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Message from the President

Dear reader,

I am glad to utilize this opportunity to express our heartfelt 

gratitude to you for making us an integral part in the fabric of 

community life in State College. AID Penn State is a small but 

vibrant chapter, which has gone from one milestone to another 

over the past 12 years. Recently we have been awarded the 

‘Outstanding Student Organization of the Year 2008-09’ by the 

Pennsylvania State University. This would not have been possible 

without you. We are now a multi-faceted entity that is not only 

involved in grassroots development in different parts of India, but 

also organizes events as varied as cultural workshops, 

distinguished speaker series, and social awareness drives. 

In all these events, we have received tremendous support 

from all quarters. In 2008, our dance workshop conducted by 

noted danseuse Dr. Tejaswini Rao was made possible by the funds 

provided by the University Park Allocation Committee (UPAC) at 

Penn State. We were also fortunate to have distinguished social 

entrepreneurs like Ms. Nafisa Barot and Mr. C. Srinivasan visit us 

from India to share their experiences of the women’s rights 

movement and sustainable environmental management 

respectively. These events helped us realize our long-standing 

desire to contribute to the diversity of the community life in State 

College.

As most of you might be aware, Mumbai was taken hostage 

by terrorists in November 2008. We organized a candlelight vigil 

to express solidarity with the victims of that massacre. The 

overwhelming response to the vigil confirmed our belief in the 

strength of humanity beyond national borders and cultures. We 

were amazed at the support that we received from the Centre 

Daily Times, WPSU, the Daily Collegian, WTAJ, various other 

student organizations at Penn State, and, above all, the residents of 

State College. More than a hundred people from different 
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nationalities stood together to peacefully pay their respects to the 

victims and sent a strong message to the world that we would not 

be divided and not let divisive forces create artificial barriers 

between us.

Apart from these, we organized ‘Gypsy and the Princess’, a 

neo-classical dance recital  performed by Dr. Tejaswini Rao and 

her troupe. The event was received well. This year we 

collaborated with another student organization, Two Cents of 

Hope, in managing our regular concession stand during home 

football games. 

It is heartening to note that our activities have inspired the 

young students of State College. The Key Club, a student 

organization of the State College Area High School, has taken 

interest in project Asha funded by us. This project is an initiative 

to provide elementary education to children in ten tribal villages 

of West Bengal. The Key Club has adopted one village school. 

They will be financially responsible for the adopted village and 

will be involved in monitoring the progress. Such commitment 

from these young adults has strengthened the sense of kinship that 

we at AID feel towards our community and opened up new 

channels of cooperation between like-minded people willing to 

make a difference. 

Every Food Festival marks the beginning of a new year for 

our chapter and every Sankalp helps us relive the experiences 

from the year just past. We always feel excited to share these with 

you. I hope that you will enjoy reading about these experiences in 

the pages that follow as much as the volunteers enjoyed penning 

them down for you.

Welcome, dear reader, to the Taste of India, an event that 

celebrates the diversity of India. I hope that you have a wonderful 

time. Bon appétit!

Simanti Banerjee
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Taste of India - A Celebration of Indian Food and 

Culture

Hemant Yennawar

F

or many of us, the attachment to our motherland grows 

stronger after leaving India. Here at Penn State, the 

Association for India’s Development (AID) provides a platform 

for Indian students to channelize their passion for India into 

something productive. AID volunteers meet every Thursday 

during the Community Service Hour to discuss issues concerning 

various grassroots development projects in India. The money 

required to support the projects is raised through fund-raisers, the 

biggest of them being the annual celebration of food and Indian 

culture, called the Taste of India. 

The food festival is a display of team spirit at its best, with 

the community members and student volunteers working together 

for a great cause. It is a lot of fun for everyone. Over the years it 

has become a spring tradition at State College. The delicious 

Indian buffet is a treat for the taste buds and leaves everyone 

asking for more. Having been a volunteer myself for the past few 

years, I wish to provide a peek into what goes on behind the 

scenes to organize such a huge event successfully.

The preparation for the food festival starts as early as 

January with the formation of various teams to coordinate 

cooking, decoration, sponsorship, event publicity, and publication 

of Sankalp, the annual newsletter. The decoration team, 

comprising highly creative student volunteers, plans the high 

school cafeteria décor in the weeks leading to the food festival and 

transforms the place with bright festive colors on the day of the 

event. Meanwhile, the community volunteers have a fun and 

animated menu-planning meeting. Popular items from previous 
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food-fest attendee surveys stay on. New items are added if 

someone with sufficient expertise volunteers to lead. 

