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It was back in the year 1993 when my wife, Mrs. Hema Narasimhan, brought to my notice an article in a reputed Tamil magazine about the noble social activities of an organization called AMAR SEVA SANGAM situated in what was then a hamlet called Ayikudy, near Tenkasi in Tirunelveli District in Tamil Nadu, in South India. I had just then lost my mother and was looking for organization[s] possessing the required degree of efficiency, integrity and credibility catering to social needs, for me to donate money in the memory of my departed mother. 
A perusal of the article detailing the activities of the fledgeling organization and about the founder President, Sri. S. Ramakrishnan, convinced me that this was precisely the sort of organization that I was looking for, for making the humble donation in the memory of my mother, so that the money made available would be put to genuine use for the purpose intended. I duly acted accordingly.
Years rolled by and my job took me to places including in the far north. Pressure of work,  frequent transfers and not so well settled life for a meaningful length of time robbed me of any opportunity to think of contributing my mite to social needs. These factors appeared as good reasons at the relevant time but, reflecting back, they look like having faded into excuses for not contributing enough for social causes.
This was working in my mind for a long time,  some time even after my retirement from service, and I was harboring a desire to make a visit to Amar Seva Sangam at Ayikudy, not, repeat not, to check its activities as I was already totally convinced about it, but to have a personal, physical feel of the Sangam, its activities and the entire environment. 

I made the visit in the company of my wife in the year 2004 and was overwhelmed by the degree of its activities and the magnitude thereof. The size and the range of the Sangam’s activities were indeed beyond my wildest expectations and made me thrilled but feel small in that, if persons with huge physical handicaps-- Sri. Ramakrishnan, quadriplegic as a result of an accident he suffered when he was in the fourth year Engineering course, had been joined by Sri.S. Sankararaman, Chartered Accountant, suffering muscular dystrophy, in 1992--could achieve so much with single minded devotion to the causes they had undertaken, there was little justification for normal persons like me not to lend at least a helping hand in their noble endeavors, if not undertake the activities ourselves independently. Thereafter, I have made it a point to visit the Sangam every year, making my humble contributions, and have been happy to note that the Sangam has grown from strength to strength over the years, bringing  hope and reasonable degree of relief and cheer in the lives of several nearby needy villagers. 

My last visit to the Sangam was during last week. I consider these visits as annual pilgrimage for mental rejuvenation, serving as a stark reminder as to how well the Almighy has placed us as compared to our own brethren.
The Organisation, situated in Courtallam valley, in serene surroundings, made more serene by its own presence, caters, inter alia, to the educational, caretaker needs of children and adolescents of the nearby villages who are disabled or deformed, either by birth or by accident. Not content with the voluntary initiative of the local villagers to admit their needy children and wards in the Sangam, it reaches out to the villages to lure the residents to send them to the Sangam to take advantage of the facilities available  by deputing its own field workers to spread the message and information. While this may have become redundant in the recent past in that the reputation of the Sangam and its noble activities has spread far and wide, assuming proportions of folklore, the Sangam has felt obliged lately to restrict admission exclusively to beneficiaries situated in villages within a specified radius of Ayikudy. This has even resulted in some persons resident in outlying villages migrating and seeking fresh moorings in places within the specified radius of Ayikudy so as derive the benefit  of admitting their wards in the institutions run by the Sangam.
The Sangam has its focus on rural areas. It is situated in a sprawling 32 acre plot acquired thoughtfully when land was cheap and easily affordable. The land available takes care of the Sangam’s present needs and, possibly, of the immediate future. It teaches and imparts vocational training to the beneficiaries in skills such as working on computers, tailoring, notebook making and binding, to name only a few, in its efforts to make them feel independent and help them lead their lives. May be, in due course, the Sangam may get such imparted skills converted into viable commercial activities for its own benefit and 
that of the beneficiaries. 
The Sangam, by developing models for self help initiatives, enables formation and promotion of self help groups among rural women. It also runs a separate school for special children. By empowering differently abled children and rural women, it seeks to integrate them into the normal society. It serves the needs of over 300 villages and thus paves the way for channelising the enormous human resource and the energy generated for the larger benefit of the community..
The Sangam affords shelter to the differently abled children providing them the basic facilities like food and accommodation. The special children who do not need accommodation in the Sangam premises are provided with transport facilities for coming to the school and getting back to their residences.

The Sangam also runs a day time elementary and middle school. The range of activities of the Sangam goes on and on. They require large amount of funds. The expenses are kept to the minimum so as to ensure maximum amounts being available for the beneficial activities of the Sangam.

The noble activities of the Sangam have brought it enormous reputation attracting the attention of the local authorities as well as donor individuals and institutions abroad. The Collector of the district is the ex-officio chairman of the Governing Body of the Sangam.
The Sangam has, so far, won around two dozen awards and recognitions from reputed institutions for its good work. It remains autonomous and caters to the needs of the local and nearby communities and residents irrespective of their religion, political affiliation, gender, caste and so on. It regularly receives visitors and well wishers, both local and overseas, who support it considerably.

The Sangam is of the disabled, run by the disabled, for the disabled. Although one has an inherent dislike to refer to the physical handicaps suffered by Sri. Ramakrishnan and Sri .Sankararaman, these handicaps are treated not in that manner by the concerned personalities but as challenges to face the future with assurance and help similarly placed brethren to face life with hope and confidence.

Even as one sees and experiences the enormity of the achievements, so far, he cannot be lulled into being blind to the efforts and struggles that the promoters and executives have had to undergo, at considerable cost to their personal comfort, to build the institution over the years. Stupendous as the achievements may seem, even in case they were done by normal human beings with all physical faculties in tact, considerable further funds are needed, in addition to the present donations and grants, for the Sangam to sustain its present activities and further expand their scope for the benefit of the society. New class rooms have to be constructed, buildings have to be built, and equipment have to be acquired to meet the growing demands on the Sangam.
I have just recently read the book ‘How to Change the World’ by David Bornstein. It covers the success stories of individuals who have tried to change the lives of others in their chosen field of activity. Even as I was reading the book, I could not help wondering  how the enormous good work done by Amar Seva Sangam and its promoters and executives, which are surely on par, if not better at least in some cases, with those of the individuals covered in the book ever escaped the notice of the author. I am sure, however, that it will be only a question of time before the excellent work being done by Sri. Ramakrishnan, Sri. Sankararaman and others under the auspices of the Amar Seva Sangam gets even more widely known within India and outside to serve as an inspiration to others.

I wish the Sangam and the people behind the very best in their endeavors. 

