SITE VISIT REPORT FOR SHIKSHANAVAHINI PROJECT* (SVYM)

LOCATION:


Bijapur, Karnataka

DATE of SITE VISIT:

November 5th, 2009

SITE VISIT DONE BY:

Netika Raval

REPORT WRITTEN BY:
Netika Raval

SUMMARY:

Started from Mysore and reached Bijapur through combination of rail and road transport.  Visited two SDMC sites - one Taluk level SDMC collective meeting at Basavan Bagewadi and second school SDMC meeting at Talikote.  The last time I visited in 2007, there were  only school level SDMC’s and no taluk or district level networking.  So, it was refreshing to see the organized networking and collective learning amongst different SDMC’s at taluk level.  Based on the two sites visited, and also based on prior site visit comparison, this project is making an impact on the SDMC’s locally and also at taluk and district level.  

The project has been in need of funds for 6 months and Asha-SV has not been able to release funds due to lack of site visit report.  With this site visit done and report submitted, I recommend immediate release of funds from Asha-SV to SVYM for Shikshanavahini Project. 
DETAILED REPORT:

Accompanied by Manoj Sebastien, started from Mysore and took train till Hubli.  Transferred to car and reached Bijapur after a total of 15 combined hours.  The road condition was bad in patches, due to the recent floods.  Stopped briefly at an eatery at the (in)famous Savadhati town for a quick bite.  According to Manoj, the first HIV/AIDS patient in Karnataka was detected here – it is also still a hub of prostitution (from the Devdasi days).  Manoj was a little stumped with my easy adjustment to the situation(s) given my US background.  :)

Last visit done in 2007 was by overnight bus from Bangalore.  Hence, recommend volunteers to take the Bangalore-Bijapur bus transport (total of 10 hours) for subsequent site visits.
The Shikshanavahini Project office has shifted from the older 2007 location.  The office is now atop a private residence and consists of 3 rooms.  The rent is subsidized at around Rs 3,000 per month.  Met with Narasimhan Raichur (Regional Coordinator), Mahadev Devar (Program Manager of ShikshanaVahini) and Sunil Kumar (office boy cum accountant).  Refreshed and with a quick lunch of fried rice and chutney, we (Manoj, Narasimhan, Mahadev and myself) were on our way to Basavan Bagewadi.  Enroute, we saw the river Doni that was the major cause of floods in the area – the river bed in that location looked innocently dry!
At Basavan Bagewadi we met Vishal Masagi(community facilitator, whom I had met in 2007 as well).  The Basavan Bagewadi school is till VII std.  The local SDMC at this school has been in operation since last five years.  We did not get a chance to meet with students, but  met with 17 representatives of different SDMC’s who had gathered for the taluk level SDMC meeting.  The local SDMC president Mr Appu Yarnal was sharing what he had been able to accomplish at this local school through SDMC rules/rights.  In the first year he got the kitchen rebuilt and built a garden where they grow vegetables and flowers.  The midday meal staff and children look after this garden.  He also got the teachers to go to the homes of the children and collect them for ensuring attendance.  In the second year, he resolved encroachment on school property through tehsildar’s office.  Alongwith that he also secured school documents (property) from the gram panchayat.   This person having demonstrated leadership skills is now at the end of his term and will likely join local politics.  The concern is to recruit and train the next person.
Another SDMC president shared how he filed RTI at gram panchayat to get transparency about school mid day meals and also encroachment at his school.  With help of others, he filed the paperwork and got an answer in 8-10 days.

The headmaster at this school was also present.  He has been with this school for 26 years and was successful in securing around Rs. 20,000 from SSA.  He next wants to construct a compound wall for the school.  
They were all collectively also discussing organizing a morcha/procession to District Collector’s office.  They want to protest the 2006 amendment in SDMC laws.  For eg., according to the new law, the cook and headmaster will maintain accounts of midday meals.  However, SDMC’s want the cook and SDMC to maintain accounts.  The memorandum they want to draft, sign and submit to DC essentially will state not to politicize SDMC’s.  There are 50 SDMC’s in one block and they wanted a minimum of 250 members to sign the letter.  They also discussed holding a children’s gram sabha on Nov 14th.  
Due to recent floods a lot of SDMC activity was taken up in flood related activities hence there was less attendance.  SDMC’s got involved in crop loss and other damage estimation and obligatory photo-ops with visiting officials.  They usually see around 35 people attending the taluk level meeting and sometimes 62 people if there is a burning topic that needed to be addressed.
Bijapur staff mentioned that for district federation meetings, they provide transportation and meals.  They have a pre-planned calendar wherein, 6th of every month is taluk level meeting.  They send out postcards with the date/time/location info and people do attend (the importance of getting mail addressed to you still holds).  [[Picture attached]]