Community volunteers generously offer to cook the various 

dishes on the day of the food festival. The most challenging task, 

undoubtedly, is to cook large quantities of exotic Indian food and 

serve it in an organized fashion. The ‘poori brigade’ presents the 

picture of an assembly line: rolling dough balls, frying them, 

counting, and eventually packing hundreds of pooris. The very 

thought of cooking huge quantities of sambhar, chholey, and 
paalak paneer can be intimidating! The lip-smacking chaats, 
crispy dosas and cool lassi at the drink stall are some of the items 

prepared during the 

event. It is immensely 

satisfying to hear 

from attendees that 

such tasty, home-

cooked, wholesome 

food is hard to find 

elsewhere, and is the 

ultimate tribute to the 

labor of love of the 

Indian community.

In addition to 

the great food, the sideshows contribute towards creating a 

carnival-like atmosphere. The henna stall is a favorite haunt of my 

daughters. The magic show, the fun corner, and the karaoke corner 

playing Bollywood songs are a hit with the kids. There are stalls 

selling Indian handicrafts, which are in fact the work of 

communities receiving AID funds. Colorful posters with project 

snippets displayed around the venue remind us that behind the 

façade of fun and celebration is a serious cause, an attempt to 

reach out to the less fortunate.

Over the years the food festival has evolved into a smooth-

sailing affair, and we continue to learn from our mistakes. One 

Guests enjoying delicious food
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cannot help but breathe a sigh of relief when the event ends well 

and the team happily poses for a group picture. Mahatma Gandhi 

once said, “Whatever you do will be insignificant, but it is very 

important that you do it.” The success stories in the AID-funded 

projects reaffirm our belief that the collective contribution of the 

community in organizing the food festival has been truly worth 

the effort.

Ashok Gandhi

T

he event Taste of India to me is much more than a fun filled 

food festival or a fund-raising event for a worthy cause. In 

my eyes, it represents a testimony of the values the volunteers and 

supporters hold dear and attribute to their heritage. They believe 

that good values are always caught better than they are taught. 

These values form the foundation of the work they do in the 

various projects, inspiring the people around them. The 

enthusiasm, cooperation, perseverance, pride, selflessness, and 

compassion of the volunteers are admirable.

The volunteers lovingly put together this annual fund-raising 

event. They plan big 

and dream bigger. As I 

remember, the first 

event raised around 

$500; this year it is 

estimated to raise 

$15,000. The student 

volunteers are full of 

energy – enough to 

take on the world. 

Food lovers of State 

College are tempted 

Kids having fun at food fest
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with home-cooked exotic Indian food. The fund-raising entails the 

involvement of State College businesses with sponsorships and 

donations. It brings together families of Indian origin from various 

parts of India, who prepare and proudly serve the food. The spirit 

of cooperation becomes more and more apparent as the event 

draws closer. Somewhere along the line, the goal of raising the 

money inadvertently transforms into just giving-all-we-have-got 

to the cause. In the end, money takes a back seat, as it should.

Jayashree Sonti

T

aste of India, the annual food festival, has become a 

tradition now. Over the past decade, the event has grown in 

scope, adding a fun corner, an arts and craft sale, a Mehendi 

(henna) corner, a magic show, and lively music. It has evolved 

into an amalgam of ethnic cuisine and culture that the community 

has come to relish and cherish. The hustle and bustle, the 

organized chaos, the smells and sounds all add to the ambience. 

However, there is more to the event than mere fun and frolic that 

the guests indulge in.

The event is driven by passion for a greater cause, to make a 

difference to the underprivileged and marginalized in India. Each 

year this passion brings together scores of volunteers from the 

community as well as students. Though the stated goal of the food 

festival is, of course, to raise funds for the various projects 

undertaken by AID, the ultimate aim is to create awareness among 

the community and public at large. The food festival is a medium 

to touch people’s hearts. Over the years, the message has spread 

and more people are aware of AID and its various projects. The 

food festival is definitely a success in that respect. Slowly but 

surely, AID has been able to attract more patrons and subsequently 

more funds, leading to more projects. AID’s partnership with State 
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College Area High School Key Club is a perfect example. The 

teenagers of Key Club have already helped AID in one of the rural 

education projects and are interested in getting involved even 

more. 

AID Penn State is fortunate enough that hundreds of guests, 

community volunteers and students alike, have embraced the food 

festival and its spirit. Hopefully a day will come when AID can 

successfully declare the completion of its mission. We are 

optimistic this dream will come true, sooner or later. Until then let 

us continue with this tradition; let us make the food festival 

bigger, better, and even more meaningful.

After the event

Photos: Nagesh Sonti, Mahesh Shastry, Padmaja Mishra
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The Right to Information Act: A Historic 

Opportunity to Root Out Corruption in India

Anirban Hazra

I

n 2005, India passed the Right to Information (RTI) Act that 

guaranteed its people the right to access any information 

related to the functioning of the government. Since then, this Act 

has played a major role in empowering citizens to participate 

actively in the democratic process, and bringing about 

transparency in all levels of governance.

The Act provides an opportunity to reduce corruption. The 

relationship between information and corruption is not difficult to 

understand: there is pressure on the concerned official to correct 

his or her ways when information is easily accessible to the public 

about the inefficiency or wrongdoing of a government body. 

