Proposal to provide boats and nets to the residents of the village of Nemmelikuppam, Kanchipuram district, near Chennai, India

Nemmelikuppam is a village down the East Coast Road (ECR), after Kovalam, [Hotel Fisherman’s Cove is in Kovalam], about 30-35 kms away from Chennai city. The village has 131 families [population 466; 70 children, 15 babies of less than 2 years old].
 

A visit to the villages on 29 December 2004 revealed the following situation: 

Nemmelikuppam 

The coast [beachfront] at Nemmelikuppam is a white stretch of sand, very picturesque, the sea stretching away on both sides, and no other habitation to be seen other than the now broken houses, devastated by the tsunami waves that hit the coast. The once clean sand now houses clumps of boat, net, thatch and household debris. The people of Nemmelikuppam say they have lost their “homes, streets, clothes...the tools of our profession.”

The village had a few thatched houses and more made of brick and stone. The thatched houses have been completely blown away. A road that had been constructed recently along the sea just wasn’t there. Brick walls have broken down or fallen. Glass from windows, wooden doors and household debris litter the place. There was a small strip of tarmac and jelly stones [these are small stones that are used with cement to create the base of a road and hot tar is poured over this to form the road] had been blown away, some lying along the ECR. 

Catamarans that had been beached along the water line lie damaged and upturned inland, some on top of houses. Of the 29 boats [fiberglass as well as catamarans] they had, 13 remain. The rest were taken by the sea. The water mark on the houses lie about three-quarters of the way up the walls. Electric poles were down; people from the department were putting in new electric lines. Houses have tilted, walls are broken. In some houses, the foundations have been exposed. The water and sand and seaweed has got into everything: groceries, clothes, books. The houses still had about four inches of water. All the fishing nets have been washed away or damaged beyond use. 

The village is on a slight incline and the sea, they said, came in from three sides. The men had just returned with the day’s catch and had not noticed anything out at sea. When they saw the first high wave come towards the shore, the villagers abandoned their homes and ran to safety on higher ground, across the ECR and on to the opposite side. They say there were five waves in succession, each higher that the previous one. The highest was thirty-feet. By then everyone had reached safe ground, and no lives were lost. The people of the village are housed temporarily in makeshift camps near the ECR. 

A couple of young educated boys from Nemelikuppam had prepared a list of residents in each household, the number of children in school, their names and the classes in which they were studying. 

We have been visiting Nemmelikuppam once or twice a week to monitor the situation and to deliver relief materials. There have been many developments since our last communication, which we would like to share:

1. Dry Rations and Stoves Delivered: Rice, dals [lentils] salt, tamarind, cooking oil and chilli powder, were delivered to Nemmelikuppam and to Pudhu Nemmelikuppam, another village further on down the ECR,  on Jan 1 2005. A friend, Mr. Babu Raj Gopi organised a substantial part of the rations for us, so we needed to buy only the balance of the requirement. On Jan 5, 2005, 200 stoves were sent from Mumbai by relatives and friends which were given to the people of both villages. We also gave, upon their request, 36 T-shirts and shorts for the young men who were working on cleaning up the debris, and liaising with the outside aid volunteers. 

2. Focus on Nemmelikuppam: Initially we had planned to help two villages, Nemmelikuppam and Pudhu Nemmelikuppam. We found during subsequent visits that a lot of other organisations have been offering help to Pudhu Nemmelikuppam, which is the smaller of the two villages. We therefore decided to focus our efforts on Nemmelikuppam and the 131 families there. We will however keep abreast of the situation in Pudhu Nemmelikuppam as well, so that we can help them if the need arises. 

4. School Books: Schools have reopened. Text books have been supplied by the government. On January 26th, each child in the village received a pack of school supplies, bought with funds from Asha Chennai. This pack includes:

One set school uniform

A school bag

Books –  notebooks [as many as each student requires for school] and a drawing book.

Stationery – geometry box, pencil, pens, eraser, sharpener, crayons and colour pencils and pencil box, as required for school. 

