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General visit plan

I reached VESC after 4 pm on the 23rd Dec.  The original plan of combining the visit to Jagaddal with
Suchi’s visit earlier that afternoon did not work out as my train was late.  Swamiji had arranged for a room
and boarding for me at the hostel. That evening and over the next couple of days, I got to spend time
discussing the project with Swamiji.  I also got opportunities to discuss with Saikat, Uttam and Azahar.

The next day around noon, I visited the Sonarpur centre and the local club where the school is being
temporarily held.  I got an opportunity to see the construction work that was going on.  Apurba and
Sanjeeb, the architects/builders were present.  Mr. Chatterjee (Tuku’s father) was also there. Later at the
temporarily location of the centre, I met with the children.  They put a nice dance performance.  Suchi
arrived around this time.  We got to talk to the teachers over lunch.

The next day, Antua, Saikat, Salaam and I went visit the new location where houses of the children
attending Jagaddal centre is to be moved.  Following that, we went to the Jagaddal centre.  There I had
some opportunity to talk to the children.  We also had a discussion with the teachers about the building plan
for the Jagaddal construction. (The plan had come back with the municipal engineer having given some
recommendations for our consideration.)  Swamiji joined us after a while.  Later after lunch, we left for
Narendrapur.  A school reunion was going on at the RK Mission school.  Many old students had come to
meet Swamiji.   Satyajit-da was also there.  I got to talk to him briefly.

I took leave from VESC that afternoon and headed for Hyderabad on the way to the Asha conference at
Timbaktu Collective.

Observations and Opinions

Running of the schools
• The schools are running as reasonably as possible under the current circumstances.  The school at

Sonarpur is held in a local club building.  At Jagaddal, the thatched structure has been moved to an
adjacent area (landlord's area)  to make way for the up-coming construction.  Clearly these are
temporarily measures, but the VESC teachers and volunteers are keeping the effort going.

• The children appeared cheerful at both places.  They were able to answer questions to a reasonable
extent at both places.  I was particularly impressed by little Rupa at Jagaddal.  She is now living in
Jagaddal due to poor conditions at her home.

Boulding Construction
• The construction work at Sonarpur appears to be going reasonably.  Soumyen-da has been helping with

ensuring the bills for materials are reasonable.  Mr. Chatterjee too have been giving useful suggestions
to the group.  Uttam Sardar is doing a very good job in assisting the construction.  He is staying at the
location and also assisting in the construction work.  His motivation level and involvement is
commendable.

• Uttam was mentioning that they desired to have an altar at the school building.  I said that it is up to
them to set it up.  But I also requested that it should be such that people of all faiths should feel
welcome.

• Based on what I heard when I was there, the flooring for the Sonarpur site should have been completed
and some form of temporary enclosure should also be coming up by now.



• Swamiji strongly feels that the construction at Jagaddal should start soon.  I too agree with this.  Once,
the construction at Sonarpur reaches a stage that children can sit inside, the construction focus should
shift to Jagaddal.  There seems to be a consensus that it is best to focus on construction at one place at
a time – i.e., take the sequential approach.

• The Jagaddal building plan had came back from the municipality engineer with some
recommendations for changes.  One of them was considered – to choose the bigger room for dining
space and make the original dining space as the classroom.  Another thing that Swamiji proposed was
to have two independent doors for all rooms.  This is very important in case of emergencies.  Apurba
and Sanjeeb came up with suggestions to make one of the windows function as an escape route.  The
plan was also discussed with the different VESC volunteers and the teachers at Jagaddal.  As all us
know, the plan is now approved by the municipality.

• I heard different numbers being quoted for the number of children unable to attend the Jagaddal centre
due the shifting of their living place.  One number I heard was that around 30 children of the Mahato
familes will be be shifted to the new place given by RK Mission.  Families of another 20 children
could be displaced due to a road expansion work.  Based on our visit to and assessment of the new
location given by RK Mission, it should become more convenient for the children to attend the
Jagaddal centre. It is actually closer to the school location (< 20 min by walk by side paths, according
to one old man who lives in that area - ~ 1-2 km by road).  So, a significant fraction of the children will
continue to come to the Jagaddal centre, which makes it worthwhile to continue with construction.