The RTI Act has several positive elements built into it. For 

example, the government representative responsible for providing 

the information has to do so within a one month period, failing 

which he is liable to be penalized for every day of delay. This fine 

is to be deducted directly from his wages. Additionally, no special 

form or format is required for requesting information. This makes 

the process of submitting requests relatively simple. Furthermore, 

the Act ensures a high degree of transparency, for every 

government department is required by the law to clearly display 

the name of the person responsible for accepting RTI applications.

In spite of these positives, there are some systemic hurdles in 

implementation. The biggest of these is that an RTI application 

has to be made in writing. In a country where at least 30% of the 

adult population is illiterate, this poses a major barrier to a large, 

and perhaps the most vulnerable, section of the population. Also, 

the government has not taken adequate steps to publicize the Act. 
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Thus, civil society and individuals have an important role to play 

to ensure its implementation.

Since May 2008, AID Penn State has been associated with 

Asha Parivar, a non-governmental organization working on 

promoting the use of the RTI Act. We provide financial support to 

five activists in Bihar. They assist people with filing RTI 

applications and conduct periodic awareness camps. The most 

common RTI requests made by citizens relate to why their ration 

card (to get benefits 

under the public 

distribution system) 

or job card (to get 

work under the 

government’s social 

security scheme) 

application has not 

been processed. In 

the past, these 

applications were 

often not processed 

without bribing the 

concerned official. 

Now with RTI, there 

is an impetus for 

officials to not delay 

legitimate applications.

The activists themselves file RTI applications to acquire 

information related to the implementation of government schemes. 

For example, an enquiry into why the mid-day meal scheme (to 

provide free lunch to school students) was not implemented in a 

government school, led to its subsequent implementation. There 

are several such success stories we have learned of in the past 

year. One of the Asha Parivar activists, Manoj Mishra from Siwan 

district in Bihar, sent us the following account: 

Activists helping people to file RTI 

application in a camp
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Such stories from the grassroots are extremely encouraging 

and we feel optimistic that the RTI Act can greatly reduce, if not 

totally root out, corruption. The government has recognized 

corruption as a problem and has taken efforts to combat it by 

passing the RTI Act. As responsible citizens, the onus is now on us 

to ensure it has its desired impact of bringing transparency and 

strengthening democratic values.

“Citizens of Aandar block, Gadaar panchayat 
(village governing body), were unhappy with Mr. 

Surendra Prasad, a public distribution dealer. He did not 

distribute kerosene and other items through the ration 

shop for six months. Although he was breaking the law, 

he was backed by the local MP (Member of Parliament). 

Complaints were filed against him, but there was no 

disciplinary action. Finally, people used RTI and this 

worked! Even though the local politicians were 

supporting Mr. Prasad, the Sub Divisional Officer had no 

choice but to suspend him. People celebrated their victory 

for two days. This event inspired ten more local people to 

file RTI applications to get information about the 

development work done by the panchayat.”
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A Unique Effort at Improving Learning Levels in 

Public Education

Umamahesh Srinivas

These words were recently penned by Bill Gates in his first 

annual letter about his work at the Gates Foundation. He was right 

on the money when he emphasized the importance of guidance by 

motivated and resourceful teachers during the formative years of a 

child. It was written in the context of the US education system but 

might well echo the situation anywhere in the world. I realized 

this after my recent visit to primary schools supported by 

Sikshana, a non-governmental organization in Bangalore, India. 

Sikshana is devoted to the cause of empowering public 

schools and communities by playing the role of a facilitator. The 

nature of its support is varied like financial assistance, providing 

motivational inputs and sponsoring teachers in certain schools. 

The overarching mission is to decentralize the process of 

delivering elementary education. In addition to 12 schools in 

Bangalore city, Sikshana has taken all 120 village schools in 

Kanakapura taluk under its wings for an ‘integrated program in 

basic skills’. Each rural school receives Rs. 20,000 (about $400) 

annually from Sikshana for developmental activities. However, 

AID Penn State currently supports activities only in the city 

schools.

I had the good fortune of visiting two rural schools in 

“

...Research shows that there is only half as 

much variation in student achievement 

between schools as there is among classrooms in the 

same school. If you want your child to get the best 

education possible, it is actually more important to get 

him assigned to a great teacher than to a great school...”
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Halugondanahalli and Hulibele villages. These villages are 

stereotypical Indian villages, which are not reachable by paved 

roads, where Government apathy is at its starkest, and where 

school dropout rates are high. What struck me as fascinating was 

the effective utilization of available resources in these villages. 

With minimum infrastructure and just six teachers for more than 

200 kids, the Halugondanahalli school has consistently ranked 

among the top schools in the region after being adopted by 

Sikshana in 2006. The school boasts of computer literacy in third 

grade students and has succeeded in involving the disinterested 

village community in school development. Testimony to this is the 

school perimeter wall built through funds raised by local residents. 