After leaving Basavan Bagewadi we headed towards Talikote.  Enroute, Narasimhan shared with me that he and Mamatha are now designated as state resource person for SDMC training (divisional level).  He gives training in about 121 gram panchayat’s.  It is a one-day training consisting of 3-4 hours.  Manoj shared that SVYM is currently in talks with Hippocampus . They want to setup libraries in the area.  Due to the presence of strong SDMC’s, SVYM is encouraging Hippocampus to sign the MOU with the SDMC’s directly and not with SVYM.  The pilot will be in one taluk consisting of 5 SDMC’s.
The Talikote school had been waiting for 2-3 hours for us so we went to each classroom and met with the children.  

The headmaster (S.B.Choudari) has been at the school since 2003.  The SDMC at this school has been active for almost 3 years.  There are 9 members, 3 of whom are women.  It was refreshing to see not only the presence but also participation of women at this SDMC (since the taluk level meeting was all male!).

The SDMC here was very appreciative of the training they got to know their rights and rules under SDMC.  They got a toilet built and also a library at the school.  Every Saturday SDMC checks-in with parents and teachers to understand current and outstanding issues with the school functioning.  They were frustrated with the number of coaching classes in the area – at least 75-80 of them.  With SDMC monitoring the parent members (who is also the teacher!) said that trust about the quality of the school was improving.  An interesting factoid they shared was that bout 100 alum of this school are out of the country.  Also to note that this would be one of the schools selected for the Hippocampus library.  I noticed speakers, projector in some classes and the headmaster said he wanted computers and other digital equipment at the school.
One of the teachers is quite the photo-journalist and they have a collection of photo’s (album) to show who all have visited the school and other functions they had organized.

It seemed like teachers here were held in high regard and they (collectively) are a strong lot – so am not sure how much teacher monitoring would be possible.  At the same time, there is the old-natured regard for teacher and sincerity for learning that can be leveraged.

We were running late and were ready to head back but were stopped for another hospitality round of tea’s!  Thanks to some consistent driving, we returned back just in the nick of time for me to catch the bus to Bangalore (two minutes to spare!).  As Narasimha said, When we go and visit schools and see the condition of poverty/corruption, we think where is God, but then at times like these, when we can catch the bus after a hectic schedule, we think it is possible only because there is a God.”  Indeed!

Overall, it’s a well-run program that has obviously grown and is building on its strength.  SDMC’s are becoming more empowered.  I think for SVYM to remove itself from the equation with regards to SDMC’s libraries and Hippocampus is good.  The taluk and federation level meetings are indicative of collective learning and pressure groups.  However, the lack of women participants is still obvious.  The transition of SDMC leaders into politics is, I think, natural –but better planning needs to go into parallel recruiting and training in the last year for a smoother transition.

Thanks to Mamatha who helped coordinate the visit, Manoj for accompanying me and helping translate, Narasimha and Mahadev who organized the visits, helped translate and also shared local contextual information.  Keep up the good work!
Attached documents:

1) Annual Report from April 2008 to March 2009

2) Half Yearly Report from April 2009 to September 2009

3) Budget vs. Actuals for April 2009 to September 2009

[Note:  SVYM Bijapur staff organized 150 volunteers and helped with flood relief activities in 42 of the affected villages in Bijapur district.  They distributed 7,000 liters of drinking water; 1 lakh, 60,000 biscuits; Rs 65,000 worth of clothes and blankets.  In two villages they distributed 2 quintals of rice and 2 quintals of jawar.  In one village they distributed cooked food.  They raised 2  lakh rupees in two months. Two lakhs rupees of note books were distributed ]
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