought that it would be worthwhile speaking to the children to find out how they felt staying in here and  away from their parents and as to what they wanted to do when they 'grew' up.  

Muniraju:   

Muniraju is a boy of 13.  Earlier he studied up to the 4th Standard but his parents stopped his schooling and instead required him to start working as an agricultural labourer.  One of the instructors (Nagaraju) spotted Muniraju when the census was being conducted and got him to enrol to the school.   His parents have now reconciled to the fact that he wants to go to school and are seemingly happy that Jeevika has provided him the basic requirements at no cost. The visit him every month.  Nagaraju (the instructor)  told me that Muniraju would be put back to government school after a year.    Muniraju's ambition is to become a bus driver. 

Kodiappa:

He left school in his 6th standard.  The landlord where his parents work forced him to work on his estate but his parents contacted Jeevika to take his as their ward.  Nagaraju (the instructor) informs me that he would be ready to get back to school by the end of the year.  Kodiappa himself wants to become a teacher when he grows up!

Murthy:

He came from a nearly village and left school during his 5th standard . His parents put him to work as an agricultural labourer. He has been here for the last 5 months and told me that he was o happy to be with other children.

 Most of the other children I spoke to seemed to have had the same story- taken out of school by either parental pressure or by the landlords. Each one however, was optimistic and full of energy.

The parents

I asked the instructors as to the reaction of the parents. After all, the children are now living away from their parents. The parents of these children are extremely poor and it is this dire poverty that forced many children into labour when they should be studying or playing with other children.  Initially, the parents were not very convinced about sending away their children, but I understand now that the school has the support of the parents. Most of the parents visit the school regularly and the instructors discuss the children with them.  

The community
Jeevika's experiments are unique in the sense that all the instructors, administrators belong to the community from which the children come.  Kiran has ensured that the leadership of the organisation remains with the people that the organisation seeks to empower.  The Malur school is run completely by 4 committed local youths who have a local network that ensures that the school functions on a day-day basis.  The panchayat has been giving supplies of rice and vegetables towards food and cooking for the school.  This however is not a regular basis and there is never a guaranty of food for the children.  Local villagers have also done a little by providing the land for the present school (but this is one a temporary basis). Generally, the village community is happy with Jeevika's efforts. I spoke to a few villagers on my way back who seemed to be thankful that the school has come up in their neighbourhood.  The problem however is that this is an extremely poor part of Karnataka and no one there seems to have any resources to help.  The school is only 3 hours from Bangalore's electronic city estate where companies like Infosys and Wipro have built world-class offices.  Even the good roads seem to stop once you leave Bangalore city and the roads leading to the school are not only muddy but also dangerous. Just a few hours out of Bangalore and one feels one has stepped back a century- the contrast cannot be starker!

The instructors:

The lifeblood of the school is the four instructors/helpers that I met in the school. They were Nagaraju (the main instructor and prime motivator of the school), Ravi (instructor), Narayanswamy (who is involved in the Anekal school but provides advice to the school at Malur) and a cook whose name I don't seem to recall who is in charge of the meals.   They are all dalit youth who have been involved in Jeevika for some years.  Nagaraju informed that there are totally 6 volunteers who alternative between working on the school and involving themselves in 'mobilisation' activity (- i.e. identifying children, procuring grains and vegetables for the kitchen). Ever since the school started all of them have been working without taking any salary.   None of them however come from affluent families and it is apparent that they cannot work free for much longer.  In addition, many of these volunteers seem have their own families to support.  

Funding requirements:
At the time of writing this report, I do not have the exact budget breakdown for this project.  Kiran  and the other volunteers mentioned to me that the budgetary requirements would be about 6-7 lakh rupees. 

The Anekal school has been funded for the last year by the Christian Aid Foundation from London.  This is the only funding that Jeevika as an organisation has at the present. Till Oxfam was in operation in India (1997) they funded Jeevika's activities but ever since Oxfam wound up its activities, the only source of funding has been the Christian Aid Foundation. Presently the funds available to Jeevika are very thin and it would be impossible for the funding from the Christian Aid Foundation to cover the school at Malur.

The key issue to be noted however is that the school needs a new building that is more centrally located. There are no medical facilities near the present school and additionally, there are serious space constraints.  Since the aim is to atleast have 50 children,  I was informed that a building at Malur has been identified for this purpose.  The rent for this would be atleaest Rs. 2,500/month. Presently food and clothing for the children is provided by local largesse of the villagers. This is intermittent and insufficient (the meal is very sparse).  The school would need its own resources to provide for more nutritious food. Hence the funding would also need to cover this.   Additionally, the funding would need to address issues like clothing, books and other study materials for the children. Finally, the instructors and volunteers cannot work free.  This is not because they lack motivation, but that they simply cannot afford it. They are themselves quite poor. If their determination is to be kept alive, they have to be paid a basic and sustainable salary.

Gautam Narasimhan

London, 12 October 2003
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