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Rehabilitation of Tsunami victims in Tada Mandal, Nellore Dt – A site visit report
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Sahanivasa is a long-term Asha partner and its projects have been funded by US chapters over the past 7-8 years. They are based at Chittoor in Andhra Pradesh and have been working on organizing dalits, landless laborers and women on a variety of issues.
The previous day, I had visited four schools/villages as a part of the Asha’s project to support tuition centers in Chittoor district. After a night’s stay at Mr.Chennaiah’s house, we headed out to Tada Mandal in Nellore district in a jeep at about 7:30am. The three hour drive was very informative for me as I had a ton of questions for Mr.Chennaiah and Mrs.Suria and they answered patiently. I also probed a lot into Mr.Chennaiah’s Union work and he graciously obliged. I used the time to go through some of the audit statements that I couldn’t verify the previous day as well. We reached Sullurpet, a reasonably large town, at about 10:45am.
Karijatha ST colony
A 6km drive from Sullurpet brought us to Karijatha ST colony. As is typical of ST colonies, this one is about 1km outside the main village Karijatha. There were four APVVU people waiting for us – Mr.Raja Reddy, coordinator & state fishing advisor for APVVU, Ms.Subburatnamma, Mr.Nagarajan and Mr.Fakhruddin. They have been working with and helping this small community of ten families for about four years now. 
We invited the villagers over for a discussion. Some of them came from the nearby fields where they were working and joined us. We had a long chat about different issues that they face. One of the main things that APVVU did was to help these people get housing through a government scheme available for STs. As you can notice in the photos, the construction is far from complete. None of the houses were provided with windows or doors. The roofing for the houses did not get finished until much later than the building construction. The government officials say that they have run out of funding for the scheme and that there isn’t much they can do now. The villagers said that they did not have electricity and water for a long time. They recently agitated in front of an MLA when his vehicle was passing by which resulted in water supply being established. They still don’t have electricity though.

We asked the villagers about their work. They said that agriculture-related activities generally tend to be their preference if the monsoons are good. They get paid Rs.140 per day at the minimum for it with men-folk earning a little more than women. The monsoons were good this year, and they were happy to have work nearby itself. Fishing in the backwaters of the sea and inland-fishing at Pulicat Lake are other livelihood options though they don’t seem to like fishing anymore. The main reasons are that it is more strenuous, risky and there is increased competition for fishing areas in the lake. The lake itself is about 3km from Karijatha and fishing usually means the villagers (mostly men-folk) have to be away from home for two days or more. I wanted to have a look at the fishing nets that were provided for by Asha’s funding. They brought out a couple and showed them to me.

