Updates on Asha supported efforts in Cuddalore 

Dates: March 13,14 

By: Santhosh C Padmanabhan (santhosh.padmanabhan@gmail.com)

Introduction and background
Bharathi Trust has been a long standing project partner of Asha. Various Asha chapters have been supporting the grass roots efforts empowered by bharathi trust. 
http://www.ashanet.org/projects/tamilnadu/irulas/BharathiTrust.html
The updates here are specifically related to projects supported in the Cuddalore region. The various aspects we have supported in the recent past are:

1. Tsunami R&R, Housing – http://www.ashanet.org/projects/project-view.php?p=663
2. Tsunami R&R, Educational Motivation Centers – http://www.ashanet.org/projects/project-view.php?p=663
3. Tsunami R&R, Bharathi nagar fire accident – http://www.ashanet.org/projects/project-view.php?p=663
4. Flash Flood relief – http://www.ashanet.org/projects/project-view.php?p=890
5. Housing project for Palayamkottai village – http://www.ashanet.org/projects/project-view.php?p=877
Photos link:  http://data.ashanet.org/datastore/data/Chapters/Austin/Projectpics/siddamma/Cuddalore_BT_Visit/album/album/index.html
Bharathi trust staff
Venkat is a member of Sarpam. He is a driver for one of the vehicles that Sarpam uses. He has been working for Bharathi trust/sarpam for the last 5 years. He Is from the thiruvallur area (near the resource center). He has studied upto 11th Std. He is the youngest of 3 siblings in his family. 
Jagadeesh is the site and community coordinator at Bharathi nagar. He left for home from Bharathi nagar after staying there for a few months to oversee the construction work.  
Viswam is the ‘office help’ at the Bharathi trust office in Chidambaram. He is not from the Cuddalore area and has been working in that office for the last two years.
Purrasamy is the Child Development Coordinator. He oversees the syllabus, methodology, teacher training/coordination in all the EMCs in the Tsunami affected villages. He also does the additional role of a teacher in the MGR nagar EMC.
Phone : Contact Details Available
Cheenu, Kumar and others are members of the sarpam. Cheenu is the Chidambaram taluk leader/co-ordinator. Kumar is the Cecil nagar leader/co-ordinator. Cheenu, kumar and others were also bharathi trust employees to oversee the tsunami relief and rehabilitation work. A conscious decision was made to employ Irulas from the community to oversee all the tsunami R&R work. Each person received a salary from the funding organization of the project.
Phone : Contact Details Available
On the way from Chennai
We started at 7:45 AM on March 13th, Thursday. The drive itself took us about 3.5 hours. Venkat was the driver and is also a member of the Sarpam. He explained his involvement with the organization. He had travelled with Krishnan (State wide Sarpam coordinator) and the street play groups (‘kalai kuzhu’) to create awareness and organize more Irula villages. He explained how the Irulas are spread over multiple regions, from krishnagiri to even Nagapattinam. I took a few photos on the way. The number of resorts had mushroomed. We passed a hut settlement where a huge board with the name of a hotel was already put up. We stopped to get some tender coconut juice and buy jackfruit for Venkat’s home. When we came closer to cuddalore we could see a line of chemical factories and later we passed SIPCOT. Venkat also pointed to Sami Nagar, which was down the road situated across SIPCOT. Then we reached Bharathi nagar. After a brief discussion, we decided to have lunch later and started on the trip right away. Jagadeesh, another Bharathi trust employee wanted a ride to the bus stand, which was on our way. 
Some geography and background
T.S.Petai (Renamed as Medha Patkar nagar), North Pichavaram and South Pichavaram are situated very close to each other
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    ==== ============= Bharathi Nagar and Agaram pudhu nagar (8km apart).
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MGR Nagar, Cecil Nagar, Thalapathi Nagar are situated right next to each othe. Kalaignar nagar is  about a km away. But, it got too late and we couldn’t make it to Kalaingnar Nagar. 

We reached Bharathi nagar first. We decided to start the trip based of proximity of villages to each other. Cheenu explained how Bharathi trust and Sarpam had already started interacting with the Irulas in cuddalore district before the tsunami happened. The street plays and interaction at village level had started already through camps held in government schools. The villages in the coast were all fishing based. The Irulas had to fish with bare hands or using other dangerous native techniques. Slowly, they learnt to fish using the catamarans, boats and nets. The ‘pattarai’ (hangars for boats/catamarans) on the shore also has space for the Irulas separately.  Holding boats and nets in this space saves the trouble of carrying them all the way to the homes. Also, the Irula fishermen are registered with the fishermen association and the body redresses any complaints regarding lost equipment etc. efficiently.
After interacting with the villagers at Agaram pudhu nagar, we decided to follow a particular format in all visits. We would first go around the village taking photos of the housing, EMC and other aspects. We would then gather the village committee and other villagers in the community in a location. After introductions a discussion would be held on work being carried on, their needs and any concerns. Most of this discussion was captured on video.

