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Project Name:


Asha Ashram, Lalpur

Contact Info:


Sandeep Pandey





A-893 Indra Nagar





Lucknow, UP 226016




Email:  ashaashram@yahoo.com; phone: 0522-347365/342435

Getting there:


60 km from Lucknow; go 40km on Sitapur Road and then take 

left (and then ask someone!)

Asha’s association:
Sandeep, one of the founders of Asha has set up this center near Lucknow  

FCRA clearance:
Yes

Site visit date:  


July 2, 2002

Time spent at project: 

2 days in Lalpur; 1 day in Lucknow

Report written:  

July 9, 2002

Visited by:
Raj Chauhan (for questions/comments, email--chauhr@yahoo.co.in)

Photos at:


http://photos.groups.yahoo.com/group/rp_trip/lst

 (photos to be 

up-loaded soon)

Background of the project


Sandeep Pandey, one of the founders of Asha for Education has set up this center in a very poor village about 60 km from the state capital of UP, Lucknow.  The land to start this center here was donated to Asha by a gentleman of that area.  This center (“ashram”) has been in operation for about 2 years and a number of activities are undertaken here including basic education for children, bee keeping, healthcare, etc.  It is intended that the center become self-sustainable and people acquire skills that make them self-reliant.  

About the Visit


After having visited more than 20 different projects around the country I was very curious and excited to see Asha’s own effort in education and development.  The site selected for Asha’s experiment seems rather appropriate:  a very poor village of mostly dalits (lower caste) in the one of the poorest states of India.  


On July 2nd Sandeep asked me if I was interested in accompanying him and a journalist from Hindustan Times to visit the Asha Ashram at Lalpur.  I accepted his invitation and in the late morning we were on our way to see the center.  The first 40km of the journey is very smooth since the road is very good (this “Sitapur” road goes all the way to New Delhi).  After turning from the Sitapur road, the next 20 km or so are bumpy but the road is still pucca.  The surroundings are beautiful with green fields stretching as far as the eye can see (quite a contrast to most parts of MP and Rajasthan!).  Even the river Gomti looks relatively clean (inviting for a swim in the heat).  However, the approach road to Lalpur (3 km long) is kuccha and is quite terrible.  The government had sanctioned Rs. 28 lakhs for the construction of a pucca road but corrupt officials have “eaten” most of that money.   There is an electricity sub-station 3km from Lalpur at the beginning of the approach road but the village has never been electrified.


The layout of the village is rather linear and the Asha Ashram is the first building one encounters when entering the village using the approach road.  It was early afternoon when we arrived and we could see a number of men and children in and around the Ashram.  They gathered around us when we got there.  Men and even children walked up to us and shook our hands.  The Ashram currently consists of 3 separate permanent structures:  i) a large room which is constructed with the use of ferro-cement blocks.  ii) a separate hut-like structure made of mud which is mixed with something to give it a more concrete look, iii) a large covered courtyard.  There is also a separate bathroom for men and women.  Under construction is another room, which would serve as a kitchen.   Apart from these buildings there is some empty land to conduct any other activity.


We walked around the Ashram and met up some of the “Ashram workers”.  They are from the village and are closely associated with the activities of the Ashram.  For example, we met Laxmiji, the teacher at the Ashram.  He teaches the younger children in the morning and 3 older girls in the afternoon.  One of the first and most important things I observed was that the villagers consider Ashram a part of their community.  There are no boundary walls around the Ashram.  Villagers come and go as they please.  Even villagers of Lalpur who have no association with the Ashram come there to watch activities at the Ashram and even take a nap there in the afternoon.  

We then took a stroll through the village itself.  There were no pucca houses and road was muddy and slushy due to the recent rains.  Many women were cooking “chapatees” outside in the small courtyard of their small mud huts.  Some invited us to sit down and have a meal.  Some asked why the Ashram couldn’t help improve the roads there.  A few of the children scarcely clad followed us through the village.  Some of the children looked very sick and malnourished.  I was curious to find out what some of the villagers thought of the Asha Ashram in their village.  But the villagers I asked that question were not that forthcoming and some of things they said weren’t necessarily all positive.

We had our lunch of “daal-chawal” at the Ashram.  After lunch, the HT reporter spent some time talking to the villagers about the corrupt pradhan who is taking money from landless villagers to give them “pattas” (land) as recently directed by the state government.   Since we had to visit the village of Natpurwa we left the Ashram in the afternoon.  Neelkamal, an active volunteer from the village of Natpurwaa accompanied us. He has been working on different activities of the Asha Ashram for the past year or so.  Another active volunteer from Natpurwa, Guddu who has been working with Sandeep for the last year was not around to go with us.

