SWANIRVAR  UPDATE , 23 AUG – 23 DEC, 2003

Microfinance – SHG

# On 23rd Aug  , the secretary of the Panchayat & Rural Dev. Department of West Bengal had called CARE - – the lead NGO promoting women’s Self Help Groups (SHG)in the state—for a meeting . CARE asked me and some of their other partners to attend. This govt. department has  promoted about 70,000 SHGs in the state under an All India programme .  But they candidly admitted that they had no idea about the health of these groups, even  to the extent that many of these “reported” groups might not  exist. Also they had no means of finding this out. The officer in charge wanted CARE  and its partners to take these over completely. Ultimately we negotiated that we could have a team of 4-5 NGO staff linked to the concerned district office and work for 3 years to strengthen the whole district system for the  building-nurturing-monitoring of SHGs . On 2nd Dec, the Secretary informed us that the Govt. of India has approved the idea and is immediately willing to transfer the money for the NGO’s expenses. Now the concerned Minister in the state has to convince the district governments ( Zilla Parishads) to agree to work with the CARE partner. So it is us in North 24 Parganas district. On the one hand we are excited. On the other hand we know it is going to be big headache. We have to release some of our best workers ; we do not have replacements ready ; it will involve a huge amount of “negotiations” with politicians, bureaucrats, other NGOs in the district ; we have to build up our capacity to work with much larger number of groups spread over  a large geographical area – 2000-3000 groups in 15 blocks compared to what we do now --- 400 groups concentrated in 2 adjacent blocks.  We are still waiting for the signal from the govt.

# There is going to be a World Microfinance Forum next year in Washington DC. Before that there are  going to be continent level conferences and the Asian one is going to be held in Dhaka from 14 – 17 Feb, 2004. I shall probably be going , not so much because of the microfinance , but to establish contacts with NGOs in Bangladesh. 

# For the last 6 months we had been sporadically talking to several banks to give us a loan for further lending to SHGs. From early October ,United Commercial Bank (UCO) became quite serious ; did various inspections; spoke to CARE ; and finally in early December we stuck a very good deal. They have given us a Cash- Credit account for Rs.5 million (more than $100,000)  at 9% interest . Out of this we have repaid the Rs.3 million we had taken from CARE at 10.5% interest. This is probably the biggest such deal in West Bengal between a bank and an NGO to act as intermediary for giving loans to SHGs. But this also has been possible mostly because of the senior retired banker who is our advisor-consultant placed with us two years back by CARE. So this idea of having specialist volunteers / consultants has to be expanded , but by whom ?

# On 25th Nov, a person from CARE South Africa visited Swanirvar along with a senior staff in Kolkata and Delhi to see the Participatory Monitoring & Evaluation System which 8-10 of our SHGs have been using for the last couple of years. This is a chart consisting of various indicators which are marked with symbols by illiterate women so that they can all understand  and discuss each member’s situation as well as the group’s. We hope to become a resource centre for teaching this to other NGOs. Today and tomorrow ( 22 and 23 Dec) , a film crew  funded by CARE  is visiting to record this work to make a training audiovisual. 

# Alison,doing a PH.D. in the public health dept. of UCLA , came to know about us through the web; contacted one of the ASHA-Stanford organized volunteers who came to Swanirvar in June-July ; attended the Swanirvar fund raiser in Los Angeles ; and finally landed up in Kolkata to explore a Ph.D topic relating SHGs to public health. She spent some time at Swanirvar from 17th –19 Dec. We had some interesting discussions.  

Design work : Panchayat and Civil Society 

# In end August and early September I was busy preparing for the 2nd round ( The 1st round had taken place from 23rd July till 7th August)of the design of Civil Society Strengthening Programme  ( CSSP) to be funded by British govt. The two British consultants and the one from Delhi again arrived on 17th Sep. and the 5 of us ( there was another person from West Bengal ) got busy with meetings – discussions – writing. We physically disbanded on 1st October. But the bulk of our writings, debates, modifications took place by email till 20th of October after which all the documents were handed over to the govts of England and  West Bengal. Finally on 11th December , a  big meeting chaired by me was held in Kolkata with about 40 major NGOs, some officials from the British and West Bengal govt  where the design was shared and discussed. 

# Meanwhile British govt. officials in small and big groups have been making many visits during October-November to discuss the Panchayat design of which I was a member and had worked from last December till June this year. Generally I have not taken part in these “appraisal” discussions although invited by senior govt. officials simply because I didn’t have the time. But I keep on hearing about the various issues and objections being raised . A final round of meetings were held from 15-17 December. I could be present only on the first day. The final shape of the design after modifications by both the govts will become clear only in end January.

