Site visit report for the HUT AIDS orphans (Asha NYCNJ) project, Perambalur, July 20 2007,
- prepared by University of Florida Asha Chapter co-steward Meera Sitharam

I visited the facility as planned on July 20th - went there just around lunch time and stayed until about 5pm. Accompanying me were Mr. Mahalingam, one of the trustees of HUT and my 2 kids (7 and 4 years old). At that time, HUT had just had their funding from Asha for 2 weeks, but they had been working on getting the school together for about 1.5 months (since they heard definitively from
Asha NYCNJ). It was impressive what they had set in motion during that
short time.

I had a chance to observe teaching, kids working on some English reading writing and math exercises, kids outside playing ball and frisbee  and the cook at work in the kitchen. My kids and I both interacted with the kids a little. (My 7 year old had 34 little drawings she had made one for each kid and my 4 year old gave away most of her tiny toys from her travel bag. Actually I suspect they were snatched away in a friendly way before she realized it, but she took it in her stride).
I talked to the teachers/cook/ayah/counselor a little, but primarily with Drs Raja and Indira Venkatesh. Here is what I found out:

Venue:
They have located a place to rent (after much difficulty, since most landlords they approached did not want anything to do with AIDS). The landlord they have found is a philanthropist and is very sympathetic to the school. The place is just south of Perambalur, right off the main Chennai-Trichy highway (about 100m  from it) among agricultural land at the foot of Pachamalai hills. It was a small school that another organization [image: image1.png]


was running, but who relocated to a bigger facility. It is light and airy with water and electricity and reasonable sanitation - simple but pleasant place.  They have electricity and have installed a borewell and since they are at the foot of a hill, they generally have enough water. They have bathroom, urinal and water toilet and a septic tank. They currently have 4 rooms which are doubling as classrooms and dormitory, but are soon to have a couple of airy sheds as classrooms. I think this is a wise decision.

Concern: Their difficulties in finding places to rent have given urgency to their resolve to acquire their own land as soon as possible. They hope to acquire the 1 acre of land on which this school sits and relocate their adult community care center (currently in Perambalur town) also onto this 1 acre campus. Their hopes are so high that they are putting HUT's money (not via Asha) into expanding the school construction at their own cost. Should the owner refuse to sell and should they have to move, they are going to lose everything they put in this.


Suggestions:

I would suggest: since they are getting into construction, they should pay  attention to energy efficient, water conserving, climate appropriate construction, and should converse with progressive integrated development organizations in Perambalur district itself, who have thought about this, for example www.payir.org (Mr. Senthil Gopalan). For one, they could use a bit more plumbing and a couple more faucets (currently, they have to carry the water from 1 central faucet), although I realize that fewer faucets means a more careful use of water (it is a dry district). In this connection, I would suggest to them to definitely use appropriate rainwater harvesting methods which are now being adopted in many [image: image2.png]


cities, towns and villages in southern India. The toilet/urinal was clean enough when I saw them, but from what I could see the kids just went out on the field rather than use the toilet/urinal. Since I suspect that dry composting and appropriately hygienic communal outside toilets are a better
solution than water toilets anyway, I didn't get into that discussion.

I would also definitely suggest they keep very clear records of exactly what was there before and what they constructed including before and after pictures


Employees:
Almost all the  staff have been appointed (1  cook, 1 ayah, 1 resident teacher, 3 teachers who come in everyday, 1 overseer/counselor who comes in every day from their adult community care center.  These people were appointed via advertisement on local TV making it clear that it was an AIDS orphan’s school and that several of the kids were HIV positive. All employees appear to be committed. Especially the cook/ayah/resident teacher are definitely committed.
Getting 34 kids, especially the younger ones, washed and ready every morning, feeding them, getting them to bed, monitoring their health etc. is a highly nontrivial task - they say that the older kids help the younger kids and also are very observant about each other's health - so they are getting a type of education that kids usually do not get. There is little question about the commitment of the counselor. He is himself HIV positive, heads the positive people’s network, is known to most HIV positive people/families in the district, and is active in a number of AIDS related educational projects especially in sensitive communities such as sex workers. And of course Dr’s Raja and Indira are a committed and dynamic couple who have an amazing fund of calmness and resourcefulness to see this through despite all the difficulties.
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Concerns:
They still definitely need a part-time nurse (please see next section on kids' health). For emergencies, Dr.s Raja and Indira are always available, and they also keep an eye on overall health, but they need someone who closely monitors each kid's health and is in communication with the ayah and resident teacher who looks after them and observes them every day.

