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We would like to express our gratitude to the event sponsors of
Taste of India, 2014

International Market, State College
India Pavilion, State College
Miska Jewelers, State College

Krishan's Grocery Store, State College
Dr. Pratibha Vakharia, MD

For helping with ticket sales, we extend special thanks to

Krishan's Grocery Store
Webster's Cafe/Book Store
Internationational Market

India Pavilion

We express special thanks to

State College Borough and
Office of Physical Plant, The Pennsylvania State University
for their support in making Taste of India, 2014 a waste-free event

This year part of the proceeds of the event will go to the Youth
Service Bureau as our appreciation to the local community

We are grateful to all our patrons and well-wishers for
donating to Taste of India, 2014

Special thanks to all the community members who cooked food
for Taste of India, 2014

Editors: Chitralekha Beniwal, Siddharth Advani
Guest Editor: Srikar Tati
Cover : Original Photo by Pratik Bang, Processed using Gimp
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Editorial

We are happy to bring this year’s edition of Sankalp to you. Sankalp,
over the years, has transitioned from a handout of a few pages to a full-
fledged magazine. It began by being a compilation of our activities and
projects. It still accounts for our projects and activities throughout the year,
but now we try to broaden our horizons by exploring various topics related
to development of India. This year, we highlight current state of affairs
with regards to education in India. We invited a wide range of authors to
write about what they think about the issues at hand and how things should
move ahead. It was inspiring to read their contributions. This year, we also
present a section entitled “Expressions” that includes an eclectic collection
of art and poetry by people from various walks of life. We are grateful to
our friends of Penn State and back in India who wrote to us about their
views on different aspects of development. Needless to say, it is the writers
who are the heart and soul of Sankalp. We hope that you enjoy reading
Sankalp as much as we did in bringing it together! The views expressed in
the articles presented here solely represent the authors’ point of views and
not necessarily that of AID.

Sankalp Team,
5 April, 2014
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From the President’s Desk

Rahul Gandhi

T he vivid colors of spring are only getting brighter, waking me to the
fact that time marches on! Seemingly overnight, time calls out to me

- Hey! AID just had another successful year and it is time to bring the
happiness home again. Spring is here and yes, so is the “16th Taste of
India”.

Year 2013 has been a great ride for our chapter. The 15th annual food
festival, a welcome picnic for the new students, documentaries,
celebrations, tons of conversation … name the emotion and we have seen
it; an action-emotion packed blockbuster Bollywood movie type year. So,
for the final credits, I would like to take this opportunity to do a brief recap
of the year gone by.

On the 15th of August 2013, AID organized an event marking the
67th anniversary of India’s independence. The event saw kids performing
Indian music, people taking turns to speak of Indian leaders and a quiz,
followed by awards in the form of T-shirts and gifts for the winners and
audience. Patriotic spirit was galore!

On the 24th of August 2013, AID organized a picnic to welcome the
new students. We had a chance to introduce and welcome approximately 80
new students to Penn State. The community members cooked for the event
to welcome the incoming new students to Happy Valley. The generosity
that the State College community has shown is beyond praise. We thank
Krishnan, the Indian grocery store in downtown for providing us with
samosas and chaat for the event.

This year too we were given the opportunity to partner with The
Center for Global Studies at Penn State during their Downtown State
College Fall Festival. As part of this partnership, we hosted a booth that
catered to the traditional art of henna design, also known as mehendi. We
had five AID volunteers working on introducing this art to the attendees.
Kudos to Siddhartha Banerjee, who is well known for his sketches and
took on the task of designing the mehendi art to help the volunteer team.

Every year, AID Penn State volunteers to run a football concession
stand for the games at the Beaver Stadium. The White out Game with
Michigan on the 12th of October 2013 was legendary with Penn State
claiming victory. The concession stand by AID not only saw this victory
through but also witnessed the excited crowd and nail biting overtimes.
These games served as a platform for student volunteers to learn diverse
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skills ranging from managing inventory, to team work, to working with
customer demands and so on. Throughout the whole season , we had
around 20 volunteers per game in all the games and we raised almost
$5000 USD as a result of these efforts. Proud we are since WE ARE…
PENN STATE!