 Panchayat  related work

# In June , fresh panchayat elections were held in the state. In Bajitpur where we had worked intensively from June,2002 till Feb,2003 to develop systems for people’s participation and gradually helped to evolve a people’s plan --- CPM has come to power in place of Congress and the local powerful leader  ( not elected , but in control ) has decided to throw out everything that we had done . The men are grumbling , but  the women , specially belonging to SHGs ,  have gone on the warpath and have put up big fights in the mandatory village meetings held by the panchayat in November. The situation is a bit delicate for us as we are being accused of “instigating” the women to create trouble.

# In November another local CPM leader ,whom we had taken to Kerala in 2000,  has asked us to work in an adjacent panchayat  forgetting Bajitpur .There are severe factional fights within CPM in our district and this invitation is partially a fallout of this . I am going to be present at a meeting with this panchayat on 31st December . Let us see what happens. Swanirvar supervisors are scouting out for a few more interested panchayats.

# CASA , one of the big church based funding agencies, asked me  and a senior govt. faculty at the State Institute of Panchayats to  conduct a workshop on panchayats for about 25 of their partner NGOs working in various districts. I put in some effort to design training modules for  two days and the other person did it for one day. I conducted classes on 28th and 30th October. It was ok . But such courses have to be better designed and fleshed out  by an  appropriate team.

# Yesterday , 21st December, again the same two of us ( as above) were asked to conduct a one day workshop on West Bengal panchayats for 7 NGO ( Shaplanir) staff , 7 local govt. elected officials and 1 govt. staff from Mymensingh district of Bangladesh . This was organized by the NGO – Service Centre. The discussions were quite lively and I learnt a lot about the systems in Bangladesh . Today and tomorrow (22nd and 23rd Dec.) this group is visiting Swanirvar. 

# In October and November . we spoke to 216 women of 15 SHGs of Bajitpur area asking about their participation in the panchayat processes of last year and what is their opinion about the role of a local govt. This is our rough attempt at doing a more  rigorous empirical research. But it would be nice to have academic backing when doing this kind of thing. 

Arsenic 

# From October the 2nd phase of installing Arsenic Removal Plants has started. We had already installed 11 till June, 2003. In this 2nd phase 8 new ones have been installed and 2 are in the process. We have also started the trial of the household arsenic filter, designed by one of our workers,  in 15 households. 

# On 15-16 December there was a high powered workshop on Arsenic with many people from govts of India, West Bengal , and NGOs  participating . Swanirvar was asked to present  the “Community Participation” aspect. This forced me to sit with Swanirvar’s arsenic team , collect all the data , get the stories and make a power point presentation. I learnt a lot about Arsenic. 

Agriculture

# In the last few months the agri dept. has finally been able to do a lot of very useful documentation . One type  is the understanding of the local systems, situation , opportunities etc. To give some examples ----  we now have data on production, costs and profits of main crops; village wise agri-land analysis ; monthwise disease pattern ; weeds and their uses ; what green leafy vegetables ( shaak) are available free and their calendar etc.

# The second very important task has been the documentation of many of the “trials”carried out and the “systems” developed by the farmers under Swanirvar’s guidance. 

# The third task has been the more rigorous evaluation of the various farmers and home gardeners groups so as to help us design better capacity building packages for them. 

Education 

Here I am giving some  of the highlights from April till October,2003. There are 512 students in 4 primary schools 

# For the 4 Swanirvar primary schools ( Matia is the new addition ), 7 workshops were held with 272 parents where the parents made work cards which were actually used in the classroom subsequently. There were discussions on changes in local festivals , rice varieties, games over the years --- something which we are incorporating in our History syllabus. Parents had fun; better understanding of what we are doing ; and they also gave creative inputs. 

# This was extended to GOVT. PRIMARY SCHOOLS .  In 4 schools after a series of meetings with teachers , VEC ( village education committees – mostly a non functional body) members – the parents’ workshops were organized. A total of 81 fathers, 112 mothers, 12 teachers , 28 other VEC members , and 10 from Swanirvar participated in these workshops. In one place the older siblings of the primary children also participated enthusiastically . In one school the guardians have said that they would hold such a workshop every three months !!  ( We need to document and really make a song and dance about this kind of community participation in the popular media – so that decision makers at all levels get positive ideas instead of constant bashing that they get for things not working ---- but who will do it ? ) 

# Sahitya Sabha , a children conducted creative performance show ,which  we had started 3 years back for our own schools was extended last year to include govt. primary schools. This year we had one at Bajitpur Gram Panchayat where 16 govt. primary schools and 3 SSKs were present. ( these are another category of schools for non school  goers started by the panchayat dept. ) There were 125 participants. Some parents were also involved in organizing . 

