Vigyan Ashram, Pabal

Site Visit Report, January 29th, 2006

Visit by Ranjit Gadgil, Asha-Pune
Introduction

Vigyan Ashram has been and continues to spearhead the effort to try and make high school education relevant in the rural setting. It has successfully created a curriculum that allows students to become entrepreneurs and become valuable resources.

Asha for Education has been supporting the DBRT program and this is the second year of its support. Under this program approximately 30 students enroll in a one year residential course at Vigyan Ashram campus in Pabal. They study and do hands on work in a wide range of activities like, farming techniques, bio-gas, construction, carpentry, animal husbandry, cooking etc.

The Visit

I visited the Ashram Saturday, 28th January 2006. The Ashram usually does not conduct classes on a weekend, however Yogesh Kulkarni, Vigyan Ashram CEO, switched the schedule for the visit.

I reached the Ashram at about 11:00 am. Yogesh and I briefly went over the reports that he had already sent me (and which are available online). Some of the salient points were

About 32 students are currently enrolled. There are 2 girls in this batch.

1 student has dropped out. He has landed a job as ward boy at Sasoon Hospital, Pune.

Otherwise students are performing well.

The Ashram can really accommodate only about 24 students. So 31 students stretches their resources. Yogesh feels that there is  need to build another residential facility and also expand the kitchen.

Power cuts are still at a crippling 12 hours a day, often the power supplied is at such a low voltage as to make it unusable. This has led to an increased use of the generator and hence diesel costs.

Water situation may improve owing to a new overhead storage tank nearby compliments of Mr. Sharad Pawar. The Ashram will get a connection from the tank sometime soon.

Campus and Meeting the Students

I then did a quick round of the campus and met the various student groups at work in their respective courses. Students were ready with answers to questions I posed and in general seemed happy with what they were learning. They also seemed to have specific areas of interest. For e.g. Vimal and Mangesh, who later showed me the large project they had worked on, were interested in electrical and workshop respectively and saw themselves started their own businesses in those fields.

Several changes have been made at the campus. Due to problems with feral dogs, the goat enclosure has been shifted. New domes have been constructed to clear more space for some of the classes. Most importantly, a new bio-gas plant has been set-up. Three times the volume of the previous small plant, Yogesh explained how he hopes to run a generator that will help ease the power shortage. As always the entire set-up is done in-house.

After the tour we had lunch.

Student Project

Before heading back to Pune, I was accompanied by Vimal and Mangesh to the poultry house that their group has built as part of the project work that they are required to do. The poultry house was built for Mr Shigade, himself a graduate of the Ashram. The entire structure, large enough to raise 3000 chickens, was constructed by the group, the cement bricks were cast by them, the iron gate was welded and fitted, the roof framework and the tin sheet roof assembled including the final electrification was also done by the group. The skills imparted as part of the program are truly enabling these kids to execute real life projects, more than I can say for many engineering graduates!

The Future

The DBRT program is going well. Yogesh would like to have the capacity to enroll more students, if funds can be raised to improve the infrastructure. I would like to propose Vigyan Ashram as a WAH candidate in the future for this.

For students unable to pay the DBRT fees, Yogesh has established a small loan fund. This year 10 students were loaned almost Rs 65,000 to cover part of their fees. In the past almost every student has returned the money they owed. In part this is possible, not just because of the relationship that the kids develop in the course of their stay, but also every single one of them is highly employable and end up with well paying jobs. I feel that if Yogesh feels that a larger fund will allow more students to sign up, it is an area where Asha should consider helping out.

WLL Fiasco

The financial terms of agreement between n-Logue and Vigyan Ashram have been unclear ever since the TRAI introduced the ADC regime. VA has deposited almost 12 lakhs with the company, the money having been taken as a loan. The profitability of the project was supposed to have made the DBRT program self-sufficient after 3 years or so. After no effort on the part of n-Logue to make clear the terms of the agreement, Yogesh has taken a somewhat bold step of keeping proceeds from the WLL service with the Ashram. Even after a year, there has been still no move on the part of n-Logue. The Ashram will pay back half the loan it has taken shortly. By the end of the year it may well be able to return the entire amount. What action (including legal) might be initiated by n-Logue in the future is unclear.

As far as Asha is concerned, I would recommend that we fund the DBRT program and help expand it, irrespective of the outcome of the settlement with n-Logue. The program is achieving in a highly demonstrable fashion what Asha wishes to achieve, something that isn’t always possible with every project we support.

