Vigyan Ashram Site Visit Report

Second Evaluation visit 
Date of visit – Saturday, 3rd July 2004

The first visit was conducted on 22nd February 04 by Neeraj Trivedi (details link)
Persons who visited the site:

Name
Contact Details

Sujata Bogawat
Email: wfinance@thermaxindia.com
Ph: 098906 25995



Neeraj Trivedi
Email: neerajiit@yahoo.com
Ph: 098904 68533



Vinit Kapoor
Email: vinit_kapoor@persistent.co.in
Ph: 098233 76478



About Vigyan Ashram:

Address: Pabal, Dist. Pune – 412 403, Maharashtra

Ph: 02138 – 252326

Email: vashram@vsnl.com
Website: www.vigyanashram.com
Dr.S.S.Kalbag founded Vigyan Ashram in 1983 in Pabal to impart vocational training to the youth from rural areas that drop out of school.

The organization is involved in:

· Running a residential school at Pabal for a one-year program – DBRT (Diploma in Rural Technology) which is recognized by the National Institute of Open Schooling (for youngsters between 14-21 years of age). The same course is also run in the nearby 23 schools called Introduction to Basic Technology (IBT) in which students (from 8th – 10th Std) spend one day per week.

· Short-term courses in Sewing & knitting, Rural Lab Technology, Food products, Electrical practice, Motor rewinding, Poultry and Goat farming, Agriculture and Computers.

·  Running a Balwadi (kindergarten) for small children (3-6 years of age).

·  Running a Mahila Udyog Kendra which trains women and is also into manufacturing of pickles, juices and other eatables which are sold commercially in the nearby markets.

· In collaboration with IIT, Powai (Media Lab Asia Project), they have set up internet kiosk in 34 locations to provide services related to agriculture and market information.

· They also provide internet service using WLL Technology in Shirur and Rajgurunagar Districts.

The students are from rural areas. They are generally from low-income families involved in farming and manual labor.  

The teachers/instructors are all past students of the organization. They have their own businesses. Some use the Ashram’s facilities and also teach the students. At present there are 11 teachers (out of which 5 are women) and support staff comprising of 16 people (4 women).

Land/buildings/infrastructure- Vigyan Ashram is situated in a 5 acre plot on a hillock just outside Pabal Village, about 60 km from Pune (two hours drive). This piece of land is leased for 99 years by the State (out of which 20 years are over).

It has a mechanical workshop, an electrical lab, a rural health lab, an animal husbandry center, a computer lab, a metrology unit, a microfilteration unit for filtering fruit juice, a well equipped kitchen, two hostels for students, accommodation for the managing staff and some area set out for experimental farming.

Key People:

Late Dr.Kalbag – was the founder of the organization. 

Following are the members of Executive council:

Dr.Chitra Naik (Chairperson) - She was member of planning commission. Well known educationalist. She was awarded various awards such as Padmashree, Jamanalal Bajaj for her life long contribution to the cause of education.

Dr.S.K.Gandhe: Director – General of IIE. He was Ex Vice chancellor IGNOU 

Dr.Pramod Kale: Ex-director of ISRO

Dr.Waghmare: Retired professor of IIT Khargapur and Chairperson of Indian Association of Physics teachers.

Mrs. Mira Kalbag: (wife of late Dr.Kalbag). Stays in Vigyan Ashram and is involved in the day to day activities.

Mr. Yogesh Kulkarni: Executive Director of Vigyan Ashram. He is BE(Mech), MBA and MA

(D.Education). Is working with Vigyan Ashram since last 4.5 - 5 years. Looks after the overall administration of the organization.

History/Background:

Vigyan Ashram is founded under the IIE (Indian Institute of Education, Pune) banner. Started by Dr.Kalbag (who passed away last year) is in its 21st year currently. The motto of Vigyan ashram is “Education through Development and Development through Education”. 

Their DBRT program is based on “Learning while doing” philosophy. The students are trained in the following areas 

I) Engineering 

II) Energy –Environment 
III) Agriculture – animal Husbandry 
IV) Home & Health. 
This is a multiskill training program in which students are given on the job training in all the fields. Subjects like Drawing, costing, computers etc are taught as tools for doing the job. 

Rs.6500/- is charged as fees from the students. This basically covers their food cost for the year.

The school is also the production center. The profits of the operation go to instructors.  The instructors are called “Trainee Entrepreneur”and are expected to do business using facilities of the school and with the help of students. After he develops sufficient confidence, he is encouraged to leave the job as instructors and start his own enterprise. This is their “Trainee Entreprenuership Scheme”. 