A few college students have made specific requests – a track suit and hockey stick for a young girl in second year college; notebooks, etc. – and these will be delivered to them by 29th January, 2005. School uniforms will be stitched at the shop which the people of Nemmelikuppam ordinarily patronize. 

5. Alternative Livelihoods for Women: We have been currently looking at the possibilities of finding alternate livelihoods for the women of Nemmelikuppam. Currently they have no marketable skills, as their normal work is the retail selling of fish. 

MAKING OF PAPER AND CLOTH BAGS

Ms. Shobha, of Tejas, a vocational guidance centre of the TT Ranganathan Clinical Research Foundation, also known as TTK Hospital, Chennai accompanied us to the village.
The TTK Hospital is a 25-year-old organisation set up to deal with the issues of substance abuse. The vocational guidance centre includes a stitching and a packing section. Shobha has been very encouraging. She has agreed to train the women of Nemmelikuppam to make cloth and paper bags. After the training period, Tejas has agreed to give the women ‘job work’ that is, the women of Nemmelikuppam will make cloth and paper bags for Tejas on a piece rate basis. The women will receive a stipend from our funds during the training period. 

Materials: will be provided by Tejas.

Machines: There are currently four machines in Nemmelikuppam, though the owners say that they are unusable as seawater had got into it. These will be repaired and converted from manual to power machines. Six more will be purchased from our funds and given, one to each of the four self-help groups, and two to the village Panchayat. This will ensure that no individual owns the machines, and the responsibility for looking after each machine is fixed on a specific group of people. 

Space: The women decided that the SHG room, constructed by the government to hold group meetings, can be used to stitch the cloth bags. Making paper bags requires more space and two rooms will be provided in the village. 

Electricity: The men have agreed to provide electricity to the SHG room as soon as possible.

We believe that though it might take some time to settle down, this project is a good beginning and offers women skills that can also be marketed elsewhere. It was also decided that the women who already could stitch would be trained to teach others in the village who might be interested. 

6. Request for Cash Help: In one of our earlier visits, the people had asked us for money to tide them over and take care of daily expenses: purchase of vegetables, for instance. We planned however to link them up with Indian Bank, Kovalam, where the women’s self help groups already have savings accounts. We have since received information from the head office of Indian Bank that they will be able to provide very low interest loans to women’s self help groups whose members have been affected by the tsunami. We therefore plan to help them get funds from the bank to tide them over this period of crisis. 

We prefer this approach, as a cash handout can only be a temporary measure. Linking them to the bank through loans will also help them to access credit if they decide to put to use their livelihood skills at any time in the future.

They are at present subsisting on the Rs. 4000 that was given by the government. 

7. Nets and Boats: This remains our priority, as we think it is imperative that the fishermen get back to the sea as soon as possible. This is not only an economic necessity but also a psychological one. The fishermen of Nemmelikuppam are, we believe, ready to go back to the sea and their livelihoods, if we can provide the boats and the nets. Thirteen boats remain of the original 29. Of these, most of them are beyond repair. On Pongal day (Jan 14), we visited the village, and found that a private company had repaired two of the boats. As a symbolic gesture, the Collector of Kanchipuram District, a State Minister and other officials had gone out to sea with some of the fishermen. As soon as we have sufficient funds, we hope to be able to buy them the nets suitable for the season, so that they can start fishing in the boats that have been repaired. We will also find out if it is possible to repair more boats, or buy new ones with the funds that we collect. 

The cost for the boats now comes to:

Fibreglass boat 

85000.00

9 HP motor
      
45000.00

Cost of one boat
          130000.00

This price is on the higher side. The village people informed us that the actual cost of the boat varies between Rs. 70,000 and Rs. 85,000 depending on the demand. 

Immediate purchase: 4 boats @ Rs. 1,30,000

5,20,000

Nets: Each family requires 10 kgs of net; 
@ Rs. 300 a kg, Rs. 3000 per family.
For 131 families: 





3,93,000

TOTAL






9,13,000
We have yet to source these funds, and any monetary aid provided by Asha will be welcome.

Anushka Ravishankar

Sandhya Sundar

27.1.2005









� These figures were given to us by the villagers. We did not conduct any survey.