Amidst the football games, we were also focusing our attention on
recent happenings in India. For years, AID has worked on multiple projects
in the development of India at grass-roots level. This year, besides the other
projects, we also encountered one such problem area - Jharkhand. Dr.
Ranadhir Mitra hosted an evening showing us a documentary on the
current state of affairs in Jharkhand. The documentary led to many open
ended questions and raised awareness about the sufferings there. Such
documentaries are a great learning source and act as eye-openers to issues
that need to be addressed with priority but they also leave you with a heavy
heart. It is said that a cup of tea makes everything better. Dr. Mitra - a
master tea maker who owned a teashop in State College for years - brought
an added bonus, great tea and enlightening tips on tea making!

AID has always taken a holistic approach towards development, with
projects in education, health, rural technology, agriculture and water-
management to name a few. This year we were able to fund $39,000 USD
towards these projects. The projects Snehibhavan, Sinchan, Ashwini, Aasha
Parivar, Unmesh, Rights and Equity for All, Deepa Academy, Phalin Relief
and AID Rural Technology Resource Center are the projects that are
currently funded. For each of these projects, our organization has student
volunteers monitoring the development and progress of the initiative.
Managing the projects developed a sense of responsibility and feeling of
contributing to society. We not only raised money, but also ensured that we
utilized it to make this world a better place to live in.

For the Fall fundraiser, AID focused attention on organizing a
concert by Shankar Tucker. Time, efforts and communication were put in
getting everything in place. Everything from travel, lighting, musical
equipment provided by the auditorium as well as other factors were
accounted for. However, with equipment rentals and unforeseen add-on
costs, the budget of the event skyrocketed significantly and the concert
never saw the light of the day. The concert was an initiative by AID Central
and overall, the experience was gratifying as we had the chance of
communicating with the Central team and going through the steps of
organizing something on such a large scale.

Speaking of highlights, we are now at the most significant one -
Taste of India! Bringing together over 500 members of State College
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community, Taste of India serves as a great cause to raise funds to support
our development projects. With its popularity, Taste of India has enjoyed
much success and has been consistently sold out over the past many years.
Last year, more than $12,000 USD was raised through ticket sales,
sponsorships, and donations. 5 percent of the total earnings of this event
were donated to the Center County Women’s Resource Center and this year
we will donate to “Youth Service Bureau” - a parent to 14 distinct
programs serving kids and families. Besides this, the use of biodegradable
inventory and emphasis on recycling ensures that Taste of India is an
ecofriendly event.

This summary of the year gives me the chance to thank other
communities for their support of AID as well. Delta Sigma Iota is a
fraternity student organization at Penn State. Their organization helped us
with Taste of India by providing us with 15 volunteers on the day of the
event. Collaboration with Indian Graduate Student Organization at Penn
State helped us with the organization and publicity of the annual picnic for
new students. Collaborations also include Center County Women’s
Resource Center during Taste of India and Global Connections for their
Downtown State College Fall Festival. On a broader perspective though, it
is the students, professors and the larger State College community that
work symbiotically ensuring successful events, leading to thriving long-
term relationship that bonds us together as AID Penn State.

Change is the only thing constant in this world. So also is the student
chapter, AID Penn State. We have seen a few students and community
members leave and some new ones join in the efforts of AID. However, it
is the sense of building the community that keeps us bound together. So,
here’s to congratulating and thanking everyone for their efforts and support
of AID! We could not have made it without you. Looking forward to the
upcoming years, I leave you with Steve Jobs final words that sum up this
year “Oh wow. Oh wow. Oh wow”!

