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From May 12-13 I spent two days visiting the GRAMYA projects in the rural Naurgh District some 80 kilometers from Varanasi.  I visited four schools and also recieved an overview of the entire project and its goals.  We traveled by car and I was accompanied by four Gramya senior members: Bindu Singh, V.K. Rai, Surendra and Neelu.  

Site Visits

1. Sitali


The first site we visited was the center at Sitatali village on the way to the GRAMYA offices in Naugarh.  This village was a Musahar community mainly employed in leaf gathering for disposable bowls and birris.  Out of 150 households only two owned land.  In the entire whole village there are only two people, including the teacher, who have a high school education.  The education level of people over age 30 is zero.  Currently the teacher, Mr. Pradip, is the only literate person in the village.


We arrived late in the afternoon so school was not in session.  The school was housed in an unused government building since the original school, a crude thatched roof construction, blew down in a storm.  There were approximately 33 students enrolled at the school who attended 10-3 pm most of the year except summer when the school runs 7-12 pm.  Education is not a high priority for the villagers so the teacher must go around to all the houses and collect the children for school.  Recruitment efforts include monthly meetings for teachers and parents.  The children often have child festivals for the whole village to boost confidence and foster interaction.


While we did not meet any children, we did talk to some of the villagers for an hour or so.  They talked about the issues they were facing and village life.  Irrigation for farming was a major problem as was the ineffectiveness of the government run programs.  NREGA (National Rural Employment Guarantee Act) was a particularly sore subject.  Each family is supposed to recieve at least 100 days  of work a year, but they said they were lucky to get 50.  This year they had only recieved 9-10 days.  The payments were also very late (up to a month) and they said there was a lot of corruption in the system.  One man said the local NREGA coordinator put him down for 15 days he did not work and then asked for a cut of the salary.  He said he refused and told the official that if his name was on the list for having worked then he was entitled to full payment.  This prompted a good chuckle from everyone.

2. Basauli


After spending the night in Naugarh, we visited the Basauli Center early the next morning. This is located in a Kol tribal community where the main economy is Mahua and Chiroze gathering. The Mahua leaf is used to make traditional liquor while Chiroze is a medicinal nut given to pregnant women for its nutritional value.  There were approximately 23 children present at the center and one teacher.  The children were taking exams so there was a teacher swap.  Mr. Japrakas was present, but the regular teacher was Mr. Mohand.  The exam was for art so while the older children sketched their choice of drawings, the younger ones make scupltures out of clay.  One boy was making a replica tractor.  The children all had decent materials and seemed engaged in their work.  Nearly all the centers have two groups, A and B, which depend on the level of the students. Again, this community needs motivation to send children to school although I was told things are improving and children attend more regularly.

3. Laltapur


The next center we visited was Laltapur.  One of the buildings there was donated by Asha and cost approximately 1.5 Lakh.  The other buildings and land were donated/constructed by the community.  This was a large center and there were over 250 children enrolled up to class 8.  Over 6 different villages sent their children there.  Although there was a well-built government school nearby, I was told it was inadequate due to teacher shortages and apathy.  Many students who went on to the government school returned to the center for futher education because they had not learned anything.  There were six teachers here although again, they were mostly from other centers due to the examinations taking place.  In addition to the school buildings there was a library supplied with books by Asha that also serves as a community meeting place.  It opens 4-5 pm each day and is for everyone.  The construction is poor and there are plans to rebuild it.  


The class 8 students were not present since they needed to take the board examination at the government school.  There are plans to file for certification so they can take it at the center.  I was told they often encounter problems with the government teachers when they are there.  Attendance at the school was very high;  I was told over 80% each day. The school has children from all castes and religions and they interact freely.  I was told the child festivals help in this process.  Unfortunately, the school can not admit all the students who want to enroll due to concerns over the quality of education and teacher student ratio.  I was not informed what the selection process was.  Before we left two girls from class 7 sang several songs for us about the status of women in the community.  

4. Jumarya


Our final center visit was to Jumarya.  There were 86 students enrolled and three teachers.  The school buildings were donated by the community and Bindu's son who lives in Australia.  The students were engaged in examinations as well.  The boys took tests on agriculture and the girls on home economics, or home science as they call it there.  There is a community library there as well which is open from 3-4 pm each day.  The entire village was experiencing a severe water shortage and there was a large dry well near the school.  I needed to be back in Varanasi that afternoon so we did not stay long.

