Deoria/Kushinagar Sites Visit:  Trip Report.

· USA Chapter Requesting Site Visit:  Florida
· Dates of Visit:  October 26 & 27, 2006

· Persons Visiting the Sites:  Govind Sharma, Asha-Varanasi Volunteer

 



  Gangadhara Mathad, Asha-MHV Volunteer

· Sites Visited (all located in Eastern UP):

1. Ramanand Kanya Jr. High School, Bhatpar Rani Road, Malhani (Oct. 26, 2006)

2. Prakritik Primary Pathshala, Narkatia (Oct 26, 2006)

3. Musahar Community, Sakhwania (Oct 26, 2006)

4. Bheekhampura Asha Center, Deoria (Oct 27, 2006)

5. DM-Proximity Center, Deoria (Oct 27, 2006)

· Visit Details:
The two of us (Govind and I) started our overnight bus journey to Deoria from Kanpur exactly at 5:30 PM, the scheduled time (a surprise for me!).  Since we had secured front seats (no reservation in this part of India), the journey did not feel that bumpy.  We had light fruit/glucose-biscuits snack at Luknow stop.  I dozed of now and then with no continuous sleep.  The seats not being very cushiony, my butt will not let me comfortably sleep.  Towards the end of the journey, I was fidgeting greatly, anxious to get out.  Train journeys are always more comfortable in India, but due to Id festival and Deepavali vacation it was impossible to procure reserved seats in the trains.  Well, it was indeed an experience to say the least.

The bus arrived at the Deoria depot at 5:00 AM, again the scheduled time.  In spite of several scheduled and unscheduled stops (usual on such journeys), the bus had arrived in time.  It was pleasantly cool in Deoria.  We called our host, Mr. Ranjit Singh who arrived on his motor bike.  Since we were three, all of us went on the same bike, tightly holding each other lest we may fall.  I was told to my comfort that police do not issue tickets for triple ride, although it is illegal.  One thing good about our Eastern culture is to adapt based on needs rather than be structurally correct.  One sees this all over India and that is why, I think, the country runs reasonably will in spite of a billion of us.  We proceeded to Ranjit’s farm house, very nicely set within a seven acre farm with fruit trees and flower shrubs.  We had a nice bath, breakfast of poori-alu, papaya, and Indian tea.  Around 9:00 AM we went to the first listed site, meeting its Asha coordinator, Keshav Chandra, on the way.  From here on, we had two motor bikes with four riders and the ride was a bit more comfortable.
1. Ramanand Kanya Jr. High School, Bhatparani.
This is a currently running school.  The school building is nice and clean and located in a farm outside a reasonably affluent adjacent village.  There were about 80 students well dressed in blue/white uniforms.  Parents wanted their children to wear uniforms and supplied by them.  The students (ages 5-12) looked well behaved and playful.  I observed them while some elephants passed by on the main road when all rushed to the edge of the school ground to watch them – it was break time.  I talked with few of them and seemed to be happy to be in the school.  Coordinator Keshav said the attendance was a bit low due to the holidays.  They never have all of the 200 students reported.  Class rooms have an open structure in that two or more grades are taught in the same room.  There are two class rooms, one small office and some grades are taught in the veranda.  There are seven teachers, and I felt for the 100 or less students in attendance at any given time, I did not feel the need for seven teachers.  I did mention this to Keshav.
After some tea, and looking over their attendance records, we took some group photos of the students and left for the next site; we had spent more than 2 hours.