The other thing I would definitely encourage is for them to have an independent outside counseling agency sending someone to interview the children on a quarterly basis - since one of the things that any residential school has to deal with is accusations of abuse (of any kind), especially a school for somewhat stigmatized orphans, (who don't have a family who keep an eye out). I think this would be a good thing for HUT and also for Asha. Could Asha arrange this?


Kids' physical health:
34 kids are currently there, 20 are HIV positive. 2 are receiving ART (at Trichy, 50km away), all are receiving pre-ART (at Perambalur) all once a month. 10 more have recently become eligible to receive ART.

Concern:
But due to a problem between TamilNadu Aids Control Society/Clinton foundation they have lost the Clinton Foundation support for taking the kids to Trichy Ideally the part-time nurse who observes them everyday,  and whom they still need, has to take the kids there in batches of 5 once a month, inform the doctor there about their health status monitor their treatment at GH etc. - at this   point they do not have this nurse). At this point they are getting the kids' relatives to take them there individually - this is not an acceptable solution. I think Asha needs to reiterate to them that this problem has to be solved urgently.

I also think that they should use RTI (right to information act 2005) to try to address the problem they are facing due to which Clinton foundation withdrew support. I.e., TNSACS claims that they are already providing the ART transportation/caretaker to take the kids to Salem (twice the distance as Trichy), and hence Clinton foundation is duplicating benefits to the same beneficiaries.
However, neither this transportation nor caretaker seems to have materialized, not to mention the inefficiency of taking the kids to Salem when Trichy is the obvious place to go to. I will, in fact, make an RTI application concerning this from here if HUT agrees to it.

Suggestion:
They should keep comprehensive and very regular records of several things: each kid's and health status both as recorded by the daily nurse who sees them, as well as the pre-ART or ART doctor who sees them once a month; a record of
exactly what is fed to the kids (nutritional balance).



Kids' emotional health:
The kids are very friendly and informal with the staff and with the Drs Raja and Indira which was good to see. But due to their difficult experiences (each kid has a whole novel hidden in his/her life), they are mature and sometimes cynical beyond their years. They are also more used to taking care of themselves than usual kids.

Suggestion:
As mentioned, a counselor does visit them every day, but again, I think a comprehensive and regular record of each child's emotional health should be kept (after a 1-1 interview periodically with each child). Also, as mentioned earlier (in the context of protection against abuse or of accusations thereof), at least every few months, there should be an independent outside counselor who comes in to do these interviews and their records/reports should also be maintained.


Kids' education:
They are in the process of applying for certification, but [image: image4.png]


only as a remedial school since even the 5th graders there cannot really read/write properly. They had yet to make a decision on which of 2 types of possible remedial school they would apply for, and they should soon let us know what they decided and when they will actually get the certification.


Suggestion:
Again, a comprehensive record should be kept of each child's educational level as time progresses (just the tests that they are given in class should be adequate, no extra work is required, but the teachers should be made to keep this record).

Another suggestion is to network with local organizations that have a progressive idea of schooling to motivate and suit the immediate social and environmental and practical needs of the children and also raise them to learn to make collective decisions, resolve conflicts and have control of their own immediate world and become mature and conscious civic citizens. In this context, I would suggest they talk again to Mr. Senthil Gopalan (www.payir.org, Thenur village in Perambalur district); and also to the ladies who run the Sivananda Balalaya school in Trichy - Mr. Mahalingam (one of HUT's own trustees) should be able to put them in touch. Although Balalaya's clientele and issues are quite different, they do deal with integrating special needs kids, and moreover they appear to be original thinkers and would probably be interested in trying to design a curriculum/method of instruction/teacher guidance for this HUT-Asha school.


Community Outreach:
The once a month community educational camps that they had planned had not started when I visited. I think this is a very important part of the project and hope to see also other children invited to these camps, perhaps other children from the villages that the resident kids [image: image5.png]


come from, or perhaps children from local schools etc. I would suspect that for example Sivananda Balalaya (see previous item) would participate in such camps.

Fundraising:
They are working hard at getting funding from several sources, both locally and abroad. Locally, the school has become well known in a short space of time, and it looks like at least food wise, they will soon become close self-sufficient, due to donations of food. Abroad, they are talking to at least 2 different sources that they hope will come through with large amounts of funding. All this is very encouraging to see.


Please contact me if you have further questions.
Meera Sitharam
August 25, 2007
Gainesville Florida