About Natpurwa


“Nat” in the word “Natpurwa” stands for the Nat community - the “Nat” people are performers who are typically known for tight ropewalking (they walk on ropes tied on long poles and suspended vertically) etc. (common in Rajasthan).  I was expecting Natpurwa to be a village similar to Lalpur since it was only 10-15 km away from it.  But was I wrong.  Prostitution and Natpurwa would be considered synonymous in this part of the world.  We were told that the business of prostitution has been taking place there for 300 years.  Customers come here from far and near.  Even policemen are frequent customers.  The 2 Asha volunteers from Natpurwa had once been part of that same system. Now their families are not in the prostitution business. However, most of the families in the village are involved in it.  In fact, in Natpurwa very few families have a (head) male figure in the household.


We first went to Neelkamal’s house in the village.  It was a nice clean “kuccha” house where we all sat in the center courtyard.  We were offered water and Parle glucose biscuits. Sandeep knows Neelkamal’s mother and he spoke to her about a number of things including her health problems.  Sandeep has developed a good rapport with a number of villagers here in Natpurwa and especially in Lalpur.  His style is very open and people open up to him very well—he listens well to their problems and issues.  We decided not to accompany the HT reporter when she went to talk to a couple of the prostitutes of the village as it is a very sensitive matter in the village.  Even the cameraman didn’t accompany the reporter initially.  

The two youths of Natpurwa, Guddu and Neelkamal who have been working with Asha are starting a school for the children of the village.  After sitting at Neelkamal’s house for a while, we walked to the location of the school that is being planned in the village.  The village seemed larger than Lalpur.  We saw a group of men at one corner playing cards (we were told some of them were pimps and all of them drank alcohol most of the time).  We were told that the pimps were connected to folks and networks in Mumbai and the Middle-East.  It is striking that even this poor village in the middle of nowhere in India was “connected” to the outside world but not for the right reasons.  Neelkamal pointed out to us that one of her friend’s 14-year-old sister was sent to Mumbai only a couple days ago.  We then met Guddu who showed around his house where the school will be held.  We all went to his mother’s house for a few minutes before leaving Natpurwa.  For obvious reasons there are a lot of children around in this village and this was evident as we walked around village.  In fact, we were told that in some households there were 15-20 children.  

Post Natpurwa-visit events:


On July 3rd, The Hindustan Times reporter published a front-page article on the business of prostitution in Natpurwa.  This got a lot of peoples attention.  Organizations like Lions Club have called to ask if they can be of any help. The article also mentioned that District Magistrate (DM) and Superintendent of Police (SP) had never heard of it.  Needless to say, this story wouldn’t do wonder for their careers. Guddu and Neelkamal informed us later that the next afternoon a number of police jeeps including that of SP and SDM arrived at the village.  The villagers had never witnessed such a procession of official vehicles (or government officials) before.  The police severely beat one of the customers in front of the villagers.  The police also had a word or two with some of the prostitutes who actually gave them an earful.  The villagers including the pimps know that Guddu and Neelkamal had bought in the journalist and are not exactly happy with them. (In fact, Guddu heard that some villagers want to collect a “chanda” to “finish them off”.)  Guddu and Neelkamal themselves are very disappointed at the turn of events because they wanted to work with (not against) villagers to improve their conditions and get women off slowly from the prostitution to other income-generating activities.  Now, they think it will be challenging for them to work with them.


Earlier Sandeep had visited DM’s office in Hardoi to file a complaint about the Lalpur pradhan’s corrupt practices as well as to talk about the prostitution practice in Natpurwa. DM was willing to see Sandeep because Sandeep knows a relative of DM. Although theDM was amenable to talk about the pradhan issue but he was quite uncomfortable about the Natpurwa developments.  And in fact, from what I was told, he sounded pretty incoherent when the topic was broached.


On July 5th during an internal Asha meeting at Lalpur there was a discussion on a strategy for Natpurwa that Guddu and Neelkamal can embark upon.  Guddu communicated assertively that before any reporters are taken to his village he should have been consulted and that the current situation is quite contrary to what they wanted.  It was decided that they should write to the SP in Hardoi explaining the situation and that they themselves might be in danger.  Secondly, the school should be started as early possible.  Instead of hiring a male teacher, they should try to hire a female who is ready to give up prostitution in Natpurwa.  It is also important that Guddu and Neelkamal communicate frequently and lay relatively low for the time being.  There was discussion on whether use of media in the future would be counter-productive.  Finally, it was decided outside help would be accepted if it was low-profile (for example, Lions Club publicizing its charity work in Natpurwa would be discouraged).