Housing model

All houses followed a simple floor plan – One living, one bedroom and one kitchen space. The entire area was approximately 200 square feet (It’s the area of a typical bedroom or study room in most urban homes.) The kitchen opens to a back door where most folks have an earthen (or brick/firewood based) stove and a thatched structure as an extended kitchen. Further, the backyard has a single toilet. Outside, stairs lead to the terrace. Houses built through Action AID (and the ones built with some Asha support) were single houses i.e. no walls were shared with other homes. The houses built through ‘multi star’ in Bharathi nagar were double houses i.e. one wall was shared between the houses. Certain aspects like tile based roofs; extra common verandah space etc. was also different in these houses.
Agaram pudhu nagar

Background: No. of families = 42.
The housing efforts were with the help of Action AID. ‘Save the Children’ supported the tuition center and livelihood options in the village until they planned to close down their ‘Tsunami’ operations.  
Housing: 

· Construction – All aspects related to the construction, wiring etc. are all over. I requested to take photos of the inside living space of a home.
· Water – The villagers have petitioned the local panchayat for reliable pipeline supply of water and are awaiting support. They are confident of getting the drinking water connection.
· Electricity – Action AID installed all poles and wiring etc. to connect to the lines provided by the government at the nearest sub station. The government permission was given to rearrange and connect lines in such a way that they didn’t pass over homes.
· Settling and other plans – All of the community moved in the last one month and no one is in temporary housing.
EMC:

· Current situation – Thatched structure, not functioning as balwadi and kids in different age groups. No drop outs. The tuition center functions in the evening and the government school is ½ km away.
· Plans – Need to create balwadi for kids below 5 years and a more permanent structure as a reliable school (leaky roof is a problem).
· Teaching – The teacher is from the local area and comes on time and the community did not have any complaints
Other:

Water stagnation seems to be a big concern in the village because it’s a low lying area. Even a couple of days’ rain causes considerable water logging.

This area is known for the strong mafia control through illicit liquor and other unlawful trades. The Irulas have by and large been unaffected.
Contact:
Selvakumar (village committee head), Vanitha (teacher at EMC), Cheenu (Taluk co-ordinator) – Phone : Contact Details Available
Medha patkar nagar/T.S.Petai

Background: No. of families = 27
The housing efforts were with the help of Action AID and Asha (Tsunami R&R funds). The fishing families moved in from different areas. The closest high school is in Chidambaram.
Housing: 

· Construction – Construction is complete. We took a few more photos of the backyard space, toilet and terrace.
· Water – Petitioned the local panchayat for drinking water pipelines
· Electricity – All wiring and putting up poles/lines was done recently and there is electricity in every home.
· Settling and other plans – All of the community moved in two months back and no one is in temporary housing.
EMC:

· Current situation – Balwadi kids are 10 in number and 20 kids attend government school. The EMC functions as tuition center in the evening for 2 hours.
· Plans – The floor needs to be laid as the sand gets wet and kids find it difficult to sit down. The leaking roof is also a problem. A more permanent structure as a school would help. They also hope to see it functioning full time or for more hours.
· Teaching – The male teacher drops by from Annamalai University in the evenings. The sessions are about 2-3 hours long every day. The kids are involved and like the school.
Other:

The discussion with the village committee happened and was captured on Video. They explained their background and a lady also demonstrated how they used to fish with bare hands. The needs and priorities of the village were discussed. They mentioned the need for a water tank.
Contact:

Murugan (Village committee head) – Phone : Contact Details Available
South Pichavaram

Background: No. of families = 24
The housing efforts were with the help of Action AID. This village and T.S.Petai used to come under one committee and later this got split as T.S.Petai and South Pichavaram. There is currently no village committee head here. They need to elect one.
Housing: 

· Construction – Construction is complete. But, there are complaints on a leaky roof. Rain water seems to seep in the corners.
· Water – Drinking water pipeline is still an issue. The water in some pipes that have been provided is salty.
· Electricity – Completed and there are no issues.
· Settling and other plans - All of the community moved in the last two months and no one is in temporary housing.
EMC:

