Site Visit to Phulenagar by Kiran Sequeira       January, 2004

Neetha Rao and I visited Phulenagar on January 05, 2004. We met with the following individuals:

Preethi Aghalayam, Asha-Mumbai and Phulenagar point of contact at IIT-Mumbai

Suresh Mhaske, Phulenagar project coordinator

Usha and Sangeetha, Phulenagar tutors for older children and vocational classes

Asha and Babita, Phulenagar tutors for Balwadis

Balwadi children (~30 children) and 3 children to be admitted to the new shelter for children of single parents

Background: Asha-DC has been involved with the Phulenagar project since 1999.  Phulenagar is a slum in Bombay with over 2000 households and a population of 12,000 – 15,000. Most adults are illiterate and belong to low castes (about 60% of the community is Dalit). The slum is largely neglected by the municipal corporation (due in large part to its Dalit status), and water/sanitation infrastructure is conspicuous by its absence. About 40 percent of men in the age group 18-35 years are either unemployed or work as casual laborers in construction. Most slum children go to the nearby Bombay Municipal Corporation school that provides education through the 7th Grade. Although most students pass their examinations, their standards are poor. Hence, after the 7th Grade, many students drop out and remain unemployed.  The number of slum children in the age group 4-18 years is about 1500.   

Project Team:  Suresh Mhaske, who is from the Phulenagar community, is responsible for the conception and realization of the project.  Suresh has an M.A. in social science. He has worked closely with Asha and frequently attends Asha conferences.  Usha is the senior-most teacher and has also been involved with the project from its early days. Sangeetha also has a Bachelor’s degree, while Asha and Babita have their 12th grade diplomas.

Activities to date:  Initially, project activities comprised of supplemental curricular education for the slum children (with a focus on Math and English), and vocational training in sewing for the slum women.  Over time, several additional activities have been undertaken.  These include non-formal education classes, balwadi/kindergarden, screen-printing and card-making for the vocational students, health education, community development activities (organizing events for festivals), etc.

Summary of Observations and Issues Discussed at the Site Visit

· There is a strong sense of community among the slum children and the project staff.  The project staff is very dedicated and committed.

· We attended a classroom session being conducted for Balwadis (kindergarden children), which was a very positive experience. The Balwadi children were all very happy to be in the class and the teaching style was informal and friendly.  Recently, the project team has been serving the children a wholesome pressure-cooked meal (rice and dhal/vegetable) to the children at the end of class on a daily basis. The funding for the food program (Rs 30K annually) was obtained from the Ammada Trust, a local trust in Mumbai (Arjun Menon is the Ammada Trust POC, Tel: 26480949). The food to be provided to the children as part of the new initiative can also be provided from these funds.

· The project staff is stretched thin in terms of their responsibilities.  They teach well over 150 students daily in multiple batches (Balwadis in the morning and school children in the afternoon and evenings).  All 4 teachers assist with revenue generation activities (as and when orders are received).  

· Revenue Generation:  The effectiveness of revenue generation has been discussed in the past. The two most popular products from a demand standpoint are Bags (canvas and jute bags that can be used for school, shopping, books, etc.) and T-shirts (with customized logos / screen prints). The bags typically sell for Rs. 100 – Rs. 120.  The material cost (cloth, transportation, etc.) per bag is Rs.76- Rs 80, and the cost of sowing/screen-printing is Rs. 16 – Rs. 20 per bag.  So profit per bag is less than Rs. 20. T-shirts are more expensive (Rs. 200 – 300) and price varies depending upon the material quality, complexity of screen print design, customization, etc. The revenue being generated covers the cost of the raw material, but the project is not able to generate significant volume/profits since they cannot compete on price/quality with commercial products.  Most sales activity has been largely through promotions by project patrons (like Preeti) and orders for isolated conferences and seminars.