# A mixture of conventional twice a year exam and system of continuous classroom evaluations has started. Sounds easy , but the teachers are facing all kinds of teething and conceptual problems as the nature of questions are also changing. 

# Childrens Committees have been strenghthened to take care of cleaning the classrooms, bathrooms, the surroundings ; a second  one to manage the library and organize  the sahitya sabha; a third one to take care of the games materials ; plus there are “seed” teams and “water” teams as per need . 

# The schools have started using a new environment book , a translation of Digantar’s ( a leading education NGO of India based in Jaipur, Rajasthan) series “Apne Aas Paas”. It took us a long time to translate and publish these books. We have done 3 out of the 5 and next year we shall do the rest 2.     

# The state govt. has started more than 10,000 alternate schools called Shishu Shiksha Kendras (SSK) by the Panchayat department as opposed to the Education dept. This is meant for small villages / hamlets where it is difficult to open a full formal school. But these schools do not have a support structure. So recently UNICEF is paying for appointing around 4-5 Quality Managers in each district. I was involved in formulating the training programme for these  managers and as part of their training , 15 of them spent 5 days at Swanirvar in late June-early July. They were really impressed by the workshops that we have with the parents. 

Youth ( KKB – Kishor – Kishori Bahini)

I  am giving only some of the significant new developments from April onwards 

#  The senior KKB members have now opened 15 Eco Groups in uncovered hamlets of their 7 villages to involve more youths. 

# For the first time ,in all the 7 villages,  the First Aid training to new children were given by senior KKB members instead of Swanirvar staff.

# 28 youths were trained to do book binding. They repaired the books of their own KKB libraries . They also earned money by doing work for others.

# Food processing training was given to some of them. They are producing jams, squash etc. Some has been sold in Kolkata. There is also a local demand being created. 

# Workshops were held with the parents of the KKB members in 5 villages where 128 parents participated. 

# After training , the KKB have become adept at making decorative hand made paper. Their items have been displayed in exhibitions in Kolkata and some has been sold. This also has a growing demand which has to be tapped.  

# This year there was much more participation in the thrice a year road cleaning that the KKB do every year. In Bajitpur ,  women of SHGs also participated. Those villagers who had said they would come but could not , contributed the tiffin money . General villagers’ participation was good, right from the planning stage,  in 3 other villages. 

Misc.

# On 15th Sep I was asked to conduct a class on rural development for the seniors of the two year Master of Social Work programme at Jayprakash Institute of Social Work in Kolkata. This is one of the two places where such a course is taught in West Bengal , the other one being Santiniketan. I was  disappointed at the physical state of the Institute ( a very sad looking place ) , and also the lack of knowledge among students on very basic development subjects/issues. 

# On 13th Oct. , a social scientist from the prestigious Centre for the Studies in Social Sciences ( there are 16 such central govt funded research institutions all over India similar to CSIR) along with a Dutch collaborator came to discuss a future education research project regarding the participation of community in schools with me . 

# On 20th October , a German funding agency called Indienhilfe , held a meeting regarding a “twinning” programme of some German and Indian high schools. I am supposed to be the project coordinator in India. Last week I learnt that their funding application to EU has been rejected.  Indienhilfe wants to go ahead on its own steam. But I havnt been able to organize the necessary meetings here.

# On 22nd October , I attended a 4 day workshop organized by an NGO called Science Communicators Forum . They are the nodal agency for a massive govt. of India programme next year to be celebrated as the Year of Scientific Awareness.So this workshop was organized to generate and flesh out specific project ideas where Swnairvar participated along with many other NGOs. Next year we shall be quite involved in this programme.

# On 25-26 November Jayant and Yogini Shroff from Share & Care Foundation of New Jersey visited us. We discussed some specific projects which Share & Care could fund independently. My possible visit to USA in 2004 was also discussed.

# From 28 Nov – 1st Dec , Balaji from Tamil Nadu Science Forum and AID stayed with us in Kolkata . We had lots of interesting discussions . I liked the package that they are developing regarding  Science Lab in schools of various price range where one could start with very little money and then add on as and when funds are available. 

# On 6th December I met Mitra Nag in Kolkata , one of our chief fund raiser organizer in Los Angeles. We discussed my  US visit in October , 2004 , and the possibility of three kinds of meetings  

i) fund raising meets for Swanirvar 
ii) meets to discuss possibilities of a systematic involvement of Bengali NRIs in West Bengal's development 
iii) feasability of talks in university depts. dealing with local government

Sujit Sinha , Kolkata , 23rd December, 2003      

