
Minutes of weekly Asha Fellows Call 
Monday August 04, 2008.

Attended by: Ganesh (Austin), Meenakshi (UFlorida), Sanjeev, Ram (Bangalore), Roopa, 
Meenakshi, Vinod (SV).

[1] Meenakshi
[http://data.ashanet.org/datastore/data/Focusgroups/Fellowships/Proposals/Pending/Meenaks
hi/]

Meenakshi has been working in the community and the Puvidham Learning Center. The school has 
been functioning for the past 8 years with a lot of Asha support. Most folks from the community 
are migrating out since the farming is hard due to sallow land and lot of soil erosion. How to 
generate livelihood programs in this area with this geography is her focus. She is planning on 
multiple projects for this, exploring various activities that can generate livelihood for folks without 
migrating, including bamboo plantation etc. 

Some questions from the previous call were answered:

[1] Seasonal cultivation is planned. Question is can bamboo replace the food grown? What will be 
the space allocated for alternative growth?
Bamboo will not replace the existing agriculture. Jul-Aug is the rainy season and existing crop will 
be grown. Bamboo will most likely line the border of the land etc. and will be in addition to what 
exists. Bamboo also needs initial seeding and then is a fairly stable plant on its own.

[2] Does seasonal cultivation work imply on their own fields or as agricultural labor on others' 
fields?
This project focus will be on people who have their own fields. Not on agricultural labourers. The 
first option will be to work with parents of the children who come to school at Puvidham. 
Reasonable to assume that at least 50% of children's parents have access to some sort of land. 

[4] Is the work going to be done by an organization or it is just her?
There is no real organized group there other than Puvidham. CCD from Madurai can seed ideas --
but what we need to figure out is how this will happen if it she is the only one working on this. But 
it will only be her mostly.  The school has doubled its size. The hostel has also doubled its size. 
Hostel construction work also going on which takes a lot of Meenakshi's time right now. 
Meenakshi estimates 40% of her time with the school, and 60% with others. We have to revisit that 
and see what is more realistic. We also have to ask the others involved in Puvidham as well. Who 
else will be involved in these activity? Maybe 2 more folks will be involved in doing this work --
not clear as of now.

How big is the target audience?
A survey was done and to begin with it will affect about 30-40 families. The students did a survey 
of those who did agriculture in the area, and were asked if they were interested in doing all this 
regeneration and income-generation through growing other crops like bamboo. Ram will get back 
with details of this survey. Ram to send the pdf of the survey (in tamil).



[5] Is there an effort to involve the school children? Who will plant the seedlings/saplings?
Ideally yes, some amount of learning will also happen. even the survey was done by the school 
children.

[6] Expenses for the initiative per say? employing more people?
The whole planning aspect of what exactly she is going to do would be good to nail down with her. 

Is this something that can happen in a discussion with the teachers? To make sure the teachers are 
interested and will have a time to do? Ram thinks it wont be a realistic discussion. They may not 
really say no. Are there other folks in the village who will come and work part-time? We will need 
man power for sure. And there is a possibility of that. 

[7] The current organic experiment - in what terms is it successful?
[8] People still need to buy into the idea, how is that going to work out? Will they give out their 
land that grow on it? Will they be given funds for planting the trees? 
[9] Why would people be keen on this scheme?
In terms of land regeneration it is phenomenonly successful. In terms of economics, its not clear. 
Money comes in from outside, not sure how much livelihood for themselves is generated from the 
land itself. May also depend on the time you spend on it. Umesh does not live on the land anymore 
and works for an organic certification agency in Bangalore -- so they dont do farming intensively 
there; and farming is a full time job. So the focus should be on the parents of the school children --
of the 150 kids, 70 families have land and should be focussed on. 

The kind of org structure required to make an impact on large area is not available here. The 
intention of the fellowship might be to overall build an org like timbaktu eventually which will 
have the resources and the reach to expand deeply into the community.

