Telecon on status of project freedom-next steps.
Wednesday 18th Jan 2006 - 9:30-10:30PM EST
Thursdday 8-9 AM IST

1. Introduction of volunteers 
India Home-Chennai: Sidamma, Jeba, Sathyapriya, DP Prakash
US: Sanjeev (Austin), Srivatsan (Wooster), Srikanth (Toledo), Ganesh (Toledo), Pallavi (Toledo)

2. Project details - work done till now, brief overview (Siddamma)

Its been almost one year since the bonded laborers got freed from the rice mills. There have been lots of developments. Govt initially did not accept that there were bonded labor system in TN. ILO and food and agricultural organizations were informed.  2000 people have been freed till date. National commission for women with central govt set up a public hearing in which collectors and High court judge were brought in. Swami Agnivesh who had released bonded laborers in north india also attended. This issue was discussed in parliament in october. Govt started looking at relief and rehab of these people. 150 were relased and rehab-ed. 105 families were issued a release certificate and and given Rs 20,000 for starting a "new life".Govt buys excess milk. They were given some land in Pallavakam. Some 38 familes are in the process of getting the land and other relief from govt. 75 families will be benefitting from the housing scheme. 30 cows were distributed by the govt to some families to start a livelihood. 1 acre per family has to be given to each family.  Most of them are now working as agricultural laborers. 15 people were given special training to go to other neighboring cummunites and arrange stage shows to create awareness about the bonded rice mill laborers and how it was illegal to do such a thing.

3. New proposals (Siddamma & Sanjeev)
280 rice mills were closed in last few days. The owners had to start paying min wages and could not run. There are more than 2000 mils in red hills area. Of the 145 families, 50 families are living in SK Nagar. There are around 200 children in community.

Rs 80,000 was given by Asha Toledo to start a school for the children freed from the rice mills. Many children are getting rehabilitated. Till govt starts school for these children they will need support. Govt school which has classes upto 8th class is 2.5 kms away. 65 children go to that school. 56 still attend the motivational school set up by Sidamma. There are no classrooms and govt does not allow schools under a thatched roof. There are many chaildren who are less than 2.5 yeras old.

Some kids are below the age of enrollment and most kids have not gone to school before and feel odd sitting in lower classes and are much older for that class. Some of these children cannot understand what the teachers are saying mainly because they have not been to a school earlier. They need a push/train to adjust to classroom environment. This school is a motivation center-create a level/standard for children to send them to govt school so that they feel confortable sitting in the classrooms.

Sidamma feels that they want to run a full time school for these 140 children. The kids are happier in Bharati trust campus than in hostels. Community based child care center where the community takes care of children when the parents are out with a single teacher who will manage all classes. Sidamma will discuss with education dept for more teachers and set up a primary school which will grow to add classes thru  4 to 6

They will need Rs 1-3 lakhs for a building. The govt officials removed the thatched roof that was set up. Jignesh-Action AID volunteer has experience with construction sites and worked in reconstruction work after the gujarat earthquake is well versed with brick/tribal construction and its benefits. He will work with Sidamma on a plan. They want to set up a community based child care center. Sidamma will send a detailed proposal for the building plan in a couple of days,

Rough estimates of costs according to Sanjeev from Austin chapter who did a site-visit last month are as follows
Basic building-    Rs 2lakhs
Mid day meal scheme-5Rs per child-    Rs 1lakh
two teachers-1300 per monthx12x2-    Rs 29000
Total of around Rs 3.5 lakh ~ which is around $8K

4. Funding status (Srikanth)
$7000 available with Toledo for this project. Sidamma will submit a proposal and plan for school construction to Asha Toledo.

5. Siddamma's visit to USA
Sidamma will be in the US Jan 30 (?) thru Feb 4th. This trip will be extended if she can visit other chapter volunteers. Please contact Srikanth Pilla or Sanjeev Ranganathan for more details about her stay.
Siddamma will be representing India for the UN Human rights conference on behalf of the irula community specially the rice mill bonded labourers to discuss the struggle they went though because of the govt neglect including the discrimination meeted to them in recent floods and tsunami.