· Current situation – The teacher has been irregular in her attendance and the community is not confident about their understanding of the teacher’s way of doing things. There are 4 kids below 5 years of age. There is no balwadi and the EMC has a leaky roof.
· Plans – Need a more permanent structure as a school and more hours of functioning. The immediate concern regarding the teacher has to be addressed.
· Teaching – The teacher is a student who has her exams happening in this last one month period when the community had most concerns. (In a later conversation with Purrasamy, the CDC co-ordinator, he mentioned that they were aware of the situation and would be conducting a meeting between the villagers and the teacher to resolve the problems/issues. The current concerns are mainly because of the teacher’s ongoing exams and classes being held outside of EMC etc.)
Other:

The discussion with the villagers happened and was captured on Video. The needs and priorities of the village were discussed. The issues regarding housing and EMC were also addressed. We also touched upon aspects related to presence of women in village committees (consists of village head, asst. head, treasurer and co-ordinator). 

The other name for the village is ‘sethukulai’. 
Contact:

Chandra (in video), Shankar (in video), Murugan (village head from neighboring T.S.petai) –  Phone : Contact Details Available
North Pichavaram

Background: No. of families = 24.
The housing efforts were with the help of Action AID.
Housing: 

· Construction – The construction is complete and families have moved in. There are a few leaky roofs, but that can be fixed with some effort from the families themselves.
· Water – Drinking water supply exists with no issues.
· Electricity – Electricity meters, wiring and supply exists with no issues.
· Settling and other plans - All of the community moved in the last two months and no one is in temporary housing.
EMC:

· Current situation – There is a leaky roof. 
· Plans – Need a more permanent structure as a school and more hours of functioning. The immediate concern regarding the teacher has to be addressed.
· Teaching – The teacher’s name is Kavita and she turns up for the evening sessions on time. The community is happy about the kids’ progress in the EMC.
Other:

The discussion with the villagers happened and was captured on Video. The needs and priorities of the village were discussed. One of the main needs for the village was a need for a proper burial/cremation ground. They explained how they are facing a problem with a landowner not letting them use their traditional forest space.

Contact:

Dorai (villager), Ganesan (village committee member), Cheenu (Taluk co-ordinator) – Phone : Contact Details Available
MGR nagar, Cecil nagar, Thalapathi nagar

Background: 

No. of families in MGR nagar = 132, No. of families in Cecil nagar = 60, No. of families in Thalapathy nagar = 92.

The Tsunami housing support in MGR nagar and Thalapathy nagar was NOT through Bharathi trust. They were supported by YMCA (MGR nagar) and DISPLACE (thalapathy nagar). The houses built by these NGOs also follow the same basic layout plan mentioned above. Action AID supported the housing project through Bharathi trust in Cecil nagar. Livelihood opportunities were provided for the Irula families in all three villages (All three are situated together in a cluster with just three streets) by ‘Save the Children’ until they planned to close down their ‘Tsunami’ operations.  
Housing: 

· Construction – Construction in Bharathi Trust supported Cecil nagar is complete with regards to all aspects. Thalapathy nagar just had the construction completed.
· Water – They need to walk 1 km to get the drinking water supply in a pipeline. This is an issue that needs to be addressed. Maybe, with the help of a water tank. 
· Electricity – The residential electricity connections are complete, installed and functioning. The local government has to install street lights in all three villages.
· Settling and other plans - All of the community moved in the last few months and no one is in temporary housing.
EMC:

· Current situation – About 173 kids from the three villages who attend the tuition center and attend the government primary school (upto 5th Std.) located in the vicinity. The thatched roof space and small room that they have cannot hold so many kids. The teachers are also strained for bandwidth. Purrasamy (CDC) also teaches here.
· Plans – They definitely need help with regards to more space. There is a need for a middle school (6th-8th) std. The community has this as their topmost priority. We interviewed the government school head master and a teacher regarding this issue. The land is available right next to the primary school. The government is willing to build the school if the community procures the land for the government within 6 months. The land cost estimate is slightly lesser than 2 lakhs. The middle school will approximately cater to 300-500 kids. Students will be mostly from the Irula communities in MGR nagar, Cecil nagar, Thalapathi nagar and Kalaignar nagar. There is a high possibility of drop outs happening in the communities if the only option is the government school which is a few kms away. Many kids have refused to go to the school in the past due to a hostile environment.
· Teaching – Given the no. of families in this community there are more teachers than other villages and there probably might be a need for more. We captured interesting discussions on Ability based learning techniques. A government school teacher, who is an expert at this trains the other teachers and also has propagated the model to other government schools in the vicinity. Until the 4th std, they avoid the stress and pressure coming from exams on the kids.
Other:

We took a few photos of the community gathering space. The floor was all slush and the entire thatched structure looked broken down. Given the size of this community there does seem a valid need for a more permanent meeting space. 