2.   Prakritik Primary Pathashala, Narkatia.

This is also a running school and runs up to 3:00 PM. It is located on the grounds of another NGO.  The class rooms are open with zinc sheets as roof and no doors.  There

was one teacher conducting a class of about 25 students.  As coordinator Mr. Ranjit Singh (our host) explained, there is a Govt. school in the adjacent “Gram Panchayat”; parents were not willing to send them there due to some relational problems with the village.  At present they like this arrangement of a private school funded by Asha.  He assured me that a separate Govt. school will be forthcoming in about two years and the students will then go to that school.  It appears that this Asha-funded school is on a temporary basis.  Ranjit is looking for funds to pay salaries to three teachers (the other two were absent) who have not been paid sine July 2006.  Here again I felt there was no need of three teachers.  The students looked bright and well dressed (not in uniforms); they were ready to go home but stayed because of us.  They sang some songs for us and quite good.  After some photos, we proceed for the last site visit of the day.  It was almost 4:00 PM.
3.   Musahar Community, Sakhwania.
Located about 50 km from Deoria and close to Kushinagar (Nepal/India border), this is not currently operational since the volunteer teachers left (got married).  We visited the community who live in thatched hut dwellings.  They are very poor, doing some low paid farm work since the affluent community around do not accept them.  I understand from them that when their children were sent to nearby public school, they were not served Govt. lunch meals and were sent home.  This is the problem of local implementation of Govt. rules.  The neglected communities suffer from such inequalities.  If there is one community Asha wants to really support and help in this region, this is one of them.  I listened to the parents who spoke in Bhojpuri which was translated for me.  Community leaders talked with us and requested to reopen the school.  As I understood, the classes can be conducted under the trees when it does not rain.  There are no covered areas since their huts are quite small.

4.  Bheekhampura Asha Center, Deoria.

This is another thatched hut community on the outskirts of Deoria.  Many of the families are migrant laborers working on construction sites and railway station.  There used to be Asha volunteers teaching before, but now there is none since they have left for personal reasons like marriage, finishing college etc.  Community leaders were very happy with Asha volunteers.  The children go to public schools and do not get any attention, being from the poor class.  They wished for Asha volunteer run school to help them with their home work and tutor on difficult subjects.  A “balwadi” type school would be very beneficial to such communities.  Home environment (poor accommodation and lighting conditions) is not conducive for evening/weekend studying.  Even if the “Balwadis” are run for few days a week, it would greatly help the children.

5.   DM-Proximity Center, Deoria.

The site, now not running, has no name.  Since the community is located near District Magistrate’s residence, the name DM-Proximity Center.  This is another hut community, residents being mostly migrant laborers from Bihar.  I met this feisty woman who is aggressive and telling me of fighting with the principal of the public school to teach their children as they do to the affluent ones.  It is the same common story of neglecting the down-trodden communities.  Although on our constitutional books, rules never get implemented since most implementing authorities are upper-class.  They were very happy when the classes were held by Asha volunteers under a tree.  This lady was entreating us to open the classes again to help their children with schooling.  Again, a “balwadi” type school would be appropriate.
On the way back from Sakhwania to Deoria on Thursday evening, we visited Buddha’s parinirvana site at Kushinagar, a great treat for me.  I even discussed at length with Keshav and Ranjit about their feelings and the politics on the Maitreya project being planned in Kushinagar.  We returned from our field trip on October 27 after a night of generous hospitality of Mr. Ranjit Singh at his house.  We arrived Kanpur bus depot around 1:00 AM, Saturday.  It was in my opinion a memorable trip from many points.
· Closing Remarks:
· The five sites I visited need Asha assistance of one kind or the other.  The first two sites are functional schools and associated with families living reasonably (not affluent in any sense).  Most of their budget requirements are teachers’ salaries.  Since this is a recurring expense (unlike infra-structural improvements), we need to stress to these schools that some kind of local support is needed (in terms of fees, family contributions and local donors).  We need to put time boundaries on Asha support funds and review these project with site visits to assess their progress in this regard.
· The other three sites fit the Asha requirements fully.  The communities are neglected, under privileged with no means of self-funding.  These children are neglected in the public system; they are not receiving good education and are not even well fed since their families have meager incomes. While local donations are possible, Asha has to initiate these “balwadis” and once running, local donations always become possible.  I am sure there are many such communities spread all over India, and I had the chance to visit these and learn first-hand their trials and tribulations.
