Mahila Swarojgar Samiti ( MSS) Varanasi -  Site Visit report  : July ‘06

Background

MSS is working in the 20 villages of Araji line block of Varanasi district with ASHA support since 2002-03. For details on the economic and social situation in the villages we serve, please refer to the details in the MSS WAH proposal.

At the outset, it needs to be kept in mind that a strategic approach of “focus” ( providing only elementary education) will be a non-starter and will not yield optimum benefits to the communities we serve. Given the extremely deprivated state of the communities “ education” as a stand alone activity has very little meaning and does not resonate with the villagers. The weak linkage between education and job opportunities further compounds the problem. There are a number of village youth who have completed school / college, but have been unemployed. 

Hence MSS needs to offer a “holistic” integrated solution to the community problems of grinding poverty, low illiteracy, discrimination by Govt agencies, high indebtedness etc.. Elementary education needs to be seen as one of the tools along with vocational training, micro credit schemes and awareness building of people’s rights   

Executive Summary

I visited MSS on July 10’06 and visited all the 6 centers with Rekhaji. This was my 5th site visit, having being associated with the project since it’s inception in 2002. Overall the visit was satisfactory. I would define MSS’s vision as “being an active catalyst in engineering social change in the communities that we serve”. With the above vision in mind, MSS activities are focused in the following areas:

- Elementary education

- Development of Self Help Groups ( SHG’s) i.e. Micro credit

- Imparting vocational training

- Generate social awareness about Government sponsored programs / laws ( Right to Information ( RTI),    

   Right to Food, Govt school’s Mid Day Meal schemes etc..

Overall, I found a great deal of enthusiasm and involvement of the local communities in the work that MSS has been doing. Rekha Chauhan, the MSS founder leads from the front and her rapport with the teachers, students and the villagers is very good.

I believe, MSS’s single biggest achievement has been their role in developing nearly 250 SHG’s across nearly 20 villages. She has cajoled the women in the villages, trained them on basic saving and credit principles, networked with the banks and finally ensured that 100+ of the above SHG’s have had access to Bank Micro Credit Funding. ASHA needs to continue its support to this project over the next few years

Key Programs 

1) Elementary education : Centers are running in 6 villages and enrolment in MSS schools is cumulatively around 250 children from Class1-5, I found the teachers to be enthusiastic and dedicated in their teaching. Students responded to my Q&A when probed and seemed to be happy with the curriculum and teaching methods. A recent macro development is the introduction of Mid Day Meal scheme along with a scholarship of INR 300 annually, for all children who are enrolled in Govt schools. Given the above, the role of the MSS schools needs to be defined as A) To actively ensure kids from Class 3 onwards enroll in Govt schools and to monitor drop-out levels. B) Fill up gaps in Govt school teaching by continuing with MSS classes 

2) Development of SHG’s : Currently around 250 SHG’s are in active operation in 20 villages, with 100+ of them having access to Bank Micro Credit Funding. Total population in the 20 villages is approximately 25,000. Number of households is approx = 25,000 individuals / 7 individuals per family  = 3,500. With 250 SHG’s in operation, we currently have approx 2,000 women ( 8 women in each SHG) as SHG members i.e. about 2,000 households are under the SHG ambit . Given the above , the short term objective is to develop more SHG’s in the existing geographic coverage. Medium term we must scale up and expand coverage to other nearby villages

Globally the benefits of Micro credit in empowering women and breaking the vicious poverty cycle are well demonstrated . Currently majority of the Bank funding is still being used by the MSS SHG members to pay off outstanding debt. I believe that once Bank funding starts getting actively used by SHG members to purchase income generation tools ( sewing machine, animals etc..), we will start making an impact on reducing poverty. Already one can sense the control SHG women feel over their “finances” and life generally (aka empowerment). 

3) Vocational Education : In 2 of the 6 centers, sewing classes are being held to train women and young girls. Currently training is only being utilized by the trainees for domestic chores within their own houses. There is room to motivate these trained women to look at sewing as an “income generation” activities.

4) Generate social awareness : Introduction of the RTI act , presents a clear opportunity for NGO’s like MSS to improve the delivery system of the Govt at the grassroots level and to make it more efficient and accountable. ASHA activists together with MSS have embarked on a massive drive to build awareness and inform the villagers of the provisions of this Act. RTI is to be used as a primary tool to monitor the disbursement of Govt programs like Indira Vikas Yojna, Mid Day Meal etc.. Media Organizations have been roped in as well and results will start trickling in once sufficient momentum has been built up

Key Project Challenges

A) Building an organizational structure : Rekha Chauhan has built up MSS single-handedly. For the future it is critical that a team be built and process / systems be laid down to supplement Rekha’s role. There has been improvement in the process of drafting the annual plan, in monitoring spending and in ensuring methodical follow up’s / reviews with the villagers. However, more work needs to be done on grooming a successor to Rekha and in bring other team members to Rekha’s capability levels.

B) Monitor Government school functioning : A small improvement in the efficiency of Govt school functioning will have a significant improvement in the life’s of the communities we serve. The MSS team needs to closely monitor the implementation of the Mid Day Meal scheme and to ensure that all children get the INR 300 scholarship

C) Improve workings of the Panchayat : All Government funds are channeled to end recipients through the local Gram Panchayat. Efforts need to be made by volunteer groups like MSS to use RTI and other acts to improve the transparency of the Panchayat’s dealings and also to ensure greater participation from the marginalized communities. Some progress has been made on getting women and other disadvantaged groups elected to Gram Panchayat.

D) Monitor the functioning of local Primary Health Centers ( PHC’s) : Given the high maternal and child mortality rates in the area, improving the PHC is critical. There are supposed to be a PHC for every Nya Panchayat ( 1 Nya Panchayat = Cluster of Approx 10 villages). Current PHC support to the community is inadequate. Implication is that villagers are pushed to Private Health Care which is very expensive
E) Develop ASHA centre as a “centre for excellence” : ASHA centre is  to be established in phases in Kallipur village. MSS has already built a basic brick structure right now with local contribution. With WAH approval on the Capex for the 1st phase of the project, about INR 300,000 of funding will arrive soon. Efforts need to be made to ensure that the centre becomes a nodal point for all MSS activities in the area : Training of teachers, Provision of elementary education and health facilities  
Budget

Project budget for April ’06 – March ’07 Fiscal is INR 202,500. ( please see details in Excel Spreadsheet)

Current source of funding is as follows :

ASHA London – INR 120,000

Ajay Jethi – INR 10,000

We need another chapter to step in ASAP and help cover up the current INR 72,500 deficit

Next Steps

· Ajay to send site visit report to all stakeholders – July 23

· Rekha ( MSS) to send Quarterly Activity reports at regular intervals : July ’06, Oct ’06, Jan ’07 and March ‘07