Water logging is a big problem in the area. With just two days of rains there was considerable water accumulation. A well architected drainage system can help alleviate the issue.

The discussion with the villagers happened and was captured on Video. The needs and priorities of the village were discussed. We also discussed various aspects – 
· Alcohol and tobacco abuse

· Women rights and SHGs for women (there are 8 SHGs in the village)

· Reservations and its implementation

· Government schemes for STs and opportunities after schooling

A discussion with the CDC, Purrasamy was also captured on video. He demonstrated with examples on what was being taught to kids and what role the EMCs play in their schooling/education.

EMC discussion with Purrasamy (most of which was captured on video)

· Plans to provide food – sundal and a nutritious diet at the EMCs

· Improving current average salaries of Rs.1,000

· Making EMCs full time schools

· Monthly Parent-teacher meetings in every center

· Educational tours and Medical camps

Sidenote: By the time we reached MGR nagar it was 4 p.m. Cheenu and Venkat patiently accompanied me from morning. We had not stopped for a bite and finally had a good lunch. Due to water logging in Cecil nagar, everyone in the community –Kumar and his family had to help in diverting/draining the water flow. Kumar’s mom runs a petty shop and was very busy. Nevertheless, she managed to get us meals from a hotel and hosted us at her home in MGR nagar.
Contact:
S.Kumaravel (Head master in govmt. Primary school) –  Phone : Contact Details Available, A.B.Manivanan (Ability based learning expert) –  Phone : Contact Details Available,                    V.Gothandapani (MGR nagar resident, contact for education aspects) – Phone : Contact Details Available,                                                                                                                                                                Kumar (Cecil nagar village committee head) – Phone : Contact Details Available, Mani – MGR nagar, Sengeri. 
Bharathi nagar

Background: No. of families = 97
The housing was provided by Bharathi Trust with support from ‘Multi star’. While the construction was happening, the families were living in a temporary accommodation right next to the construction site. A fire accident had gutted the huts. Many folks lost their means of livelihood and all belongings. 
Housing: 

· Construction – Construction is complete. Electricity meters have not been put up. Immediate needs – vessels, mats etc. have been provided as part of the fire accident relief effort.
· Water – No issues with drinking water supply.
· Electricity – No residential electricity supply exists. All wiring and poles are ready. There are only a few makeshift street lights currently. The collector has been approached in the past and the collector expects the families to put in Rs. 1200 each to put up the electricity meters. Cheenu will be approaching the collector again regarding this aspect.
· Settling and other plans - All of the families planned initially (60) moved in the last few months and no one is in temporary housing. There are more families (about 37) that are moving in a few days. (Note below mentions interaction with a few such families)
EMC:

· Current situation – The EMC is not functioning regularly. The children go to the nearby government school. But, they have to walk ½-2 km across main roads and its risky. The Headmaster of the school has been co-operative.
· Plans – There is common land of the community in the village where the government has promised to build a government primary school for the children. Bharathi Trust has to write over the land to the government. This will happen very soon. Books, reading and teaching material will be required in the future.
· Teaching – Revathy is the teacher from Bharathi nagar itself. She tries to gather kids in the community and spends time with them in whatever way she can.
Other:

The discussion with the villagers happened and was captured on Video. The needs and priorities of the village were discussed. They stated many aspects including the need for electricity (It was night time when we reached Bharathi Nagar. There was no flash light with me. So, the video was shot in the dark with a small oil lamp)
There are no access roads/streets. Going to the hospital or or any such emergency is a big hassle. A vehicle for the community would be very useful.

The community feels that built in shelves within the houses would provide more storage space. This would also be very helpful.

There is also the issue of a proper cremation/burial ground.