One concern is how much will this affect the school's functioning, if Meenakshi is going to take 
this up. We need to discuss that with Meenakshi and clarify that. Along with how can she see to it 
that it doesnt get affected -- or can it include the school children and be part  of the curriculum; etc.

Another concern is that even though bamboo is planted, it is not easy to make it economically 
viable, right from the start, who will be the final consumers, what is the market for that etc. have to 
be nailed down. Bamboo itself will take to grow -- and then it depends on the market and how 
alternative furniture will be perceived in the area. It is far in the future. How bamboo is able to 
absorb labor in a different industry. The villagers are not concerned about land/soil erosion. They 
are concerned about the money they get. So bamboo output should be more than their current 
earnings in Bangalore eventually for the migration to stop. 

Some of this plan should be to prove that eventually this will be economically viable. So the folks 
will still migrate while bamboo is growing. In general 20% of families dont migrate, and they 
should be the first target. If it can be shown that it works, then others might be attracted to start 
doing that. Convincing is a very difficult task. Need to start with folks who are around, attached to 
their land, and are willing to try out. The rest will join only if we practically demonstrate that it will 
work.

Next step: talk to Meenakshi and pin down a plan on how this will happen, who will be involved, 



and amount of time she will take off the school (and hostel put together). 

[2] Nammalvar
[http://data.ashanet.org/datastore/data/Focusgroups/Fellowships/Proposals/Pending/Nammal
var/]

 Since Nammalvar is 71, there may be many more medical expenses. We need a method to support 
increased medical expenses

o May not be necessary - not the kind of guy who will go to a hospital. Will be accounted 
through the personal expenses part of the budget – he is in really good health, does yoga, 
has many potions of his own concoction including panchagavya. 

 Q: What about support for his personal assistant? 
o More of a honararium - is an engineer. Mostly doing the driving/documenting voluntarily.

 Q: Are there other members of family he needs to support? 
o We don't know about this yet.

 Q: What does "Meeting and training expenses" cover? 
o When we had fellows conference, in parallel bharati trust had organized a local meeting with 

farmers for Nammalvar - so that he could explain the economics of going organic to the 
farmers. The first step of convincing is where he is extremely good at. So in this phase, if 
there is a group that is organizing his talk, the part of the farmers having to come and stay at 
some place etc. the travel and food etc. and training expenses - are paid for by the group. If 
there aren't any organized groups which can do that, then he would do that on his own 
using these meeting and training expenses.

 He is trying to make farming viable – that is the fairer way to look at it (how the farmers perceive it). 
All things along the lines of organic, renewed land, no soil erosion, multi-culture, no GM etc. are part 
of his philosophy, but what the farmers are looking for is low cost. In the context of the current 
farming crisis low cost is an important solution. 

Vote: We approve the fellowship of Nammalvar from the Fellowship group.
All in favor: Sanjeev, Vinod, Ganesh.
Abstain: Meenakshi, Meenakshi, Roopa (will read and vote by email).
Vote to remain open by email until end of this week. Everyone please read the documents and 
email me your vote and/or your questions by end of this week (end of Saturday Aug 9, 2008). 

[3] Other topics:

1. Need to review many of the existing fellowships through the current Asha-Fellows group 
process. The plan is to go ahead with the "Know-your-fellows" calls and at the end of that 
call, (without the fellow being on it), we can discuss and formally approve (or not) the 
fellow thorugh our fellowship process. We have to do this to uniformly have all fellows 
prior to this process also be part of the same Asha-wide approved process.

2. We already had Nandlal Master's "know-your-fellows" call. The plan is to approve (or not) 
his fellowship through the current process at next week's call.

3. Need to find funding for two Asha fellows approved recently by the Fellowship group. 
Sanju Kumar and Rajarethinam were both approved in  June, and need to be funded by a 
chapter. Asha U Florida is interested. Need to follow up and find out what the status is. 