Thanks to APVVU, all villagers have their NREGA job cards (I looked at a few) and they had even taken up NREGA work earlier in the year. They said they were glad that they have something to fall back on if monsoon fails, though they said the wage (Rs.83 per day) is too low.
I had noticed that there were a few children playing around in the morning of a weekday and asked the parents why they weren’t in school. They told me that two of them were not well and that one other girl had come back to fetch something. The nearest school is at the main village of Karijatha. There are 16 children in this hamlet and 9 children go to school. The rest of them are below 5 years of age but because there is no balwadi nearby, they hang around their parents. One woman told me that her boy is staying in a hostel and studying in Sullurpet. She said that she really believes that children’s education is the only thing that can get them out their hardships and she was willing to do whatever was necessary to make it happen! Note that the adult literacy rate in this colony is zero.
Also, the people here have to go to Sullurpet for any medical help or health issues. There are some “share” autos (hop-on, hop-off autos) that go from the main village to Sullurpet during the day and they get on these in case of emergencies.
Pallipalem
This is a bigger village with 24 families, all of them STs. Asha funded few fishing nets, four(?) boats (catamarans) and helped some single women with financing in this village. Right away, I could see that there were a lot of adults idling around here. Mr.Nagarajan and Mr.Fakhruddin got a lot of the villagers to assemble and we spent around an hour and a half talking to people and walking around.
Even though this place is just 2-3km from Karijatha, things were quite different. First of all, I thought that the people were much less forthcoming to discuss issues and seek solutions. Ms.Subburathnamma, who works with this village a bit, agreed and said that was one of the main issues. Most of the people had not started farming or getting agricultural work yet but were mainly focused on fishing. The lake is about 5km from here and people have to walk there. Men would go to the lake or the backwaters once a week, fish for a couple of days and the women would join them on the shore. They would then try selling most of their catch in local markets and bring back some to sell in villages nearby. They repeat this once a week. The problem is that they run out of their small earnings very quickly but they are too tired to go back to the lake more frequently. They also mentioned the same problems related to increased competition and how a lot of fishermen with motorized boats are able to go much farther into the sea than ones with catamarans. They said that there is a plan to encourage more tourism around Pulicat Lake which might mean restricted access for these people to fish.
I asked them about NREGA work and if they all had job cards. But none of them had job cards because of some local issues. They were supposed to follow-up at the Tada Mandal headquarters but that didn’t seem to have happened. The women especially seemed anxious to get some work and earn. Mr.Raja Reddy instructed a few people to come over to APVVU office the following day to straighten this out. 
I spoke to a widow who was given a loan by Sahanivasa as a part of Asha funding. She was happy to have received the money and uses it to buy fish from fishermen and sells them in nearby villages to earn a living. I wanted to see some of the fishing nets and so was pointed to a couple that were left to dry. They were in pretty bad condition and I was told that they generally last between six months to two years depending on the wear & tear. I enquired about the catamarans; the villagers leave them some place by the lake but assured me that they use them regularly. I walked around the village and noticed that there were a lot of unfinished brick houses – no roof, windows, doors but just bare brick structures. These were sanctioned by the government under a housing scheme for the STs but the funding was inadequate to complete the construction. It was ironic to note there were thatched huts next to each of these brick houses; people live in the former and use the latter for storage or as bathrooms. Sahanivasa has been continuously urging the villagers to take up the issue with the authorities but I was told that the villagers have not been responsive.  
We then had a discussion about education and health. There are six children who go to a primary school nearby, four who go to high school near Sullurpet and a few who don’t go to school. I did notice there were a few boys wandering around in the village. One of the boys was bit by a snake recently and was recovering from it; I guess the others were giving him company! We talked to the adults about the importance of sending children to school and how only that can bring permanent positive change in their lives. 
Chenigunta
We arrived here after lunch at around 2pm. Chenigunta is south of Pallipalem, right by NH-5 and is easily accessible. As we drove towards the village, we noticed that a new college has been built right next to it. We reached the place and got seated near the end of the village overlooking some fields. People trickled in and sat under tree-shades. Most of them who came were women and it looked like almost all men had gone for work. There are 47 ST families in this village. 

We started off by discussing their livelihood options. They said that agriculture work was yet to pick up and so they mostly do NREGA work and fishing. Specifically, men had earthen-bund sharpening work as part of NREGA currently which women were still waiting for work to be assigned. Pulicat Lake is about 7km east of here; just as with Pallipalem and for similar reasons, the men go for fishing to the lake once a week only. Given that a college was built right next to their village, I asked them if any of them worked in that project. They said that they were not approached for any work probably because the builders brought cheap labor from elsewhere. Mr.Raja Reddy was clearly agitated by that answer and chided them for not taking the effort to talk to the builders/founders and demand work! 

An SEZ has been sanctioned near this area and is supposed to consume the land/fields right next to the village that we were looking out to. Mr.Raja Reddy asked the villagers if they were happy about it and they clearly were not. He asked them what they were going to do about it and no one had an answer. He explained how if they were unable to demand work for a small construction project right next to their village, it would simply be impossible to oppose the might of the government and other vested interests for a large-scale SEZ project.
Houses built under the government scheme in this village were in better shape than Pallipalem but doors had not been provided for yet. Some folks were living in them nonetheless while others were still living in their huts.
I asked about the children. 28 of them go to primary school, 8 to high school and 19 children to anganwadis. I saw very few children out and about. Being next to a highway, access to doctors and hospitals is not a major issue. I was told that there was a Primary Health Center (PHC) nearby though not one in Chenigunta itself.
Andagundala
After spending an hour at Chenigunta, we got to Andagundala at about 3:15pm. This village is about 3km west of Chenigunta and quite far from the lake. This is also an ST colony and has about 50 families. Asha supported this place by providing fishing nets for 30 families, two catamarans and assistance for 20 single women. 

