Site visit report – Ramakrishna Seva Samithi, Bapatla
Contact Person: Mr. Natarajan
Date of visit: July 9, 2006

Visited by: Kiranmai Durvasula


One fine Sunday morning, my dad and I made our way towards Bapatla which is in Guntur district of Andhra Pradesh. It took us an overnight bus journey (thank God, it was a Volvo) from Visakhapatnam to Vijayawada and then a two hour train ride from there to Bapatla. My dad soon fell in conversation with the passenger next seat who happened to be my dad’s old student. Here, I should say that my dad is a retired Principal of Andhra University Law College, who taught Constitutional Law for over thirty years. The person next us belonged to the first batch my dad taught and surprisingly still remembered my dad by his first name. Soon, I fell asleep as it was still mid night by my standards (Time: 5:30 AM). The next thing I remember was my dad waking me as it was time for us to get down. 

Mr. Natarajan picked us up from the railway station and after a bumpy auto ride we reached Ramakrishna Seva Samithi. It was a one storey building with a big hallway, a small kitchen, two rooms downstairs and the first floor turned into a big prayer hall. They had few other rooms which include a small library built adjacent to the main building. They have a small plot of land which serves as the play ground for the kids. The first thing you see as you enter the premises is a portrait of Sri Ramakrishna Paramahamsa and a rack of books about him, his preachings and moral stories. We talked to Mr. Natarajan and his brother who are instrumental in running the Samithi. It seemed like from what they said that “Seva” (Volunteer work) is their only aim in life.

Sri Ramakrishna Seva Samithi, Bapatla was established in 1970 and runs with inspiration from the monks of Ramakrishna order. Although they explained that they receive no financial support from the Ramakrishna mission but they have visits from the monks regularly for various occasions. The most important activity of the organization is to help the needy children – provide them with one meal a day, basic education and train them in some vocational skill and provide clothing once a year. They also have in-house publications which partially contribute to the upkeep of the Samithi. The publications encompass translation into Telugu of the books by Vivekananda and other authors, songs by Sri Ramakrishna Paramahamsa, moral stories, and socially, spiritually relevant topics in Telugu as well as in English.  

The Samithi has no paid employees. The work and teaching is voluntarily done by Mr. Natarajan’s family members, some teachers from the local school and college as well as students who benefited from the Samithi. They have around 40-50 students as of now. Almost all of them go to the local municipal school. Samithi is where they go to in the evenings and Sundays where they get academic help and nourishment. All the kids who attend Samithi belong to the lower economic strata of the society, mostly laborer’s kids where the family income never crosses Rs100 per day.

Before the visit, we were concerned about the religious bias of the organization. When I put forth my fears, he patiently explained that even though they have prayers everyday, there is no compulsion on the students to attend and they have a good number of students belonging to religions other than Hinduism. The Samithi celebrates all important festivals including Christmas; they showed me pictures to substantiate their claim. The kids come voluntarily and have good number of girls attending the Samithi (The girl to boy ratio is around 45:55). They explained that all the children fall into two categories, one where they go to another school and get help here and the other where they do not go to any formal school at all. When I met up with the kids and questioned them, they sounded perfectly happy to be there and they had no problems with the prayers whatsoever. Mr.Natarajan told me how some of the kids there were mal-nourished when they came to the Samithi and had trouble even digesting milk. Well at that point I felt, these kids and their families were driven more by opportunity than religion and any voluntary help is a blessing.

The Samithi has trained around 150-200 students since 1995. They shared some of their success stories with me. One was about a school drop out boy, who was suffering from obsessive compulsive disorder where he had to wash his hands every few minutes. With the help of the Samithi and a kind homoepathic doctor, he was fully cured, completed his Bachelors in Agricultural Sciences and now working as a lecturer in the local college. 

My next query was about the retention rate of the students. They explained to me that they had a fair retention rate and kids who drop out are usually those who shift to other charitable hostels or those who have to go away to work for the sustenance of their family. To retain more kids, they have started “Earn while you learn” program where they train them and pay for their skills. The kids where taught book binding, embroidery, carton making, rabbit culture etc. They even make plates they eat out of everyday. These plates are made out of dry leaves of banyan tree stitched together. A very interesting aspect is that these kids are taught how to experiment and make everything themselves. For instance, they wanted to construct a wall around the Samithi building. They started out making the cement bricks and constructed the wall with their own hands. They also constructed a solar cooker which can cook two cups of rice. During one mosquito infested rainy season, some of the older boys were taught to stitch mosquito nets, which the Samithi volunteers distributed to all kids who attended the Samithi. And all instructions on “how to do” were downloaded from the net by Mr. Natarajan and explained to the kids. I was impressed with the practicality of the entire activity which is often missing in India among the best of schools. I felt that the kids who come there will go out with a skill which gives them a chance at livelihood. 

They had three computers in the main hallway. It was filled with stories of History, Panchatantra and Amar Chitra Katha which were uploaded after painstakingly scanning the books. All these are in the comic’s format, with a picture and a dialogue. It was the first of its kind I ever saw. The kids can visualize what they are actually learning and elder kids get to read the dialogue which is in English. All I could do was sit and applaud. They had some cartoon movies like Ice age, The Lion king, Shrek which the kids totally adore. I think if not for the Samithi they would not have ever gotten a chance like that. The kids were taught Yoga, singing, poem recitation among other activities. Infact they have plans to cut an album of their songs, which can contribute to the running of the Samithi. I did get to hear few songs; the kids were enthusiastic and sang with gumption.

They said that the aid, if Asha provides, will be primarily used in feeding, clothing and educating the children. They showed me their recent fiscal year accounts audited by a Chartered Accountant. I made a quick trip to the prayer hall, which was neat and well maintained. With that, I concluded the site visit.

All in all it was a very rewarding visit and what they are doing is truly commendable.  The volunteers are very dedicated to their work and they truly want to bring a change in the kids’s lives. The site visit left me with a lingering feeling that with a little help from Asha, the Samithi can do their work in a larger scale and cater to a larger group of kids.