(Asha Boston is considering a proposal to support the school being run in Natpurwa.  If anyone is interested in helping out please feel free to contact Melli at annam38@yahoo.com)

2nd Day at Lalpur


I attended an internal Asha meeting at Lalpur on July 5th.  Mahesh, an Asha-India volunteer picked me up in Lucknow on his motorcycle.  On the way, we met up with Sandeep at a designated tea-stall where he was sewing his torn kurta! After a few laughs and samosas we continued on our way to Lalpur.

The meeting provided very good insights on how the Ashram operates daily, what works and what doesn’t. The agenda includes all and every issue relevant to the working of the Ashram.  The participants in the meeting include all the villagers who are associated with the Ashram.  Each activity of the Ashram and the person responsible for it in the village is an agenda item of the meeting. 

The meeting was taking place at one corner in the large covered courtyard at the Ashram.  The air was clean and fresh but very humid. A few men (not associated with the Ashram) were sitting and sleeping on a bed in the courtyard. A few stray dogs were peacefully sleeping under the bed. Many children were also present at the Ashram – some were trying the stationary bikes that are used to charge the batteries, some collecting mounds of dirt & mud, and some seriously observing the proceedings of the meeting.  

In brief, the following issues were discussed in detail during the meeting (this would give you an idea on some of common problems and people issues of the Ashram):

· 18-year-old Subhash who is responsible for taking care of bee-keeping boxes doesn’t bother to check the boxes frequently (not even once in 10 days).  Although he gets paid Rs. 500 per month he is not interested in doing this further.

· The teacher, Laxmiji has a plate full of responsibilities at the Ashram and says he is overburdened and would like to get more in wages than he is currently paid.  He gets Rs. 1,000 per month.  He teaches 35 children in the morning and 3 teenagers in the afternoon.  Some were complaining that he came to the Ashram drunk.  He denied it but eventually it was proven that he was actually lying.

· A fight between 2 Ashram workers broke-out a few days ago where everything including Ashram utensils were thrown at each other.  

· When no one from Lucknow is at the Ashram people chew pan in the premises of the Ashram and some even come there drunk.  

· Premji who is responsible for giving homeopathic medicines to the villagers doesn’t come to Ashram on a timely basis and there have been cases when sick villagers go back without any medicines.  It was decided that he give serious thought to the allegations and take corrective measures.  Furthermore, Dr. Saxena, a homeopathic doctor, who goes to Lalpur every 3rd Sunday of the month to see the villagers hadn’t visited for a couple of months.  Since Lucknow volunteers were out in their “pad yatra” the Doctor hadn’t been to the village in a couple of months. For future, it was decided that a couple of the Ashram workers would make sure he comes every month.

· Pappu is responsible for keeping track of the self-help group recently started.  He bought the register but there were some discrepancies in record keeping.  Laxmiji, the teacher had made 2 entries under his name while he had only made one payment. (I found Laxmiji to be an “interesting” character-not very forthright in my opinion).  A new format for the register where signature would be required was decided during the meeting.  Pappu is well known for his temper and his “bidi” smoking habit.  But at least he was very honest—he said, “Ashram or no Ashram nobody can make him leave his habit”.  He provided comic relief during the meeting.

· A number of items from the Ashram are missing including a loudspeaker that was locked in a trunk.  Although one of the Ashram workers took the item no one was taking responsibility.

· Asha Ashram owns a rickshaw-cart and allows villagers to borrow it for Rs. 25 per day.  However, a number of people had borrowed but neither were their names recorded nor was there any payment made.  During the meeting a list of names and the payment amounts was prepared.

· The technical person, Ashish was asked to complete a number of things that are not working including the cycle-run battery charger, bio-gas plant, etc.

The list of items mentioned above implies that maintaining and running the activities of the Ashram is a continuous process—it doesn’t imply a complete breakdown of activities at the Ashram.  I was told by volunteers that this type deviation from intended course at Ashram happens when there are fewer visits from Lucknow.  In this case, Sandeep and Mahesh were away on a “padyatra” for a few weeks.  Overall, the meeting went reasonably well and everyone had a chance to speak openly and express themselves.  Villagers looked up to Sandeep and Mahesh to solve their problems and disputes.  They have little confidence in themselves to run the Ashram smoothly.  In fact, they kept saying that they won’t have any of these problems if a “big gun” (a “thop”) stays at the Ashram because then discipline would be maintained.  A couple of villagers suggested that “why don’t you only give us education and healthcare”.  There seemed little interest among the villagers to pursue income-generating activities like bee keeping.

We all took a break for lunch and then continued the meeting in the afternoon.  To get some relief from the heat fresh lime juice was served often by Manish and the young boy, Hari.  (Manish is from Ballia and lives at the Ashram.  Hari is a cute boy who helps out with chores at the Ashram and lives there as well.).  I found the water from the tube well at the ashram sweet and cooler than tap water in the cities.  

