
Visit to Seva Chakkra Samajam in Chennai, India on behalf of ASHA NY/NJ 

Date of visit: September 03, 2016 

Site visit performed by: Aparna Muralidharan (accompanied by a friend) 

Summary of visit 

I spent a couple hours at the Sevachakkra Samajam orphanage in Chennai on Saturday, Sept 3rd. The visit 
started at the office area where Ms. Lakshmi greeted me. We spent a few minutes introducing ourselves, 
and getting familiar with each other.  

The next few hours were spent walking around the buildings and meeting the children that were home at 
that time (a few children were away at tuition classes on that Saturday evening, and 1 athlete was away at 
a track & field training camp). I was also shown key construction projects and improvements to the 
buildings that were made as a result of the additional construction funding supported by ASHA. 

About the location 

The orphanage is located in Choolai, a busy locality in the Georgetown area of the city. This area is close 
to the city’s central train station, as well as the seat of the local government at Fort St. George & Ripon 
Building. It is also close to the Jawaharlal Nehru Stadium & the city’s biggest cricket stadium (the  MAC 
stadium).  The roads are narrow and busy around this area and it is not very easy to navigate those roads 
in anything other than a two-wheeler or by walk. 

The home is lodged in 2 buildings, adjacent to each other. Through my visits to the various wings in the 
building, it was clear that this is a very old building with several small 
rooms, nooks & corners, all of which seemed to be used to the fullest by 
the residents of the home. The house is a true maze, and would likely 
have failed fire and safety inspections in the US. Hallways and stairways 
were narrow, but cleanly maintained. Cubbies and lockers had been built 
into most rooms that I walked through or into, and it appears the space is 
occupied to the max.  

One building (I’m going to call it building # 1) is occupied by boys and 
girls under 7 and young women over 18 on the main floor, and girls 
between 8-18 on the second floor. The floor above this is being used as 
the kitchen and dining area. A temporary office space has been carved 
out in the main floor of this building to house some staff while additional 

construction work is being performed. The plan, as Ms. Lakshmi described it, is to eventually host the 
entire administrative staff in this area so that she can supervise all staff at once.  

The other building (#2) currently houses the front office, where I met Ms. Lakshmi and is occupied by 
boys of the ages 8 and above. This building also housed the doctor, who was in attendance when I visited. 
I was told that he treated the kids for free and saw outside patients for a nominal fee (though he gets paid 
a monthly fee for his presence).  

  



Construction projects 

It was clear based on the walk-around that a lot of the construction costs have been incurred in revamping 
the flooring and ceilings of the rooms that house children.  In a couple rooms, I noticed that the flooring 
that had been newly installed was of slightly better quality than 
in other rooms. On further research, I found these were 
“vitrified tiles”. These are ceramic tiles, much like the other 
regular tiles, but have the finish of marble or granite. These are 
marginally more expensive than regular tiles, but not 
comparable in cost to marble/granite. These tiles were used in 
the upgrades to the living areas of the occupants of building # 
1. 

The money has also been spent on redoing the dais in the main 
floor of building # 1. Ms. Lakshmi mentioned that this area is 
used to host events and to encourage kids to perform plays, skits, and musical and dance programs. The 
dais was shuttered when I entered, but she had it opened to show me how it looked. She also pointed out 
the extra lighting and fan fixtures that were installed to ensure that the kids had a safe and bright space.  

The kitchen and cooking area had also gone through a 
renovation, as pointed out by Ms. Lakshmi. While the place 
was clean, and the paint work was neat, I’m not sure that I 
would have recognized these areas as “newly done” if I wasn’t 
already looking for them (and if she wasn’t pointing them out to 
me). The dining area was at the top-most floor and had asbestos 
sheets covering it. On inquiry, Ms. Lakshmi noted that this was 
the norm.  She also pointed out that the construction budget had 
been used to install tiling and rain-water drainage all around the 
dining area (which has windows all around) to avoid a situation of water stagnation and seepage seen 
during the December floods of 2015.  

                       



We also walked through what is going to be the computer lab for children in 
building # 2. The room was empty and construction was not yet complete, but Ms. 
Laskhmi described it as a space to house 8 computers. She mentioned that she was 
still trying to source funds to purchase these. It was a tight space and I think they’re 
going to need to be very creative in order to fit in 8 machines and at-least as many 
children in this room.  

She also pointed out some upgrades to the roof that had 
been made in building # 2 after the roof of the top floor 
collapsed a few months after the flood earlier in 2016. 
Not only did the top-most floor’s roof cave in, the water 
that seeped through as a result of leaks in that period damaged the flooring in 
that area and the ceiling of the second floor beneath it. She pointed out to me 
the updates that had to be made to the second floor ceiling (the second floor 
of building # 2 houses the older boys). 

