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This was the first site visit regarding these two fellowships since they were first funded in 
2007. These two individuals are funded separately although their projects overlap and 
they work closely together – in fact, they were married last year. The goal of both is to 
help the poor, especially students, use the Right to Information Act (RTI) to make 
specific and systemic changes in their schools and communities. While Aheli focuses on 
work in a slum area in Mayur Vihar in East Delhi, Saurabh works at the university level, 
primarily at Delhi University but also elsewhere in India. The actual scope of their work 
is too large to be evaluated in one site visit and readers are encouraged to read their 
reports online to obtain a larger picture. We were able to visit a resettlement area where 
the earlier slums had been replaced with somewhat more permanent (but still 
substandard) area and see what has been done there. 
We had made arrangements to meet with Aheli and Saurabh before leaving Los Angeles. 
Although they had both been involved in a minor accident prior to our arrival in Delhi, 
they nevertheless confirmed on October 25th that our meeting was still on. Saurabh and 
Aheli met us at Sheikh Sarai where we were staying (not too far from their own 
residence). We had arranged for a car to go to Mayur Vihar where the volunteers they 
were training were based. The trip was about an hour long and gave time for us to get a 
clearer insight into their activities. 
The main focus of their work can be summed up in three words: Transparency, 
Accountability and RTI (Right to Information), and the latter has turned out to be a 
powerful tool in establishing the first two. The RTI Act was passed by the Indian 
Parliament around 2004 although the RTI Movement had been working on the Act for 
close to 15 years. This legislation is similar to the Freedom of Information Act in the US 
and similar ones in other countries. For a payment of Rupees 10, it gives citizens the right 
to find details of the functioning of an arm of the Government at any level. The 
respondent is required to provide responses to the questions raised. This is of course 
without filing any law suits as is needed in the US. 
The focus of Aheli’s work is on training poor local youth volunteers in the use of RTI. 
First, she makes them aware of their rights under the law and then she teaches them how 
to actually use the law to make changes in the local Delhi municipal schools. The focus 
of Saurabh’s work is similar but the volunteers are mostly from Delhi University. In both 
cases, the volunteers are given a crash three month course in English and computer skills. 
Several students have used the computer skills gained in these classes to obtain good 
gainful employment. With the computer skills of their volunteers, Aheli and Saurabh 
have managed to put seventeen subsections of Section 4 of RTI (which gives instructions 
on filing procedures etc.,) on the web. Aheli mentioned to us that a government body, 
Central Information Committee, the nodal body in all matters regarding RTI has been 
working with them. Aheli and Saurabh have applied the focus of their work to myriad 
causes. Two examples include the condition of the municipal corporation schools in 
Delhi vis-à-vis private schools, and the effective use of the National Rural Guaranteed 
Employment Act which guarantees every working farmer’s family 60 days of work at 
Rs100 per day. In the local case of municipal schools, they and their volunteers have 
documented instances of lack of toilets, mid-day meals, and ceiling fans, as well as 



computers purchased but locked up and unavailable for student use, etc. Since the schools 
have received ample funding, the RTI has been used effectively in questioning the 
Principals/Head Masters on the use of the money. This is an effective use of RTI towards 
Accountability. Originally the volunteers all belonged to Maksad (Purpose) and used the 
facilities of Institute of Social Studies Trust (ISST), an organization sympathetic to the 
goals of Aheli and Saurabh. 
Some volunteers have now “graduated” and are now mentors of the newer students, 
including teaching them English and computer skills that they themselves have learned. 
We visited their facilities, a large room with a dozen desktops and an instructor for 
computer skills. However, as the number of volunteers increased, ISST wished for Aheli 
and Saurabh to move their group to some other place. The volunteer group now functions 
as Lakshya (Aim) in the cramped room (8’ x 8’) of one of the volunteers.  
We met with a large number of volunteers of Lakshya at their meeting place. There were 
close to a dozen women and an overflowing crowd of more than 20 men. We all 
introduced ourselves and we were quite impressed with their English diction. During the 
conversations, I (PKS) periodically asked if they understood what we were saying, and it 
appeared that they had. In the group there were several high school students and many 
University students. The group seemed well aware of how to use the RTI and apparently 
had used it effectively in several cases. We were most impressed with one of the 
volunteers for his zeal, passion and dedication: Sanju. He is not only teaching other 
volunteers but has apparently used RTI with great effect. He has succeeded in improving 
the infrastructure in several schools, questioned the Delhi Transport Corporation about 
the lack of bus service only to find that an official was using the bus to transport private 
school children and pocket the money, and was involved in the case of a XII standard 
young woman violently assaulted by her principal for questioning the lack of basic 
facilities such as potable drinking water and clean toilets (the principal has now been 
transferred and a case filed against her). 
There is no question that Aheli and Saurabh have succeeded quite well in effectively 
training their volunteers to establish transparency and accountability by the use of RTI 
and their work continues. It is important to note that they have contributed to the goals of 
ASHA (educating the underprivileged) both directly (by helping to improve the 
infrastructure of the municipal schools which are populated by and large by very poor 
students), and indirectly (by involving and educating the volunteers of such poor 
communities). Besides Sanju, there were several others (including two women) who 
wanted to make this work their life mission. Sanju himself is pursuing a Bachelor’s 
degree in Social Work. 
Funding: The fellowships of Aheli can Saurabh initially given for three years are up for 
renewal this year. According to them this is their only source of income for now. Part of 
their income is also spent in providing for meeting places and other sundries for the 
volunteers. The funding has been inconsistent with only $1915 in 2009, mostly from 
ASHA-SV. Apparently, there are snags in the actual transmittal of money which 
ASHACentral needs to look into. 
Recommendations 

1. Needless to say, the fellowships of Aheli and Saurabh should be renewed. They intend 
to apply for a larger amount for each of them due to the higher cost of living in Delhi, and 
to the extent feasible, this should be given careful consideration. 



2. As laudable as the achievements of Lakshya are, it seems to us that it is somewhat 
diffused in its goals. It may be more effective if the volunteers split into several groups 
each with a different mission, one of which is to continue to work with the municipal 
schools. Asha should consider this a separate viable entity funding it as a separate 
proposal instead of funneling through fellowship remittances to Aheli and Saurabh. 
3. Aheli and Saurabh would be well advised to prepare a careful budget detailing the 
infrastructure needs of Lakshya instead of paying this out of their own pockets. Perhaps 
this part of the funding can be undertaken by a different Asha chapter. 
4. Lakshya currently meets in a room barely 8’ x 8’. Apparently one twice the size could 
be obtained for Rs 3000/month with space for computer workstations. Although the 
desktops can be procured locally, the Microsoft licenses for their operating system, as 
well as Office 2003 are prohibitively expensive. It would be worthwhile for Asha-Central 
to investigate furnishing this software, perhaps through Asha-Seattle). 
Conclusion 

Overall we were very impressed with what we saw and the excellent work done by Aheli 
and Saurabh. 
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The RTI team discussing the answers of the RTI applications filed on 13 schools of the 
neighborhood.  



 
 
First appeal to the RTI applications, been read out of the rest of the team. 



 
 
Sudhir teaching the morning batch students 
 
 


