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A group of volunteers from Austin (from Asha and AID) had been working with Lok 
Samiti over the last year, supporting their struggle to gain control over their local 
resources like water and Asha Austin was supporting Nandlal’s Fellowship. When I had a 
chance to visit India in December 2006, I wanted to go visit the group in Mehdiganj, to 
try to learn more about their work.  
 
So on January 16th 2007, I met Suresh at Varanasi, and we made our way to Mehdiganj. 
By the time I got to Mehdiganj it was beginning to get dark, but as soon as we arrived 
there, Nandlal took me to visit some of the night schools.  
 
First Night School 
 
The first night school was being run on a small piece of land, surrounded by fields and 
houses of the community. It was absolutely pitch dark except for some bulbs being 
powered by car batteries. The children were huddled under a thatched structure. They 
were obviously disturbed by our arrival. I spent some time talking to the children and the 
teachers. Many of the children, who were there at night, also attended govt. schools by 
day. They said that they liked the teaching in the night schools. These schools were being 
primarily run to help educate the children who worked during the day and did not have a 
chance to attend regular schools.  
 
 

  
 Children studying under the thatched structure              Children exercising before going home  
 
Many of the teachers were youth of the village who were in high school/college, who had 
been inspired by Nandlal and other community members, to teach children in their 
community. The teachers seemed quite enthusiastic and excited about their job. Since it 
was a few days before Republic Day, the children were rehearsing some performances - a 
play, some songs and dances. Soon it was time for the children to leave, so the children 
gathered and did some exercise before they dispersed for the night. I was quite amazed as 
I saw little children walk away into the fields towards their homes in absolute darkness.  



 
Second Night School 
 
Then we went and visited another night school. This was being run in a small room on 
the roof of a house I think. It was a pretty cramped room and there were about 20-25 
children huddled in, studying by the light of a CFL tube running on a battery again. This 
was a pucca (permanent) construction though, and there were shelves on one side of the 
room with books. This school was a part of the Asha Library project. The children in the 
school were of different ages but they all seemed to be studying together.  
 
One of the kids was employed in the embroidery of sarees and he spent the whole day at 
work and came to school for only two hours in the evening. This kid had not been to any 
school before and had been coming to the night school  for only the last year and half, 
and soon he was planning to join the government school by giving the class 5 exams. 
Currently he was earning Rs 200/saree and he managed to do between 10 and 12 a 
month. Another child who was involved in weaving received about Rs 30/day as wages.  
 

     
Children along with their teacher and one can also see the library books and battery powered lights 
 
There were only boys in this school and on asking I was told that there were some girls in 
the community who were 14-15 years old who did not go to school. The older girl 
children were hesitant to attend school with other children who were much younger to 
them. The teacher said that earlier girls used to come to this night school. We discussed 
the importance of reaching out to these older children and educating them, especially the 
girls. The teacher said that many of the girls have joined other schools or are doing some 
work but if an effort was made, definitely some girls could be enrolled in the school. 
Nandlal told the teacher that they needed to work on this aspect.  
 
Pond Construction 
 
Next morning Nandlal took me to see the pond they had constructed last year towards the 
end of June as part of the Water Conference organized in Varanasi and Mehdiganj. The 
pond construction was started in an effort to restore the ground-water levels. I got a 
chance to speak to Ajay Kumar, whose land was used for the construction of the pond. 
The pond would also provide some income by breeding fishes there. The pond was also 



constructed in order to raise awareness about water issues and importance of restoring old 
lakes for water conservation.  
 

     
The first picture shows the site for the construction of the lake. In the second picture you can see the 

canal on the left. The pond is being constructed on the right side of the small bridge you can see.  
 
This particular piece of land is right next to the canal that runs through the village. When 
water is released from the dam, water flows through the irrigation canals and is used by 
farmers on their fields. At most times a lot of the water just runs off into the rivers or so 
much water is released that it overflows the canals. But with this pond, some of the water 
from the canals will flow into it and will help store water for longer periods of time, 
increasing ground-water levels.  
 
Nandlal believes that a person can earn as much through fishing as they earn through 
agriculture. The construction of such a lake can cost upto Rs 2 lacs. Nandlal said that they 
were trying to get the government to provide some subsidy for the construction of these 
lakes. (The district is called Rajatalab - because the kings had constructed many 
ponds/lakes and wells for the people there.) 
 
Day School at Rajatalab 
 
 

     
Day school at the Rajatalab center                                 View of the school from the top 



By the time we returned to the center, the day schools had begun. The day schools are run 
for 4-5 hours in the morning so that some of the children can return home and help their 
families with their business/work. Most children who attend day schools dont work at 
others places but work at their own house. Often children work on the border of sarees 
and when it is time to make the borders the children work for a few hours a day.  
 