My interaction with the students revealed their burning desire to 

excel, utilizing every resource that Sikshana has offered them.

The Hulibele school, adopted by Sikshana in 2004, is a 

classic example of what a motivated teacher is capable of 

achieving. This school has been blessed with a very dynamic 

headmistress and inspired teachers. They have wisely invested 

funds from donors to install a solar powered electric system, build 

a new library and sports room, and get wooden benches in each 

classroom – luxuries that any other rural public school can only 

dream of. They have concrete plans for a separate computer room, 

procuring sufficient play space, developing a flower garden, etc., 

if money is available. It was a humbling experience, listening to 

the headmistress speak with conviction about her ideas.

My discussion with Mr. V. R. Prasanna, the COO of 

Sikshana, gave me a glimpse into his, and by extension 

Sikshana’s, style of functioning. Much thought has gone into his 

vision for Sikshana, bringing all his entrepreneurial acumen into 

work. His emphasis is on systems rather than on individuals, a 

step towards ensuring self-sustenance of the schools. Involving the 

local community actively has inculcated a sense of ownership in 

parents, who now take special interest in the academic progress of 

their wards. He envisions all-round development beyond merely 
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providing elementary education by emphasizing sports, fine arts, 

and other extra-curricular activities. This has started reaping 

dividends. A few students have already been identified for special 

coaching under state sports coaches. 

Sikshana has set itself a reasonable time frame of five years 

to observe the progress of a school and to time its exit from the 

management of the school. Its focus is to evolve a sustainable 

model for elementary education which will lend itself to 

replication on a larger scale. Sikshana has scripted a success story 

in Kanakapura so far and holds promise of scaling greater heights. 

Smiles on the faces of the children 

- the Sikshana effect

Photo: Mahesh Shastry
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Tamaso Mā Jyotirgamayā - from Darkness unto 

Light

Latha Bhushan

P

rerana Resource Center, Bangalore was founded in 1992 by 

Mrs. Prashanta with the mission of providing rehabilitation 

to visually impaired and physically challenged girls. Most of these 

girls are orphans from remote villages in Karnataka. In 2007, 

Prerana established a partnership project known as ‘Project 

Roshni’ with Asea Brown Boveri Limited (ABB), Bangalore. This 

project provided employment to the girls in the sub-assembly of 

low voltage products. With financial assistance from AID, Prerana 

bought a Maruti van in 2007 for their travel to the training site. 

Since then, ‘Project Roshni’ has generated income for the 

sustenance of Prerana.

I had the opportunity to visit Prerana in January 2009. 

During this visit, Mrs. Prashanta informed me about the 

discontinuation of the project by ABB on account of the global 

economic crisis. This has affected the livelihood of the girls, 

leading to financial hardship. 

To generate income, Prerana is pursuing the idea of 

providing professional laundry services to the guest house at ABB. 

This involves procuring an industrial size washing machine. 

Prerana has recently made a proposal to AID, requesting for funds 

to purchase washing machines. They have plans to provide 

necessary training to carry out the professional laundry services. 

They are hopeful that the girls will be gainfully employed, thus 

making them independent and self-sufficient.

“The future belongs to those who believe in the beauty 

of their dreams.” - Eleanor Roosevelt
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Asha : A Ray of Hope

Ritendra Datta

P

urulia is one of those districts of West Bengal, India, where 

the sheer scale of under-development is reason enough to 

attempt understanding the situation. The journey from State 

College to remote villages in Hura block of Purulia was, least to 

say, interesting. From an inter-continental flight to a Marshal SUV 

through barely constructed roads — it spanned the complete 

experience of economic diversity. The purpose of my visit, with 

two fellow volunteers from AID State College, was to assess the 

progress made in Asha, a project by an NGO called Nutanhat 

Development Society (NDS). AID State College supports the 

project financially. 

Asha is an endeavor to impart elementary education (fourth 

grade and below) in ten remote and highly impoverished tribal 

villages in the Hura Block of Purulia district. The literacy levels of 

the people in these villages are in the neighborhood of zero. It is, 

therefore, not enough to build teaching infrastructure and recruit 

teachers. A greater challenge is to make the parents of potential 

school children realize that education may be the only vehicle for 

their children to go beyond their scant existence. It seemed natural 

for us to conclude that education would seem too arduous a dream 

for these adivasi villagers fighting for their survival. After all, it 

would make more economic sense to have their children start 

work in the fields, adding helping hands to their daily struggle. 

We were wrong; well, at least partly. In a majority of the 

villages we visited, we were pleasantly surprised to see the 

excitement in the children. One might doubt that the village 

children are always excited in the presence of visitors like us. But 

that doesn’t explain the quiet crowd of visibly proud parents lining 
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up behind us as we interacted with their children. The parents of 

children in the classes we surveyed seemed starry-eyed. 