• VESC has applied to Rotary Club of South Calcutta, requesting them for furniture for the two centres,
once they are constructed.  I think this is a good move to generate resources locally.

VESC Administration
• I had some opportunity to discuss with Saikat on the running of the centres.  During discussions with

him and Swamiji, I was also shown different files with records of what was happening at the centres.
Swamiji is coordinating the whole management.  Different volunteers take care of different aspects of
the operational details, e.g., auditor the auditing, treasurer the accounts, Saikat takes care of many of
the day-to-day running details as the secretary of VESC.  He seems to be on top of the happenings at
VESC.  A case to the point is his prompt action of calling up Delhi regarding the audit bungle that
came up last year and sorting it out (the auditor did not enclose the receipts with the audit statement as
is required by law).  For now, this structure of functioning at VESC appears to be working well.

• Swamiji passed me all the receipts for last year’s contribution.  He requested that the cover letter for
the funds sent around beginning Oct. for $2800 be sent.  This will be needed for FCRA and tax
auditing purposes.

Teacher Training and increasing involvement
• The teachers at Sonarpur are experienced and very motivated.  More needs to be done for teacher

motivation at Jagaddal.  It is also a fact that running the school at Jagaddal is much more challanging.
Probably the building construction and the skill development ideas might help.  Swamiji and Saikat
were very receptive of the idea of encouraging VESC volunteers and teachers to enhance their skill
development, and if necessary move on to other jobs.  They also favour keeping VESC a voluntary
organisation as far as possible.  Swamiji also discussed these ideas with the teachers at Jagaddal.  We
should find out more about the teacher’s training courses available and recommend them to the
teachers.  Swati of Asha-Seattle know about the functioning of Vikramshila which is an excellent
teacher’s training group.  Asha could also encourage VESC volunteers to visit other Asha and non-
Asha projects in south Bengal from which ideas could be learnt in education and vocational training.
Suchi also had some good ideas in this area, which she had sent out by email earlier (and might also
mention in her site-visit report).  She also held some discussions with the teachers on this topic.

• Another suggestion I had was to encourage VESC teachers and staff in the building construction
activities as far as possible.  This will help build more ownership.  Besides, much needed hands-on
training can be obtained, eg., visiting officials in government offices, buying material in the market,



monitoring progress of work, taking leadership roles, etc.  (Some of these are trivial in India and the
practicality of it actually varies from state to state/city to city.)  This is already happening to some
extent.  Quite a few volunteers are already deeply involved (as mentioned above).  One other
opportunity is for Antua to plan and work with the professionals on wiring aspects of the building.
Antua has undergone training in electrical work.

Involving the Community
• Swamiji is of the view that members of the communities benefiting from motivational centres should

have more control/say in the VESC affairs.  One thing that may be done for starters is to make Uttam
and Antua trustees for VESC. Greater involvement is a difficult but important issue and only over time
can we work on this within the constraints of the situation in the area.

In conclusion, I would like to mention the following:

• The regular communication of Prithvi with Swamiji and other VESC volunteers has helped both the
Asha Stars and VESC understand each other better.  We need to keep this up.  Five of the Asha Stars
visiting the project in the last month is indeed a very positive sign of strong Asha involvement.  If we
continue this, it will be an example for other Asha projects.

• Overall I was very happy with the way VESC is shaping up.  I am glad I stayed at VESC for a couple
of days. Besides the warm hospitality I enjoyed, I am more convinced now that only by continuous
interaction can the best path forward be found. There is a lot to be learnt in both directions. Personally,
I came to appreciate and respect the work of Swamiji and other key VESC volunteers even more after
this visit.  If we continue in this path steadily, it is only a matter of time before which child labour will
be history in Sonarpur and Jagaddal.