Sidenote: We gathered at Cheenu’s home to discuss various aspects of the community. After the discussion, Kasthuri (Cheenu’s wife) hosted us for a wonderful dinner. We were all quite full after a late lunch. Venkat didn’t want to have dinner and Cheenu opted to have it later. I didn’t feel like refusing Kasthuri, so treated myself to fish fry, fish broth  and a sumptuous dinner. Cheenu’s daughter, selvi who has finished her 10th Std. had also helped out as a teacher in the EMC in Bharathi nagar.
Contact: 
Revathy (Teacher at EMC), Thangavel (Member of village committee), Punitha (Member of village committee), Ramesh (Member of village committee), Cheenu (Taluk co-ordinator, resident of Bharathi nagar) – Phone : Contact Details Available
Bharathi Trust Office
After dinner, we drove to the Bharathi trust office in Chidambaram. It was already 10 P.M. I struggled to keep myself awake. Fortunately, Venkat had taken a quick nap before the drive. Vishwam, a Bharathi trust employee was waiting for us at the office. We quickly made our beds and crashed. We woke up at 6:30 the next day, got ready and had a quick coffee in the nearby tea stall. I got a chance to take a few photos of the posters and other material put up in the office. There was the site plan for Bharathi Nagar, A sheet for tracking progress of women’s SHGs and other material. We started from the office at 7:15, had breakfast at Venkat’s usual place next to the temple and left to pick up Cheenu on the way.
Palayamkottai

On the way: Cheenu pointed out to a lot of settlements on the main road on our way to Palayamkottai village. There were many families living in huts that were made out of mud and thatched roofs. One such village/area was Sakankudi. Many such Irula families from this area were going to move to the homes in Bharathi nagar in a few days. We spoke to one such family and they mentioned that they can be evacuated anytime by the Highway commission. The hut was precariously positioned between a deep ditch on one side and the main road on the other. They have serious problems during rains with flash floods and inundation. Kids from the community do go to the nearby government school. The parents realize the importance and demand their rights from the school.
We first entered Palayamkottai town. It looked like any other town in mofussil India with cell phone stores, etc. We then drove further into the outer village. The roads got narrower and there was more stop, clear and go with livestock (cows, goats etc.) on the way. We got within a few yards of the Irula settlement and walked to the huts.

Background: No. of families = 12
The families live in small mud and thatched structures. The community has been relegated to the outer confines of palayamkottai for generations. The marked caste structure in the village is evident in the way the communities reside. The Irula settlements are next to the Dalit (Scheduled Caste) settlements in the outskirts. The community has traditional occupations of rat and snake catching. This and any other work related to agricultural labor is available only for a couple (or 3) months in a year. This is mainly when there is standing crop susceptible to rodents. The Irulas get paid a fixed amount for every rat they catch. Sometimes, they get to take the rats to cook and eat. The streams that run next to the settlements fill up and flood the houses frequently during the rainy season. Flash floods wash away homes on a regular basis. This also happens when culverts upstream are opened without warnings. Asha had approved funds to provide more reliable housing for the Irulas in the same locality. This would be low cost brick houses on an elevated platform to save the homes from flooding. The community is not interested in relocating to a different area as the fear of losing livelihoods and trepidation in exploring new avenues is strong. There is also a bonding and a strong desire to continue to live in this locality which has been their home for generations.
The children of the community go to the government school in the area. The parents do want the kids to continue their education. But, it’s not clear as to what would happen if the education was not free. The parents do try and make use of the NREGA act to avail employment opportunities from the government. This is the first year they are making use of this policy. They have got 30 days of employment so far out of the 100 allotted for the family. The pay has been regular and on time so far. These aspects have also been captured in the video in more detail.

We also discussed aspects related to land/home tax (the community calls it ‘adupu veri’ – as in tax for a cooking stove) that’s being levied on these communities.

Plans:
We are facing a hurdle for land to build the houses. The proposed land is temple land and the priest of the nearby temple refuses to donate/sell it to the community. He has threatened legal action if the community takes the land. The panchayat leaders have been ignorant of the community’s pleas and have suggested that if the community occupies the land, they would not stop them and will not pay attention. The community is not willing to take the panchayat’s word on this. Meanwhile, they explored to find other land nearby that’s up for sale for less than Rs. 2 lakhs.

Only a few members of the community have a community certificate. This is critical in making use of the various government schemes for ST in India. 