This project gets funding from individual donors, CAPART. DST (Dept of Science and Technology) previously gave the core grant. But on expiry of the same in Mar ’03, Vigyan Ashram has requested for funds from Asha.

Site Visit Details:

Date of visit – Saturday, July 3, 2004.

We reached the site at about 11.30 am. 

Mr.Yogesh Kulkarni met us at the office and discussed the project, its background, past and present activities.

Outline of the discussion:

· Mr.Kulkarni, in early 30s, has a history of being actively involved in social work since his college days. He started out at Vigyan Ashram 5 years back to help Dr.Kalbag in the multimedia CDs activity. Since the demise of Dr.Kalbag, he has been running the organization along with the help of Mrs.Kalbag and a couple of other instructors who have been there for the past 13 odd years.

· The previous DBRT course got over on the 25th of June ’04 (attendance, projects, marklist and earnings in Annexure 2, photograph in Annexure 2). Till the date of site visit (i.e. within 10 days of end of the course) 8-9 students were already placed for their internship in the nearby organizations (poultry farms, workshops etc - mostly run by the Ashram’s past students) where they will be working as trainees for a year before they start out on their own.

· The current batch began on the 1st of July and students were still coming in. In this 2004-05 batch, there are students from as far as Orissa (sponsored by an IIM(A) professor and recommended by an NGO – Sarvoday). There is another Amravati based NGO – Khoj who has sent a student for this course. The rest were from rural areas near Pabal and all over Maharashtra.

· The daily schedule of the students includes exercise, studying, sports, and meditation. There are lectures/talks/presentations on weekends. Outings/picnics are few and infrequent because of lack of funds. However students go walking in groups to nearby places. 

· We were shown projects done by the students of the earlier batches. These projects also carry weightage in the annual grading. They not only have to type them out in marathi, but also construct and prove their utility. The material required for the projects is supplied by the Ashram. Incidentally, we notices that all the furniture (chairs, racks, tables etc) and other articles kept in the office were made by the ex-students as a part of the project-work.

· A training session was held for the instructors for the new batch commencing in July on the 27-28 of June where the projects etc were decided. In the last year 4-5 instructors left the Ashram and started units on their own, at the same time 2-3 instructors joined the Ashram to teach and earn. Every year this trend continues. This ensures that not only the passed out students gather confidence of running businesses on their own, but also that there is no shortage of instructors. This is also a way of participating in the school’s activities after graduating from there.

· A new short-term course is being planned for this year, which involves setting up a casting unit. This will not only train the untrained 12 blacksmiths in the village but also their students.

· Parent’s participation in the Ashram’s activities – for the residential schools is limited only to securing admission to the school and paying fees. Most parents cannot visit the Ashram because they cannot afford to. The students are given a vacation of a total of 10 days during the academic, but most don’t go home for the same reason. The parents are however sent postcards at regular intervals to update them of their child’s progress. Only in case of disciplinary actions, the parents are asked to visit the school.

After the discussion at the project office, we set out to see the Ashram premises. 1st July being the beginning of the current year batch, only 10-12 students out of the batch of 24 were present.

Out tour began with the Mechanical lab which was a small dark shed (there was no electricity at the time we went there. Pabal has a scheduled power cut for 4 hours everyday). Here we met 2 new students who were being taught how to take measurements by the instructor – Mr.Laxman Jadhav who has been teaching at the Ashram since the past 13 years. He runs his own workshop in the village and also teaches at the Ashram.

Next we were taken to a poultry. Mr.Kulkarni explained that once all the students came to the Ashram, they would be supplied with 10 chicken each and would have to take care of them for a quarter. During this while the students would stay there in the poultry. As it is a round-the-year training, they will get to take care of the birds in all the environmental conditions. In addition to that, whatever earning is made out of selling the eggs and birds goes into the particular student’s account, which is later paid to him.

Next to the poultry was an enclosure for goats. About 8-9 nos. were present. And in the opposite enclosure were two cows. This was their dairy farming section. 

Between them was a farming plot where the students are taught farming skills. In addition, the students are required to go the local farm and help the farmers with the costing of their crops. This is an important thing as they not only come to know the cost of their crop, but also how much it should fetch, which is the best market to sell etc. 

After that we were taken to the well-equipped and clean pathology lab. A class was going on and 7-8 students greeted us. Ms.Rupa Shah, the Pathology instructor showed us a list of tests carried out at the lab and the cost incurred on each test. It was a list of dozen odd tests like haemogram, urine, pregnancy test etc. 