I spoke to some of the children and teachers. One of the teachers spoke about her family 
and her salary. She said that people in her family earned through the weaving business, 
but the whole industry was in trouble and it was difficult to make ends meet with work in 
that business only.  
 
Day School at Harsos 
 
After this I visited the day school at Harsos and spoke to the teachers and children there 
too. The school was started in 2004 and has greater than 150 children currently. The 
school is running on land near the panchayat bhawan, which belongs to some person of 
the community. From the gram sabha (village council) they have got one room for 
running the school, where all the schooling material is stored. Another room of the 
panchayat bhawan was given to a government run aanganwaadi center. There was a 
water-tank like structure which had another room, where classes were held. The classes 
can be held in open but if it rains it causes a lot of inconvenience. And when it gets very 
hot, there is no shade except for the rooms mentioned and one big tree.  
 

    
Children outside one of the rooms of the Panchayat Bhawan. The classes being held in the open. 

 
The teachers at the school received different salaries based on their experience. The 
coordinator spoke about the salaries being very low, and how it was difficult to manage 
on it. He also spoke about teacher training - techniques to teach children in play, no 
punishment for children, etc. 
 
Sewing Center 
 
After this I got a chance to visit the sewing center run for adolescent girls. The girls were 
very shy and refused to talk to me. I spoke to the lady who runs the center, which was 
started in 1997. In the summer there are many more girls who come to learn but at this 



time there were about 29-30 of them enrolled at the center. At the time of the visit there 
were only 4-5 girls and that was because many of the girls were involved in working in 
their family fields as it was time to reap the crops. According to the teacher, it helps the 
girls in sewing their family clothes, or for those living in the neighborhood or even start 
their own tailoring shops. The girls coming to the center are from the age group of 14-21 
and sometimes the daughter-in-laws of some families also come. Most families have 
sewing machines at home. There is no industrial employment to be sought in the area 
with sewing/tailoring.  
 

     
The students and teacher at the sewing center 

 
There were only 4-5 machines at the center but the girls all share it. They take turns at the 
machine to learn and while others are at the machines they learn cutting, stitching, 
embroidery, etc.  
 
Coke Plant 
 
After that I went and saw the Coca-Cola plant near Rajatalab. It is located near the main 
highway and I saw the plant from a distance. One could see stacks of crates peeping over 
the tall walls of the plant. Mahendra (from Lok Samiti) showed me the land which had 
been illegally occupied by the plant. After a few pictures we went to meet a family which 
lived just behind the plant.  
 

     
The Coca-Cola plant in the neighborhood, and the fields surrounding the plant 



 
The lady who lived there spoke about how their crops had been destroyed when water 
was released by the plant into their fields. For two years the field had lost its fertility and 
only after adding manure for two years has the field been somewhat restored. They 
protested in Varanasi for compensation from the plant and were given assurances by the 
DM but nothing has happened on that front. A lot of bore-wells and wells in the area have 
dried up and now boring needs to be done much deeper to get water. She wanted the plant 
to compensate her for her losses or go away from there.  
 
Mau 
 
The same day I left with Nandlal, Suresh and the Kalamanch team for Mau. There was a 
function at Mau and the Kalamanch team was invited there to perform a play. It was fun 
traveling with the whole team. But the next day I had gone to visit another school and 
thus I missed the performance of the Kalamanch team.  
 
Talk with rest of the team of volunteers  
 
I had a chance to talk to other volunteers with Lok Samiti and I have videos of talks with 
some of them. Email me at gagarwal AT gmail DOT com if you want to see these videos. 
 
From my visit to Mehdiganj, I was quite impressed by the work of the group. I felt that 
the group had done a lot to empower the people and they enjoyed the support of the 
community in general. An incident comes to mind which took place one morning. An old 
lady, who was the coordinator of a self-help-group, came to Nandlal complaining about 
the local bank manager. The bank manager was asking for money before she could make 
a cash withdrawal and she wanted Nandlal’s help to get the money belonging to the SHG. 
Nandlal assured her that they would all go and talk to the bank manager and settle the 
matter very soon. In that region, if people in power (say, the bank manager) know that the 
other person is from Lok Samiti, then in most cases they will be afraid of doing 
something wrong or making such demands. One thing I heard consistently from the 
people was that the salaries were very low and they made a request that the salaries 
should be increased.  
 
You can access other photos from the visit by going to: 
http://data.ashanet.org/datastore/data/Chapters/Austin/Projectpics/Mehdiganj/jan07visit/index.html 
 
               