Finally, we walked up to the top most floor 
where she showed me the room where the 
ceiling had collapsed in. Construction to 

repair this had started but had stopped because she ran out of funds. She 
mentioned that she needs to pay salaries to the construction works 
weekly, and without cash in hand, she wasn’t sure when this could be 
resumed. This top floor room, was therefore not available for use.  
Construction material was stored in the room, but there was no lighting 
(other than what was filtering in through the windows) & it was 
obvious that the work was not complete. What was truly disturbing was 
that some staff (who should have been occupying this room)  lived just 
outside this construction area, under a mostly open sky and some tarpualine.                                

  



The children 

I met kids in all three wings of the home and my impression 
overall was that they appeard cheerful, enthusiastic, clean and 
apparently healthy. Not surprisingly, the younger kids were far 

more talkative 
and 
enthusiastic 
than the older 
ones. I walked 
around and spoke to as many children as I could and 
asked them their names, ages, how they were doing, 
whether they were happy, what class they were studying 
in etc.. I also asked the older kids what they aspired to do 
after school and how they were pusuing this. Several girls 
of the 7-18 age group volunteered information about their 

interests in music, dance, the books they like to read etc. Several older boys talked about their sports 
activities (though most were shy at the beginning) and many of the children, across age groups, 
voluntarily spoke to me in English, even though I was speaking in Tamil and asked me questions about 
myself & about Dileep Anna.  

I’ve made several notes about these children and their interests, and have tried to share the most pertinent 
observations below: 

• My friend, who is a mother of 2 young boys herself quizzed some of the kids of her sons’ ages on 
their Tamil skills (some of them mentioned that they had a Tamil exam coming up). She reported 
to me that the children appeared well prepared and seemed to have studied hard for the upcoming 
exams. 

• Teaching and banking were the top two occupations that the high-school aged girls mentioned to 
me for career choices. Some boys mentioned the same, though a higher majority indicated an 
intered in pursuing sports. 

• Some children spoke to me about their interests in reading books, some Tamil and some English 
(one young lady declared that she had read 2 of the Harry Potter books, and was looking to finish 
the entire series soon). 

• One young woman boldly sang for me; she had a beautiful voice and displayed amazing 
confidence.  

• I was struck, overall, by the confidence and grace that all the children displayed.  
• In addition, the little ones were more disciplined that many other children of their age (oustide of 

the orphanage) that I’ve observed. I arrived just in time for their snack time and witnessed a 
parade of extremely well-behaved children calmly receiving their due and chirping away happily.  

• Ms. Laksmi mentioned that she limits the number of children in the home to 110 at all times. This 
has required that she turn back several applicants. She mentioned that she has a strict criterea 
based on economic background, situation of parents etc.  and has a waitlist of children that need 
help, but she cannot accept due to space consideration. 



 

• Kids leave once they are old enough to earn their own living or if they get married. She 
mentioned that there were some girls she has arranged marraiges for, one of who has a child of 
her own at this point. 

• Some kids appear to grow up, and just stay back and work at the orphanage. Mr. Gangadhar, who 
works as the caretaker for children & Mr. Kamlakar who assists with kitchen activities appear to 
fall in this category. 
 
 

    

Closing thoughts: 

This home appears to be run by Ms. Lakshmi based on her years of 
practical experience, strong convictions and can/will-do attitude. 
She mentioned several instances where the state government rules & 
standards on how to run homes are difficult to meet. She noted that 
she did everything she could to meet these standards, and always 
considers herself ready to be audited by the authorities if needed 
(she mentioned that these audits are not uncommon).  

She described a very clear vision for how she wants to support the 
children in the home. She believes in the quality of private 
education, encourages girls to study hard and develop interests 



outside of studies as a secondary focus. It is her belief that 
girls take their education a little bit more seriously. Those 
that are not interested in pursuing college studies, and are 
old enough to be married, are assisted by her in finding life 
partners. Boys are encouraged to pursue sports because 
there is wide opportunity in the city’s corporate sector  for 
young men getting jobs via a “sports quota” (I confirmed 
with some of my friends that this was true).  

She is proud of the children’s achievements and appears to 
encouarge them to participate in extra curricular activities 
at their schools as well as other community organizations. She showed me several award certificates and 
medals that the children had won in the past year. It is my opinion, that this focus on building skills 
outside of academics must give the children the cheerful confience that I noticed. 

 

 