Something must have worked for them. Perhaps an inner voice, 

some straight talking from the NDS folks, word-of-mouth 

publicity, a hope for change, a shiny new blackboard and posters, 

or any convex combination of these. We may never know. 

What made the trip worthwhile was witnessing 25-50 odd 

kids from villages lacking basic infrastructure stand up with gusto, 

answer basic math questions, read and write sentences in Bengali 

and English, and finish off with one or two fun poems or group 

songs. Words are insufficient to explain the significance of these 

achievements, in light of the inaccessibility of the villages. It was 

encouraging to see that the teachers are local recruits.

The NDS team deserves credit for discovering the problem, 

proposing a solution, and carrying through with a promise. It is 

difficult to judge quantitatively if AID has got its money’s worth. 

If the goal was to make a positive difference to the lives of people 

cut off from the world we live in, NDS has definitely succeeded. 

The challenges these villagers face are immense, and education is 

only one of many important 

factors that will affect their 

future. For example, modern 

medicine, which means trained 

doctors willing to make the trip 

to these villages, is literally out 

of reach for these people. This 

is certainly a more basic 

problem but a much harder one 

to solve through remote 

administration. 

If we had to pick one winner in this trip, it would be the 

subsequent resolution of some relatively resourceful youth to re-

embark on a discovery of India.

Education brings happiness

Photo: Kokonad Sinha
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Contribute to AID

All donations to AID are 100% tax deductible under 

section 501(c)(3) of the IRS code.

Online

Go to www.clubs.psu.edu/aid/donate and follow the 

instructions.

Mail

Fill up the pledge form, and mail to

PO Box “F”

College Park,

MD - 20741-3005

Time

Please lend a hand to our cause by volunteering for our 

projects.

We meet every Thursday, from 6:00 pm to 7:00 pm at a 

campus location.

Subscribe to AID Penn State mailing list.

Send mail to listserv@lists.psu.edu with 

SUBSCRIBE L-INDIA-DEV <Your first name> <Your 
last name> in the body of the message.

Drop a line at aidsc@psu.edu
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Pledge form
I would like to help India’s needy by making ONE contribution that counts as 

below:

Monthly : [ ] $10    [ ] $20     [ ] $30     [ ] $50      [ ] $100     Other: [            ]

Yearly    : [ ] $60    [ ] $150   [ ] $250   [ ] $500    [ ] $1000   Other: [            ]

One time donation: $ _______

I would like to direct my contribution to the Penn State / State College chapter.

[ ] I would like to make the above contribution through checks (payable to 

‘AID’)

[ ] I would like to make the above contribution through credit card

[ ] Visa [ ] Master Card [ ] American Express

Name                             : _________________________________________

Address                          : _________________________________________

[billing address if          : _____________________________________________

 donating by credit card] : _____________________________________________

Email                              : _________________________________________

Telephone                       : _________________________________________

Credit Card number       : ____________________________________

Expiration date               : __________________

Signature                        : __________________

Comments                      : _________________________________________

           

Thank you, for your pledge. You will receive a periodic update of projects and 

progress. To change or stop your contributions please email 

donor@aidindia.org. For other donation options visit us online at

www.aidindia.org/donate

Association for India’s Development Inc (AID Inc) is a non-profit 501(c)(3) 

corporation. Our federal tax-ID is 04-3652609. All donations to AID Inc are tax 

deductible. To obtain copy of the current financial statement, please write to 

AID Inc, P.O. Box “F”, College Park, MD 20741-3005.

Documents and information pertaining to AID can be obtained from the 

Secretary of State for the cost of copies and postage.

Privacy statement - AID is committed to protect your privacy. We take every step to 

ensure that the confidentiality of your information is maintained.

Any personal information provided to us is used to keep you apprised of our activities 

and to process your donation. AID will not provide or share your personal information 

with third parties, unless it is necessary to process a donation, or if required by law.
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My Experiences at the AID Conference

Neela Yennawar

T

he Buffalo chapter of the Association for India’s 

Development (AID) hosted the tenth annual conference of 

AID over the Memorial day weekend of 2008. We were a group of 

four enthusiastic volunteers, who drove together from State 

College to Buffalo. This was my first participation in the annual 

conference.

The holiday weekend started with a guilty feeling as I was 

going to be away from my family. But as soon as I reached, I was 

filled with joy. The conference hosts turned out to be old friends, 

who had kept our meeting a surprise! 

It is difficult to put in words what an exciting experience the 

AID conference was. Speakers including Ilina Sen of 

Chhattisgarh, C. Srinivasan of Tamil Nadu, Nafisa Barot and Lalji 

Desai of Gujarat 

delivered passionate 

talks. The speech by 

Ilina Sen left me in 

tears. She has been 

waging a marathon 

battle for the release 

of her husband Dr. 