Teaching Disabled Children


Towards the end of the day we had a long discussion on a proposal from Munnalal Shukla.  Munnalal is from the neighboring area and wants to teach disabled children of the surrounding villages at one location.  He has received some formal training for being a disable-children instructor.  He has visited surrounding 10-15 villages and collected names of about 165 disabled children.  He wants Asha’s help to start this effort.  It was decided that he should start with only 25-30 children and can utilize Asha Ashram’s premises.  Asha will try to secure funds for the transportation of children in a rickshaw-cart and salaries of the instructor.  After a year or so once when this effort is proven a more permanent structure and other funding would be considered.  (I am helping this effort get off the ground and if any one would like to help please contact me directly).  

Opinion


I was happy to see the Asha Ashram at Lalpur.  The accomplishments here at Lalpur achieved by Sandeep and the team in such a small time period are no small matter—their sacrifices and hard work very commendable.  

One of the positives, I found Asha volunteers from Ballia as very capable and dedicated.  They have a very good sense of humor and most importantly, they are beginning to stand up and agree to differ from Sandeep’s views.  Mahesh, who has been working with Asha for 8 years now is the best example.  In addition to him, there is Manish who stays at the Ashram and manages the account there.  He is a stickler for details and can annoy anyone with his “rules”. For example, he has arbitrarily decided that no tea will be served in the Ashram. 

I realize it is “easier said than done” but from a critical perspective on the Ashram after my short visit :

1. I was surprised to find very low involvement of women with the activities of Ashram.  Except for Munni, I didn’t meet one woman in the Ashram during my visit.  I am not sure what the reason behind this and I haven’t checked this with Sandeep.  The Ashram can become more active in organizing women.  It is important that the Asha team have active women volunteers who can work with the women of the village.

2. If Asha stands for education and we are calling this center an “Asha Ashram” then the quality and focus on education should be top-notch.  It should be a role model for other NGOs who are working in the field of education.  Currently, there are significant deficiencies in the education for children at Lalpur.  Some villagers have complained that the teacher, Laxmiji has been teaching the same thing for 1.5 years (I am not very surprised to hear this).

3. If I were responsible for the Ashram I would focus on only 2 (or 3) things: education, some form of basic healthcare, and (depending on resource availability) help villagers recognize their rights and services offered to them.  The Asha Ashram is still in its infancy and it should focus on a few things and get them right.  



While in Lucknow…

One evening I and Asha Lucknow team (Sandeep, Mahesh, Anil Sharma (editor of “Sachi Muchi”), Ashish Sharma (from Ballia and the “technical person”, Anil Tiwari (he also works with the team but seemingly lacks zeal to do the grassroots type of work)) visited a school run by a simple man, Sandeep Bhatnagar on the roadside in Lucknow.  The school is right outside his shop (he makes and welds iron grills).  After his father passed away, he decided to give something back for the society and opened an evening school in 1998 with 4 children.  These children are poor and many attend government schools during the day.  Today, Mr. Bhatnagar and his wife teach 250 children free-of-cost at the same location.  The school runs between 5pm and 8pm.  Local residents who read about their story in a local newspaper have started volunteering at the school.  There is no salary or rent fee.  The school is run with minimal expenses—just goes to show money is not the number one issue when planning to teach.  

We reached there around 7pm when it was already dark.  All the children were well-groomed and sitting on darees in front of the shop.  Five different classes were taking place in the same area.  But things seemed very organized—teachers serious and children focusing on their studies.  We all were impressed with Mr. Bhatnagar’s undertaking, which is quite an extraordinary.  (Asha, Luckonw will work with Mr. Bhatnagar to take further develop this school and a proposal may come out of it)

The same evening we visited Dosa Point (near Sandeep’s house).  The owner of the establishment, Mr. Reddy is a well-wisher of Asha and finances the cost of Homeopathic medicines provided at Lalpur.  He is an extremely nice gentleman and has even hired young men from Lalpur for training at his restaurant.  Sandeep is discussing an idea of opening a restaurant with him somewhere near Lalpur where some of the youth of Lalpur could work and earn a living.

Finally, I spend some time at the Asha office in Lucknow which is located on the 2nd floor Mr. Jain’s house. Mahesh and Anil Sharma were also living there when I went.  Given the number of projects that Asha India is supporting the accounting and monitoring effort is very daunting.  This time of the year is especially as all the receipts and bills have to be reconciled and then submitted to an accountant for audit. Mahesh and Sandeep can definitely use more resources in this regard.   Mahesh prepares the accounts for 3 out of 12 months on a full-time basis.  Tracking the number of receipts from all different projects and getting them all audited is quite a challenging task.  (Not sure why a computer is not utilized and things not more automated).  I also didn’t realize that if Asha US sends money to a project in India through Asha India then Asha India at a later date has to get back all the receipts from that project and get them audited.