These labs are separate individual structures built by the students themselves. They are an invention of the Ashram’s students and are called Pabal Geodesic Domes. As we were told - they are not only extremely useful in earthquake and cyclone prone areas, but also come in a small kit (small enough to fit in a small car) and is also a low cost housing option. 

Our next stop was at one such dome where previous year’s passed out DBRT student was busy making his project – a Snack Machine (basically a popcorn maker). He showed us the paper model and also explained the procedure by which it worked along with the errors made, the consequent problems and the methods adopted to overcome them.

Along the way to the fruit juice machine, we were showed two structures which were the boy’s hostels (as of now no girls have enrolled in the residential school).

The fruit juice machine unit was a clean one-room structure equipped with a fridge. Previous year they made lime juice and sold them in sealed in glass bottles for Rs.3/- per bottle. We were informed that this year, an individual from Pune has agreed to donate fruits to them, which will be used to make fruit juices.

The Mahila Kendra was our next stop. A whole range of cooking appliances was neatly kept along the walls. We tasted delicious biscuits and groundnut chikki made by them.

At one pm, the lunch bell sounded and we headed for the kitchen along with the students. It was a big, airy two-room structure that is also used as the venue for the tailoring class after meal hours. We had a simple meal of bajra roti, a sabji, rice and curd. Over lunch we also met Mrs.Kalbag. She knew all the students by name and seemed to command a lot of respect. 

After lunch each person washed his/her plate at the sinks outside the kitchen. Water being scarce was running from the taps in a trickle. Incidentally, the rains are pretty good this year. According to Mr.Kulkarni, in the month of June itself it rained as much as it rained in the last monsoon. And even though used so conservatively, they require a water tanker every alternate day during the summer.

After lunch we went to the Metrology Lab where they have rain, temperature records for the past 20 years. A student from each batch is assigned the responsibility of checking the rainfall and temperatures and then plots it on a chart daily. We were also shown the Earth Restivity Meter made at the Ashram at a cost of approx Rs.6000 & (in the market would cost them around Rs.30000/-). They use it to provide services to the villagers for ground water prospecting. 

The well-equipped computer lab and internet access center was our last destination in the Ashram tour.

Apart from the facilities/infrastructure, we also saw some impressive projects made by the previous students – like a water heater, charcoal maker, an instrument designed to obtain 98% pure methane after getting rid of water, carbon dioxide and H2S from the biogas obtained from their biogas plant.

It was amazing how all these small and simple projects made by the students using not so fancy material and tools make so much value addition. There is an emphasis on minimum cost and maximum utility in all the project work. 

Back at the office, we went through the financial year 2002-03 audited accounts (2003-04 accounts have not been audited), the monthly MIS giving a detail report of all the activities and output of the month, previous year’s DBRT results and the amounts earned by each student etc. Refer Annexure 2 

On our way back, we visited an ex-student’s workshop – M/s Yamai Trailor and Agriculture Equipments who make the Mechbull Tractor – developed at the Ashram. The owner wasn’t around, but we spoke to his assistant. According to him, they made and sold 10-12 such tractors in a year. With an average selling price of each being approx Rs.120000/- the turnover of the workshop was around Rs.12-14, 00,000pa.

We also visited one of the kiosks on the way to Rajgurunagar. These kiosks are by the name – Chiraag Internet Centre. According to the person running that center, usage of internet was limited, but a lot of people (especially students from the nearby colleges) came to learn computers and other short term courses using the CDs made by Vigyan Ashram.

Due to time constraints we could not specifically meet anyone from the community.

Finances and funds requested by Vigyan Ashram:

Vigyan Ashram was earlier getting Core Support grant from Dept. of Science & Technology (Govt. of India) under their Science & Society Division. The amount was Rs.2,50,000 per annum. The maximum period of grant was 12 years and it came to an end in the month of March 2004. The DBRT instructors’ salaries and course expenses were being met through this grant till 03-04. In absence of core grant, funds are requested from ASHA. 

Before the core grant from DST, they received funds from CAPART (Ministry of rural Development) for 3 years for running the same program.  Originally the project started with the help of funds from Hindustan Lever Ltd where Dr.Kalbag was working before he took voluntary retirement.

Detail breakup of the funds requirement:

A) Salary of existing staff for DBRT course: 

Mr.Sanjay Nimbalkar (Course, Administration, Theory): Rs.3000 p.m. = Rs.36000 pa

Mr. Laxman Jadhav (Workshop & Construction): Rs.2750 pm = Rs.33000 pa

Mr. Devendra Shirsath (Agri & Animal Husbandry): Rs.2250pm = Rs.27000 pa

Ms Rupa Shah (Pathology Lab): Rs.2250pm = Rs.27000 pa

Mrs Nanda Jagtap (Food Lab): Rs.1000 pm = Rs.12000 pa

Mr.Gopal Gegad (WRD & Rector): Rs.1000pm = Rs.12000 pa

Mr.Nitin Chowdhary (Computers): Rs.750 pm = Rs.9000 pa

 ------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Total:   Rs.156000

B) Salaries of the Kitchen staff (4 nos.)