Binayak Sen. A 

human rights activist 

and public health 

specialist, Dr. Sen 

has been incarcerated 

in Chhattisgarh for more than a year now under false charges. The 

Vellore zero-waste model presented by C. Srinivasan was very 

A lecture session at the conference
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novel and environment-friendly. In fact, we were glad to have him 

as a speaker at our Penn State chapter later. 

The conference had plenty to offer, from organizational 

concerns of AID USA to issues transpiring in rural India. I learnt a 

lot about the activities of AID Central, AID’s relationship with its 

Saathis and Jeevansaathis, and how other AID chapters work.

The interactions with AID Jeevansaathis and over a hundred 

volunteers from several chapters deeply influenced me. I had 

never met so many intelligent and committed people in such a 

short span of time. The incredible simplicity, integrity and 

selflessness of AID volunteers moved me. The generosity of 

volunteers with money or time was very evident. Everyone was 

willing to engage with others with sincerity. Every night we stayed 

up late discussing issues that we were passionate about. It was 

very inspiring to interact with Ravi Kuchimanchi, the founder of 

AID, and his wife Aravinda. I felt very content.

I was very sad when I had to leave such an invigorating 

environment. For several days afterwards, I had what can only be 

described as a warm and mentally charged positive feeling. I felt 

like my family had grown to a hundred-strong in just two-and-a-

half days.

Photo courtesy: AID Buffalo
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Fun, Football and Fundraising

Vishesh Karwa

“

Who can be the loudest? We need to sell some hot 

dogs,” shouted someone. It was almost the end of the 

Oregon State - Penn State football game and we had a few hot 

dogs left. The sale was good but we did not want any food to go 

waste, as every sale could buy a text book for a kid in India! Yes, I 

am talking about the unique experience we had at the concession 

stand in the Beaver stadium.

The event marked a few firsts for some of us – first football 

game, first attempt at volunteering, first hot-dog sale. As we 

entered one of the largest stadiums in the United States, a sudden 

feeling of awkwardness engulfed me. I realized immediately that I 

was wearing orange, the color of the opponent team. I had to 

change in to a 

white Penn State T-

shirt to avoid the 

‘what-is-wrong-

with-you’ glance 

from people! Our 

stand could not 

have been at a 

better location. 

Right next to the 

stall was the 

entrance to the 

football ground. 

The players, the 

Blue Band, the Nittany Lion and the cheerleaders – all were to 

enter from here.

Fun at football games
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We, the mixed bunch of fresh and experienced volunteers, 

started off with the quick inventory of the stand a few hours 

before the gates opened. We divided our duties - from taking 

orders to the delivery. As the gates opened, we got our first 

customer. Slowly as the game progressed, things became exciting. 

All of us were busy meeting the demands of the hungry fans. The 

pretzel group barely had any free time; hot dogs were being baked 

and folded into to-go packs - time flew by very quickly. Then 

there were the hawkers shouting and hawking water bottles and 

hot dogs all over the stadium. 

Selling was not the only thing that we did that day. We made 

new friends, had fun, and raised money to help people in India 

while witnessing the power of the football game. It is an 

experience that every student at Penn State must have at least once.

Photo: Kokonad Sinha
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A Fresher's Perspective

Arunima Sen

E

veryone remembers the Mumbai attacks, which happened 

during the Thanksgiving break. I am sure anyone with any 

ties to the city felt angry, yet so helpless. After the attacks, it was 

frustrating to be so far away and feel so detached despite 

devouring stories and videos from all possible media sources. The 

internet has made it easy to keep in touch with the whole world, 

but fails to bridge the emotional disconnect brought about by 

sheer distance. Friends in Mumbai told me about their protest at 

the Gateway of India. I wanted to do my part for the city I love. 

But being across the globe in the middle of forested hills and 

cornfields was not particularly conducive for making a statement 

against unjust carnage.

That was the time, when I got introduced to the activities of 

AID. I heard about the candlelight vigil organized by AID outside 

Old Main and for once, I felt a little more connected to events 

happening in my city. Of course, the vigil did not make it to the 

headlines of the Times of India; for all I know, it probably only 

warranted a little blurb in the Daily Collegian and Centre Daily 

Times. Nonetheless, it did manage to satiate my need to vent my 

feelings. It was also a good way of realizing how little time we 

spend contemplating about things we so strongly oppose. 

The vigil was the first AID event I participated in. It was 

comforting to me that there was a group on campus that shared my 

concern for India. This was definitely a turning point in my first 

year at Penn State, even though I hardly knew anything about the 

other projects of AID. Since then, I have been attending the 

weekly meetings and am impressed by the breadth of activities the 

group organizes. Most of the members are graduate students and 
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they painstakingly plan various events and monitor a number of 

projects. Such a huge time commitment is truly inspiring.

Personally, going back to India has always been lazy time, 

when I do nothing but eat my mother’s hand-cooked food and 

reconnect with old friends. I keep forgetting that I am fortunate to 

be where I am today.  It is impressive that the volunteers do not 

forget about AID even when classes are not in session. They 

continue to dedicate time to AID during their vacation in India. 