Gramya Overview

In between lunch and our final site visit we had a sit-down with all the teachers and I was given a brief overview of Gramya and its initiatives.  I will give a condensed version of their presentation.  

Founded in 1996, GRAMYA means “for the rural” and its mission is to build an equal, non-exploitive community.  Its philosophy is to have a democratic and participatory approach with transparent functioning.  A heavy emphasis is placed on community leadership so as to empower and mobilize “the last man standing”.  In other words to enable each and every member of the community so they can address and solve the problems that they face.  Along these lines, the organization greatly stresses community planning and ownership.  No initiative will be undertaken without community support and participation.  

I was given a list of the basic issues of the community:

Poverty:  The main cause of the poverty is percieved to be unemployment and underemployment.  Most people are engaged in agriculture or leaf gathering and the yields are highly variable.  There are practically no other jobs.

Deforestation:  This is caused by population growth, cattle raising, and mismanagement by the forest department.  The results are a smaller supply of cattle, less agriculture and more risk of erosion and flooding.

Monsoon and irrigation failure/water problems:  Only a tiny percentage of the land is irrigated even though there are three major dams nearby.  The resevoirs are used as fisheries, which according to the villagers ruins the water.  Also, the rains are highly inconsistent and many crops fail during dry years, which are becoming more and more frequent.

Human Rights violations:  Due to heavy “Naxalite”* presence in the area there is an ever growing contigent of security forces that oftentimes abuse the villagers in an attempt to root out perpetrators behind bombings and sabotage. 

*This is a very sensitive subject for GRAMYA, especially Bindu.  When I first asked about “Naxalites” another group memeber started to respond before Bindu cut him off and heatedly explained that any form of resistence to exploitation is automatically deemed “Naxalite” or “Maoist” by the government whether there is an overriding political goal or not.  She herself had been declared a Naxal sympathizer by the government.  In many cases it is simply a matter of fed-up tribals using violence and terrorism as a last resort to maintain land rights and their homes.  Hence the quotation marks around the word “Naxalite”.

Ineffective government programs:  I was told the forest service had constructed a husbandry center for the benefit of the villagers where they could take part in rearing sheep, but this was not being used and there were only about 100 sheep there.  There is a severe shortage of government employees in the area (including teachers) due to fears over “Naxalite” terrorism.  It is nearly impossible to get anyone from out of the area to take employment there.  There was also widespread failure in NREGA, Right to Food, Mid-Day Meal and other programs as well.

Lack of education:  This suffers due to lack of awareness, poor government schools, poverty, and failure of government aid programs.  A huge percentage of school age children do not attend any type of school and are left to due household chores or help their parents work.

Malnutrition:  While it has been nearly 15 years since the last hunger death in the area many people are not getting enough calories and basic nutrition.  The high cost of pulse has led many people to treat it as a luxery only for special occasions when it is a necessary part of a balanced daily diet. 

Unsafe motherhood:  There are very few programs for expectant mothers and those that do exist are too far away for most villagers.  Thus there is a high rate of death among pregnant mothers and newborn babies.  Village midwives who deliver the babies are often poorly trained.  

Solutions:  GRAMYA's plan to alleviate these problems is to raise education and awareness and take direct action on the major issues.  This includes the school centers, community meetings and forums, and a wide array of SHG (Self-Help Groups) particularly for women.

Observations


From what I saw I found GRAMYA to be a serious, well-directed organization committed to helping the rural communites of Naugarh change for the better.  I can really only speak about the education efforts since I did not see much else, but the schools are run at a very high level, Laltatpur in particular.  I was highly impressed by the number of students, attendance and efforts to maintain continuing education for those students who graduate.  Many of the teachers there are former students.  As far as recommendations go, there should be concerted efforts to entice the parents to send the children to school.  Providing a mid-day meal of some sort goes a long way to easing the parents financial burden and giving them good reason to let their children attend school.  The cost of this would not be outrageous although preparation at some smaller centers would be difficult.   