· Asha-Mart: I proposed the possibility of channeling the Phulenagar goods via the Asha-mart initiative that Asha-DC is anchoring. The project team expressed interest in piloting such a revenue generation effort through the Asha mart, and then gradually ramping up activity if the pilot is successful.  They are awaiting feedback from Asha-DC on this.

· New Initiative: We visited the room where the children of single parents will be housed as part of a new initiative to provide shelter and food to such children (and provide them with a stable environment that would foster education and learning).  The room is the size of a large bed-room (by Mumbai standards), and will house a maximum of 12 children (all girls).  We met with 3 girls who would be admitted to the slum.  They were aged between 5 and 12 years.  Two of the girls, Kalpana Mudaliyar and Puja Mudaliyar, also joined us for tea at Suresh’s place.  Their father was a drunkard who had deserted them, and their mother is a beggar.  They were both looking forward to joining the group house, and I think they would benefit greatly from the positive environment in the new shelter.  The rent for the room is Rs. 500 a month (technically the land is illegal since it is part of the slum, but appropriation of slum land by government authorities is illegal).  The project team was hoping to inaugurate the project in February, and begin housing the children soon after funds were received.


· 80-G and FCRA: Suresh has been pursuing the 80-G tax status for Phulenagar (under the Hari Sundar Project / HSP name).  This will help the project attain the tax-exempt/tax deductible status, and is also key to obtaining the FCRA clearance required to received foreign/dollar contributions (the project currently receives foreign funds through Asha).  80-G requires the filing of 3 annual audit statements and 4 years of annual reports.  The audit statements are almost complete (one year is pending which will be completed very shortly). Ajay Tosar, a CPA who provides accounting support to Asha is assisting with this effort. Suresh is presently compiling the annual reports.  Suresh estimates that 80-G status should be obtainable in the next 6 months.


· Need for Computer/Printer: Suresh and the teachers said the project would benefit significantly from a new computer/printer.  This would help Suresh with the annual report development, imaging/printing of the screen prints, graphic/design innovations, etc.  Currently, a fair amount of time is spent shuttling between IIT (or commercial print shops) to finalize designs and blue-prints prior to executing an order for bags/T-shirts etc. Additionally, this would facilitate direct communications between the project team and Asha-DC and help build a better rapport.  Usha and Sangeetha are very familiar with the use of computers (language editors, etc.).  The computer would be housed in a safe location in Suresh’s room, where a phone line is also available for internet use.  A monthly internet usage fee would be incurred for internet access.  Additionally, interested children can also be provided limited access to the computer on an as-needed basis.


· Increase in Wages for Project Staff: In speaking independently with the teachers after class, they all reaffirmed their commitment to the project.  They informed me that their wages are about 20 – 30% lower than what is offered to teachers at comparable institutions in the city. They made an earnest request that we consider the possibility of increasing their wages for the next year.  


· The 3 most pressing concerns for the Phulenagar community are:

· Water supply (cost for independently funding a pipeline for the main road up the hill and into the slum is about Rs. 10-15 lakhs, but would still require authorization from the BMC to do this).  Water is by far the most pressing concern that slum residents contend with on a daily basis.

· Health and sanitation (there have been initiatives to start a mobile dispensary to serve Phulenagar and the neighboring slums using a grant of Rs. 20K Vasu Kamat).  However, there is often opposition from religious groups who tend to discourage and even scuttle such initiatives from taking a foothold in the community (such groups have prevented similar initiatives from going forward in the past)

· Education and revenue-generation activities – which is being addressed by the Phulenagar project.


· The Phulenagar team (mainly Suresh) has also been involved with a community that is very similar to Phulenagar in a drought-stricken area in Aurangabad to assist them in community development and education issues by leveraging the lessons learned from Phulenagar.  The project team is presently bearing related expenses (primarily transportation costs) independently, but hopes to be able to have these expenses covered by dedicated funds in short order.