They keep AID’s projects alive and do their bit towards helping 

people less fortunate than themselves.

I am really happy to be a part of the AID family. It is a group 

that is truly active and I hope to make my contribution to the 

group throughout my time at Penn State.
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Zero-waste Management: The “Vellore Model”

C. Srinivasan

I

n today’s society, production and consumption causes a 

unidirectional resource flow causing natural resources to be 

depleted and undesirable waste to be generated. Zero-waste 

management (ZWM) is about redesigning this resource flow so 

that most of what is generated as waste can be reused as raw 

material for further production. This circular resource flow is more 

sustainable and can take us closer to the ideal situation where 

there is ‘zero waste’ left to be disposed of. We first demonstrated 

the concept of ZWM in Vellore, Tamil Nadu, India, and hence, it 

is also referred to as the Vellore model. 

Interconnection and interdependence between processes are 

key to the Vellore model of sustainable waste management. In a 

natural ecosystem, a lake for example, there is a symbiotic 

relationship between the various components: water, soil, air, sun, 

microorganisms, fungi, plants, insects, fish, birds, and other life 

forms. Each component plays a unique role in maintaining the 

balance in the ecosystem and gives it stability and sustainability.

Akin to a natural ecosystem, our model of ZWM has nine 

different individual processes, which are interconnected and 

interdependent and lead to ‘zero waste’. This model provides 

maximized efficiency and sustainability – both economic and 

environmental. The processes or units are separate and well 

defined. However, their inputs and outputs are interlinked. When 

all the units are considered together, the only input to the whole 

system is ‘undesirable’ waste and the outputs are useful products. 

Indeed, waste is a misplaced resource and unrecognized wealth.

The accompanying figure shows a schematic of the ZWM 

model. Individual processes or units are represented as circles. A 
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circle is color-coded according to the desirability of the waste or 

product associated with the process. White represents the least 

desirable and black represents the most desirable. The shades of 

grey represent intermediate products. The process in the circle on 

the extreme right represents administrative activities like 

accounting, which provide support to the rest of the processes.

An individual unit has its own sub-processes and operates on 

its own fixed time schedule. For example, the waste collection is 

done every day, while it takes 35 days to create manure from 

organic matter via aerobic composting. The sub-processes in a 

particular unit may be interlinked within the unit. For example, in 

vermicomposting, the earthworms produced at the end of one 

process cycle are partly reintroduced in a fresh vermicompost bin. 

The individual processes are designed to be user and environment 

friendly, and mostly use local technologies that are not energy 

intensive. 
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From the figure we can see the interlinking of the different 

units. The output of one unit is an input of one or more other units 

as shown by arrows. For example, vegetable waste from the 

secondary segregation unit goes to the cattle shed, while cow-

dung from the cattle shed goes to the composting, 

vermicomposting, and drying units. We can see the systematic 

handling of waste from one process to another, increasing its 

desirability at each stage. 

In a nutshell, our model can be described as a ‘centralized 

project with decentralized processes.’ 

[C. Srinivasan is a noted enviromentalist. His team has implemented 

the zero-waste management model in Vellore, India under Exnora 

Green Cross. Details of his intiatives can be found at 

www.zerowastemanagement.org]
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Carbon Trading and India

Vikas Argod

G

hanashyam Tiwari has as many stories about his small scale 

maize product company as there are number of products he 

markets. Just two years ago, he was struggling to raise money for 

new projects and sometimes even to pay salaries. During the 

winter of 2007, he observed biogas being emitted from the 

wasterwater treatment plant of his small factory and thought of 

using this gas as a fuel source in flash dryers used to dry maize 

products. Winners always have winning ideas! He successfully 

made $36,872 during 2008 just by selling 4609 carbon credits to a 

Netherlands based electricity generation plant. He has many more 

varieties of products in the market now. He also sponsors mid-day 

meals to schools in Sipat village of Chhattisgarh, a state in India, 

where his manufacturing facility is based. He smiles looking at the 

growing carbon market as he knows that he can sell 4609 credits 

every year, at least till 2017.

We abuse Mother Nature in the name of modern technology. 

The waste from technological processes causes global climate 

disruption if not treated properly. Rise in carbon percentage needs 

immediate attention. It is the responsibility of all countries to 

address this serious issue. In 1997, representatives from about 160 

countries gathered at Kyoto, Japan and agreed on a common 

program to control greenhouse gases (GHG). Developed countries 

consented to either limit GHG based on the levels emitted in 1990 

or pay a price to those who do so. This gave birth to the concept of 

clean development mechanism (CDM), more commonly known as 

carbon credits.