Other:

The village leader was not particularly excited with our visit and didn’t speak as much as the other members. He mentioned that many visits have happened, but he has not seen aspects move for them. Cheenu tried convincing him to not lose hope and show enthusiasm.  Most members were very vocal about the issues they faced. One awkward moment I had to face was when a cot was put for me to sit down. While Venkat and I sat on it, the other members refused to sit when we asked them to. After a while, we stood up.
Cheenu mentioned that they would immediately approach the Collector as Sarpam and work for the community certificate. He was confident about the Chidambaram taluka collector helping them out. He requested for the census information. But, Uma (a teacher in Bharathi trust school) had already taken it with her.
We backed off from the idea of visiting the land that can be bought for the houses, as Cheenu felt a vehicle on the land and folks inspecting it will make the owner hike up the price. He also felt that more information needs to be discussed before we make a move. We could possibly talk to the collector for Land or approach the owner in a simple manner. We later called Balakrishnan, the Sarpam District Leader. He mentioned that the panchayat has ‘agadhigal mugam’ (refugee shelter) land for refugees from Sri lanka. But, the allotted land was never used because there were no refugees. There is a possibility for us to demand the panchayat to allot that land.

Contact:
Geetha, Raja, Sudha, Cheenu (Taluk co-ordinator, resident of Bharathi nagar) – Phone : Contact Details Available
Sami nagar

Background: No. of families = 116
The housing was provided by Action AID for all the families. Sami Nagar comes under the cuddalore district and is close to SIPCOT industries. 
Housing: 

· Construction – Construction is complete. 
· Water – No issues with drinking water supply. A water tank was provided by the government.
· Electricity – Almost done. The remaining poles and wiring will be done in a few days. All material has arrived at the office.
· Settling and other plans - All of the community moved in two months back and no one is in temporary housing.
EMC:

· Current situation – About 100 kids are going to the government school that’s 4Kms away. The motivation/tuition center is of immense help with regards to keeping the children interested in education. Two kids wrote the 10th board exam. The lack of community certificate meant that the kids were left out of the system (General quota seats have high cut-offs and the children cannot be treated as such given their backgrounds).
· Plans – The highest priority of the community is for a permanent school within the community. They are willing to write the community common land for that purpose. The want the EMC to function as a full time school. Leaks etc. in existing structure can be fixed.
· Teaching – Subashini and Roshini are the two teachers in the school. They do attend the sessions regularly and when it gets late in the night. Some of the elder kids accompany them across to their homes.
Other:

The discussion with the villagers happened and was captured on Video. The needs and priorities of the village were discussed. In addition to above concerns there were also other needs of the community –

· A Safety fence blockading the railway track from playful kids. Many kids have already tripped and injured themselves. When the trains start going through, the situation can be dangerous

· A long discussion on how the government is not paying attention to all petitions filed for community certificates. The process has stagnated with pending investigation from the BDO office. All leaders in Sarpam (Right from state-wide to taluka) are aware of the situation and the Cuddalore district administration’s lack of interest in the issue. There are already plans for a protest to demand the community certificates for the Irula families of Sami nagar.

· We discussed a few aspects regarding scholarships for kids.

· We also tried involving more women in the discussion (who initially were reluctant to participate as their SHG leaders were not available). A brief discussion on alcohol abuse followed.

· We discussed their current livelihood options and any new possibilities. We briefly discussed effects of chemical dumps on backwater ponds in which the community fishes during rough days in the sea.

Sidenote: After discussions, we had a hearty lunch with members of the community. There was fish broth and spicy prawns made in huge community vessels. We had lunch at the thatched structure (EMC and community gathering space) itself. I mentioned that I might visit Sami nagar again just to have good food.
Contact:
Perumal (Village committee leader) – Phone : Contact Details Available,  Subhashini, Roshini.
Other Discussions
 There were many interesting discussions during travel with Cheenu, Venkat and others that I have tried to capture as points here:
· We discussed the influence of local mafia especially in the Chidambaram region and how human rights of the Irulas were violated

· We discussed the bonded labor issues in agriculture, brick kilns etc. Cheenu spoke about his personal efforts in releasing the bonded laborers and stories about threats and attempts on his life.

· We also discussed how almost all of the leaders in the Sarpams (i.e. at all levels) get an introduction to officials and direct exposure to dealing with the government. 

· Inter-caste marriages and what makes families refrain from doing so.
· Reservations, Caste struggles etc. with anecdotes

· Electoral representation of the Irula community

· The Veeranam dam, displacement of communities and the warning system
Since, some aspects might be opinionated I am not going into too much detail here. Please contact me if you need more information. We finally drove back to Chennai bv 4:15 P.M on that day. There are about 100 photos and about 3 hours of video footage from the visit. 
Photos link : http://data.ashanet.org/datastore/data/Chapters/Austin/Projectpics/siddamma/Cuddalore_BT_Visit/album/album/index.html
Please feel free to contact me (santhosh.padmanabhan@gmail.com) or Savitha (Savitha.sridharan@gmail.com) if you need this video material.