Action Items:

For Phulenagar team (and Asha Mumbai)

· Tracking, Monitoring and Evaluation of Student Performance (Usha/Sangeetha and Suresh): Currently, there does not appear to be a formal system by which the performance/improvement in the performance of the school children is tracked.  The project treat must consider instituting procedures, whereby the performance of each student is documented and their improvement is monitored at fixed intervals (e.g., quarterly).  This would help ascertain the effectiveness of the classes in improving student performance.  It would also help identify areas of future emphasis and students/material that the project team needs to focus on to enhance the effectiveness of the tutorial classes.


· 80-G Status (Suresh): Complete the reporting requirements (annual reports and audits) for the 80-G and FCRA status as soon as possible.


· Computer/printer and upgrades to screen-printing equipment (Suresh/Preeti): Submit a formal proposal documenting the need for the computer/printer and internet. Consider expanding this proposal to include costs for upgrading the screen-print equipment and provide information to support the business reasons for this investment (ability to improve quality of finished goods, ability to access a wider customer base, etc.) 


· Asha-Mart (Phulenagar Team): Participate in piloting an initiative to sell Phulenagar products through Asha-mart (an Asha-wide web-site that will serve as a channel to sell Asha-wide merchandise and products from Asha projects).  Conduct planning (raw material, labor, transportation/shipping) and document procedures to facilitate decision making for future ramp-up.


· Conference Call (Phulenagar project team, Preeti):  Participate in a quarterly (or monthly) 
conference call with Asha-DC.


· Computers for children (Preeti): Preeti to look into the possibility of obtaining older computers (from IIT) for the children.


· Joint Initiatives with other local organizations (Asha Mumbai and Suresh): Asha-Mumbai to identify similar local non-profit organizations and facilitate interaction of the Phulenagar with such groups in the form of joint initiatives, knowledge sharing, cross-selling of Phulenagar products, training and acquisition of new skills, etc.

For Asha DC:

· Asha-Mart (Devyani):  Set up the infrastructure necessary to plan and execute a pilot initiative to sell Phulenagar products (web-site, coordination with other chapters, transactional issues, supplies and shipping, etc.).  Need someone form Asha-DC to take ownership of this and put together a small team/committee to execute this in the very near future.  The project team has free time in summer when children have their summer vacation, so this would be the best time to ramp up revenue generation activity.


· Funds (Asha-DC Projects group; Vidyut):  There has been a problem with the funds ($1500 for Phulenagar and $2000 for new initiative) that were remitted to in December.  The checks have not been received by Sandeep Pande as yet.  Asha DC needs to wire this money ASAP since the Phulenagar staff has not received salaries for the past few months.  Consider increase in the salaries of the Phulenagar staff for the next year (Suresh – Rs 5,000 to 6,000; Usha – Rs. 3,500; Sangeetha – Rs. 3,000 and Asha/Babita – Rs. 1,500).


· Computer/printer (Devyani/Kiran):  Evaluate the possibility of obtaining funds for a computer/printer for the Phulenagar project.  Estimated cost is Rs. 25K for computer and Rs. 15-18K for printer.


· Organize Conference Call (Devyani/Kiran): Organize a conference call with the project team to aid direct discussion of issues and develop better rapport with the project team.  Preeti has volunteered her place for the conference call (since a speaker phone is needed for the call).

· Pursue partnership with Maharashtra Foundation (Devyani/Anand/Kiran/Gagan):  The Maharashtra Foundation (MF) had expressed an interest in funding the Phulenagar new initiative for children of single parents in June 2003.  A formal proposal was submitted by Asha, and accepted by MF (amongst several other proposals) for funding.  However, MF decided to proceed initially with another Asha-sponsored project (where the funds required were significantly greater than Asha) with an implicit understanding that Phulenagar would be reconsidered for funding once the relationship between Asha and MF matures.  Asha-DC must pursue this with Asha-wide and interact directly with MF if possible to ascertain their future involvement with Phulenagar.
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