For every tonne of carbon emission prevented, a company in 

India can sell an equivalent number of carbon credits to any other 
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company, say a coal power plant in UK. Each credit gives the 

buyer the right to emit one tonne of carbon. Since this involves 

trade between countries, World Bank acts as a market manager. It 

is important to note that such a mechanism will work only with 

global emissions like carbon, unlike oxides of sulfur or nitrogen. 

Carbon percentage is always measured on a global scale rather 

than local. Ghanashyam Tiwari’s set-up utilized the heat value of 

the biogas to dry the maize products. This lowered the on-site 

methane (whose global warming potential is 21 times that of 

carbon dioxide (CO

2

)) emissions in addition to CO

2

, effectively 

reducing 4609 tonnes of carbon emissions. 

In these projects, the additionality requirement is crucial. 

Each CDM should demonstrate that it can cut GHG emissions that 

are additional to what would have happened without the 

availability of credits. Carbon trading encourages investments in 

renewable energy, resource conservation and indirectly alleviates 

socio-economic and environmental problems in local 

communities. For example, in Handia forest range of Madhya 

Pradesh, 95 rural villages will jointly earn US $300,000 a year 

simply selling carbon credits by restoring 10,000 hectares of 

degraded community forests. Presently, India ranks second in 

terms of developing CDM projects. India is the leader of unilateral 

CDM projects, which are developed independently, without 

engaging any buyer. Indian promoters prefer to sell the credits 

under favorable market conditions after project execution rather 

than signing the initial contracts as followed by industries in 

China. This has lead to the birth of carbon credit options market in 

India, which is a win-win situation for both buyers and sellers. 

Like any other policy, carbon credit trading is not without 

controversies. A set of policy makers and environmentalists are 

against the creation of a commodity literally out of thin air and 

privatization of the atmospheric commons. This market creates 

transferable rights to emit carbon. These issues are going to be 

discussed in the Climate Change Conference at Copenhagen in 
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December 2009. It is expected to dictate the new laws of carbon 

trading. The world has to reduce the GHG emissions and a market-

based system seems to work. Hence, for India, this is too good an 

opportunity to let pass by. 

Do not cut the trees because they remove pollution

(Rig Veda, 6-48-17)

(Disclaimer: The identifiers used for CDM projects have been 

concealed as per the copyright statements)
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My Vote, My Voice

Shivakumar Jolad

T

he basic tenet of any functioning democracy is the people’s 

right to elect their leaders through voting. It is imperative 

that the constitution of any democratic country should ensure that 

all adult citizens can exercise their right to vote irrespective of 

their race, class, sex, or place of residence. 

Unfortunately under the present rules, millions of Indian 

citizens are being denied the right to vote because they live 

outside their primary residence. About 14 million non-resident 

Indians (NRIs), roughly the population of Delhi, are 

disenfranchised due to their foreign residence. Millions of migrant 

workers and their families living in India cannot vote since they 

do not qualify as ‘ordinary residents’ of the constituency they live 

in. To be an ‘ordinary resident’, a person should live in the 

corresponding constituency for at least six months prior to the 

elections.

Currently, Section 19 of The Representation of the People 

Act-1950 (RPA-1950) allows a person to register to vote if he/ she 

is above 18 years of age and is an ordinary resident of the residing 

constituency. Section 20 of the above Act disqualifies an NRI 

from getting his/ her name registered in the electoral rolls. 

Consequently, it also prevents an NRI from casting his/ her vote in 

elections to the Parliament and to the State Legislatures. 

We, AID volunteers and thousands of friends of AID, reside 

outside our motherland. A political event of any significance that 

happens in our country touches our lives and impacts us in myriad 

ways. We believe that all Indian citizens, regardless of their 

current residence, should be allowed to play a substantive role in 

the democratic process. This can be achieved by allowing citizens 
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to vote through absentee ballots. An absentee ballot is a vote cast 

by someone who cannot, for reasons that are discussed earlier, 

vote in person at the polling station. Several mature democracies 

such as USA, UK, Germany and France have provided some 

means of absentee voting to their citizens. We believe India, too, 

can and should allow its citizens to vote through absentee ballot. 

As a first step towards achieving this goal, some volunteers 

at AID Penn State along with friends from Texas formulated an 

online petition for absentee voting (www.petitiononline.com/ 

abvindia/petition.html). We have hosted a website at http:// 

voterswithoutborders.org outlining our goal and means for 

pushing the Indian government to provide absentee voting rights 

to all Indian citizens. 

We have received enthusiastic support and encouragement to 

the petition from hundreds of people spread across the globe. Our 

goal is to obtain at least about 10,000 signatures which would by 

itself be a tangible representation of people’s aspirations, thus 

lending a powerful voice to this message. We will eventually 

forward this mandate to the Ministry of Parliamentary Affairs and 

Ministry of Overseas Affairs, Government of India. We also plan 

to take this message to the various Indian embassies present here 

in the US.

Let us join hands and make absentee voting a reality. We 

look forward to a very eager and enthusiastic response. 

Remember, ‘Miles to go before we sleep!’