Mrs.Badambai: Rs.1000pm = Rs.12000 pa

Mrs.Kausabai: Rs.1000pm = Rs.12000 pa

Mrs. Rukhmini: Rs.1000pm = Rs.12000 pa

Mrs.Salu bai: Rs.1000pm = Rs.12000 pa

Extra work = Rs.12000pa

Total: Rs.60000

C) Electricity / Diesel / Water Charges:

Avg. electricity bill per month is Rs.3000/-. Out of which 50% is debited to the computer and internet project. Rest 50% is allocated to the vocational Dept. 

Rs.1500/- per month * 12 = Rs.18000

Diesel (For tractor, material transport) = Avg. 10 lit a month * 12 month * Rs.30/lit = Rs.3600

Water: Being a drought prone area they need to purchase water from December 03. A tanker of 3000 ltr costs Rs.300. They need to purchase a tanker every alternate day in summer.

Rs.150 per day * 5 months * 30 days = Rs.22500 = Rs.44100 (previous year’s water cost)

Amount requested from ASHA is Rs.48000

D) Internet Charges: 

Unlimited internet access Rs.500/- per month from n-logue for students to use for their course work = Rs.6000 pa

Total Funds requested from ASHA are: (A) + (B)+ (C) + (D) = Rs.270000 per annum




Future Plans:

Vigyan Ashram has developed this course and the National Institute of Open Schooling recognizes the course. Any organization can teach this course, all the guidelines and course material are developed by Ashram.

A Gram Prabodhini in Village Salumbre and Gramin Mahila Vikasini in village Khed Shivapur are willing to start DBRT course from this year.

They are also implementing the same course through formal schools in 23 nearby schools. This will help in reducing the drop rate through the school system. 

Role of Vigyan Ashram is limited to offering syllabus, training and technical help while implementing the program. For this purpose they are developing and promoting the multimedia CDs.  

Recommendations:

Vigyan Ashram has a good track record and is doing a commendable job and we would strongly recommend helping them. They have a good support from the community and are very well organized.

There is only one issue of concern – whether the WLL project will do well enough to make them self sufficient within 3 years time period (the said project is already 9 months behind schedule due to the tedious government procedures).

But inspite of that we feel that Vigyan Ashram is doing an extremely good job and it is definitely worth supporting them.

As their new term has begun in July ‘04 and its been some time since their last funding stopped, the Asha Chapters are requested to review the proposal soon.

Annexure 1: Answers to Seattle Chapter’s (Rahul Lahoti) questions:

· Shifting of focus from vocational courses to computer technology: according to me, though they are laying more stress on computer technology than before, there is no diminution in the effort put into the vocational courses. Computers and multimedia are being used as tools to enable more schools/institutes to teach the course. They also use the CDs and Internet to teach and update instructors and receive feedback and queries from them. Moreover, we feel if they can actually plough back the revenues generated from this activity into the DBRT course, it will help them in becoming sustainable.

· Motivation after demise of Dr.Kalbag: it has been a year since the demise of the founder, but the organization is running smoothly. The presence of Mrs.Kalbag and her involvement in the day to day activities ensures that there will be no major problem in this regard. Further, Mr.Kulkarni has been around for the past five years and is doing a good job of managing the Ashram. The community support also continues as before. 

· Urgency of funds: IMMEDIATE. The last funding stopped in Mar ‘04 and the new DBRT term has begun. As such their requirement is extremely urgent.

· Visit to ex-student’s plant – we visited M/s Yamai Trailor and Agriculture Equipments who make the Mechbull Tractor – developed at the Ashram. The owner wasn’t around, but we spoke to his assistant. According to him, they made and sold 10-12 such tractors in a year. With an average selling price of each being approx. Rs.120000/- the turnover of the workshop was around Rs.12-1400000 pa. 

· Impact on community: due to time constraints we could not meet local people.

Annexure 2: Ref Documents/Brochures

1. Prospectus, 

2. Accounts extract, 

3. DBRT course attendance, marks list, project work list, earnings,

4. MIS report regarding the monthly activities

Annexure 3: Photographs

1. 2003-04 DBRT batch (Mrs.Kalbag in the middle & Mr.Kulkarni behind her)




2. 