We arrived at a couple’s house as they were busy cleaning their fishing nets. We waited for a while as the villagers gathered. We started talking but found it very hard to engage them or discuss their issues. The mood of the people could be summed up as ‘tired’. The lake is 10km away and they walk all the way cutting across fields to get there. With agriculture being seasonal and for lack of other job opportunities, their only option is fishing. They mentioned that they have noticed a decline in the amount of fish in the lake; they get a very small area to fish and people the motorized boats have a clear advantage. Though monsoons were good, most of these villagers have not found any agricultural work. They don’t seem to have taken up any NREGA work either. 

The adult population here is 100% illiterate. There are 30 children who go to school and almost as much who don’t. The parents generally didn’t seem too keen about education but one really can’t blame them given their state of affairs. As we were leaving, a villager walked up to me and asked me to help the school in the village. He mentioned that teachers show up infrequently and even if they do, they lack any motivation to keep the children in school and teach.

Periavettu
Periavettu is about 1-2km west of Pulicat Lake and a lot of sailboats and catamarans are parked near the shore here. I wanted to see some of the catamarans bought by Sahanivasa with Asha’s funds and that is the reason we came here. Driving south-east on NH-5 about 10km past Tada, we arrived at Periavettu at about 4:30pm. This colony is just across a railway line. The village itself is just one long narrow lane with huts on one side and unfinished brick structures on the other side. We wanted to see the boats before it got too dark and so we requested a few older boys in the village to take us there. We walked to where they were parked and I was pointed to four catamarans that were funded by Asha. They seemed very basic and minimum of course, with 5 or 6 thick long logs held together with some nails and ropes. The boys said that they can go at most 15km into the waters with these and not more. As we were talking, a sailboat with some fishermen breezed past us and we looked on enviously.
We thanked the boys and dropped them off near the main road. We then headed to Gummidipundi railway station where I was dropped to make my way back to Chennai. I thanked Mr.Chennaiah, Mrs.Suria and the Sahanivasa staff for their hospitality and for having spent a couple of days showing me the projects in Chittoor district and Tada mandal. It was a fantastic learning experience for me.

Financials

I verified the following documents:
· Audited financial reports for Sahanivasa for the past two years 2006-07 and 2007-08

· Financial reports for Asha-funded projects for the past two years

· Vouchers and bills/receipts for some of the budget heads funded by Asha
· List of teachers who attended some of the monthly meetings

Sahanivasa is a front for a lot of APVVU’s agricultural labour union related activities, which hence draws a lot of scrutiny from the government and Income Tax department. So, Mr.Chennaiah, a lawyer by profession, is very particular about having all documents and financials in order.
Also, one of their major funding comes from DanChurchAid (DCA) which supports a lot of their livelihood activities including agriculture in five districts of Andhra Pradesh.
http://www.danchurchaid.org/sider_paa_hjemmesiden/where_we_work/asia/india/read_more/giving_goats_in_india  

Summary
· Sahanivasa and APVVU have strong roots and reach in Tada mandal of Nellore district.

· The NGO has a lot of experience in organizing and working with local communities in rural areas which are always very critical for any such project.
· The target ST population supported by this Tsunami rehabilitation project are not fishermen by profession. It is different in that they don’t live by the shore nor do they own boats; fishing is only an alternate livelihood for them.
· The APVVU folks seem to have a good rapport with the villagers. It is clear that they insist that the communities fight for their own rights; they are less inclined to do the job of the villagers and would rather facilitate processes. NREGA job cards, house construction, electricity supply are some of the examples.
Suggestions

· Livelihood – I don’t know how things were soon after the Tsunami but things are certainly different now. As indicated in my report, most of the people are not interested in fishing because it is too much work with very not much payoff and increased competition. Also, it takes them away from their villages for too long leaving them very tired. I think it might be worth re-evaluating this project as it stands and start a dialogue with Sahanivasa about exploring other livelihood options for these people. I understand that it’s a difficult task but I really feel that it might be worth changing course now.
· NREGA job cards – Given its experience, Sahanivasa should absolutely make sure that all villagers have NREGA job cards and know what needs to be done to get work assigned.

· Education – This component needs to be tied in much more closely into anything we undertake. At the bare minimum, we should work towards getting all children to school. We could lend support to a village and people there against a guarantee that they would send their children to school. Also, APVVU is definitely capable of advocacy/rights-based work related to education (enforcing teacher:student ratio, infrastructure facilities, functioning of mid-day meal scheme in schools, etc) and we could encourage that as a part of this project.
-  Bhaskar Venkateswaran (bhasve AT gmail DOT com)
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