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Introduction:

Nitya Seva Society, established in 1999 in Bhopal, is home to about 150 children. The society was established by Claus & Asha von der Fink. They both are now settled in Germany and are mainly associated with Nitya Seva Germany that raises funds for the society’s operations in Bhopal. The shelters in Bhopal are run by Ajay & Alka Gopal with the help of other social workers. Ajay Gopal is brother of Asha Gopal-von der Fink and that’s how the Gopal family got involved with Nitya Seva. 

Children & their background:

The children mainly come from railway platforms in and around Bhopal. The kids have varied background: some are orphans, some are runaways and are unable to locate their families, some have families but are not in a position to live with their families due to abject poverty or step-parents or other reasons.

Nitya Seva runs two shelters, one near the railway station and other in Pipalner village near Bhopal. The shelter near the railway station is home to some boys and is used by social workers to attract the platform kids by running a bank for them, providing them with food and other amenities. Once a kid becomes a regular visitor to the platform shelter, he is moved to the Pipalner shelter and arrangements are made to get him into a regular school. The girls are moved directly to the Pipalner shelter. Apart from railway platforms, Nitya Seva also accepts kids from Hospitals (whose parents have died), childline and other NGO shelters. 

Family ties:

The children in Nitya Seva homes have very loose ties with their families. Nitya Seva tries to reunite the runaway kids with their families by mailing a letter to them, in case they can identify their address. The kids whose parents are around but are unable to keep them (due to poor financial situation) do pay visits to their children occasionally. Helping such families would be another project in itself. At this time, Nitya Seva doesn’t have enough resources (both human & infrastructure) to undertake this task.

Schooling:

The Pipalner shelter is home to about 120 children, 55 girls and the rest are boys. About 102 of them go to regular schools, while two of them are registered with open school. The children at the shelter go to 6 different schools and their grades vary from L.K.G to Grade 9 (there is one boy who is in Grade 11). The school that a kid goes to depends on his/her educational needs and interest level. Motivating the kids to go school is one of the biggest challenges that face the social workers at Nitya Seva. The children are accustomed to free life-style of railway platform and therefore find it hard to cope up with the disciplined life of school. Some of them also find the school environment scary which is quite understandable given their background. Given these challenges, a 10% drop out rate seems very impressive. And then there are kids who are doing very well at school, scoring over 80% in their class. One kid I talked to stood first in his class and seemed very intelligent. 

Facilities at Pipalner:

Morning at Nitya Seva starts early as one of the school buses arrives at 7:30am. The social workers help the kids in getting ready for the school. They also help the kids with homework once they are back. The children live in spacious rooms with 10-12 bunkers in each room. There is a fan/cooler, almira, storage space in each room.  The girls have their rooms on the third floor while the boys live on the second floor. The shelter has a dining room equipped with permanent tables & chairs, a TV room, a computer room equipped with about 8 computers, a class room for study and a play ground outside the building. The children play carem board, table tennis, video games during their spare time. The girls also learn stitching & tailoring work from a tailoring instructor. The social workers including a lady warden live with the kids in the shelter. A lady chef employed by Nitya Seva prepares the food. Due to water shortage in the area, the home gets water from the tankers that come thrice a week. The kitchen is equipped with an aqua-guard to purify the drinking water.

Overall Impression:

Nitya Seva is doing an excellent job of raising and educating these kids. After talking to the kids, I could not imagine that they once lived at a railway platform. Nitya Seva has certainly changed their lives and we should support this effort in every way we can.

My take:

Nitya Seva receives a good chunk of money from Germany every year that covers about 80-90% of their expenses. This is not a fixed amount so its not clear how much they’ll be able to provide this year and whether it’ll be enough to cover all their needs for the year. Subject to availability of funds, my recommendation would be to start off by funding the educational expenses of Nitya Seva which are expected to be Rs. 420,000 in the coming year and then evaluate their financial needs every six months or so.