- Rahul Gandhi is a graduate student in the Department of Industrial
Engineering at Penn State. He has been the President of AID Penn State since April
2013.
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A Tribute to Nagesh and Jayashree Sonti, the First
Family of AID State College

Neela Yennawar

T he Sontis started “Association for India’s Development” (AID), Penn
State chapter in 1997 and since then have brought passion,

exuberance and leadership to the student organization. They truly are the
first family for AID State College, fondly remembered by the hundreds of
AID student volunteers that have graduated from Penn State. The Sontis
have generously given their time, love and resources to AID with one main
goal: to help the poor through initiatives for education, healthcare and
livelihood, true followers of Mahatma Gandhi. Their home is lovingly
refered to by many as AID headquarters. Through these years they have
inspired the younger generation by their tireless work and unconditional
support to AID. They are people with few words and more of action. They
have been my role models and I feel blessed that our paths have crossed.

Jayashree and Nagesh have lived in State College for about 30 years.
Over these years they have shown unparalleled generosity to AID and to
the State College community. Jayashree as a faculty mentor has led the
AID group through a number of fund raising events and Nagesh has been
mentoring the mentor. “Taste of India” was their brain child. This
fundraiser has successfully grown over the years praised by everyone for
the quality, quantity and authenticity of Indian food. The second fun event
that took shape under their leadership was the Bollywood Night during the
Fall semester. This event highlights Bollywood songs and dances and
brings the whole community together showcasing many local talents.
Participating and volunteering in both these events, along with manning the
football stands at the Bryce Jordon Center adds value to the AID
experience and leads to fond memories and deep friendships lasting many
many years. The project work that follows from all the fundraising is
equally enriching. The Sontis help with site visits to many of these projects
when they visit India and promptly present reports and photographs to the
group. Such gatherings comes full circle and enlightens everyone what
AID is all about. Students learn a lot from AID projects and gain
experience in crucial decision making skills that are useful in real life work
related projects as well. Working on social issues relating to the lowest
strata of Indian society, they develop deep feelings of empathy and mold
into conscientious and responsible global citizens.

Many students volunteer at AID. The Sontis have been the constant
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pillar of strength and important link bridging the volunteers of successive
years. They have been inspiring new students joining PSU to extend their
voluntary efforts for social causes. They have been very successful as
evident by the increasing number of volunteers, amount of funds raised and
projects handled every year by AID. In addition to the rich academic
experience they get at Penn State, the forum enables the stay of many
international students to be more memorable, purpose-driven and
meaningful.

Jayashree is always ready to volunteer at the many diversity events
year after year. She has participated in the Martin Luther King celebrations
at the high school, organizes walk-a-thon at Penn State to raise funds for
programs involving suicide prevention and awareness. She has volunteered
at local nursing homes on the national Gandhi day of service. Nagesh and
Jayashree have been a moral support to many international students joining
Penn State, helping them adjust to their new surroundings and opening
their home to anybody who needs help and shelter, celebrating innumerable
graduations and farewells.

In the Fall of 1995, when a PSU international student handicapped
from cerebral palsy broke her wheelchair and the insurance was unable to
cover for its replacement, they organized a fundraiser and enabled the
purchase of a new wheel chair. They have organized various Indian cultural
programs for youths and adults in the State College area for the past two
decades and have hosted international artists who have come to perform at
Penn State. Amidst their hectic schedule, balancing work and volunteering,
and so many other activities, they have been loving parents to their two
children, Smita and Sameer, and adoring grand parents to their two grand
sons, Nikhil and Amir. Jayashree and Nagesh have been happily married
for over 35 years, and are the loving caregivers for Jayashree’s 89-year old
mother.

The empathy Jayashree has showered on a cancer patient about
whom she heard in the Fall of 2005 is the quintessence of compassion. She
spent hours every evening with this single mother offering emotional
support and strength to face the inevitable. This kindness and benevolence
was so needed as the unfortunate lady and her child had no family and very
few friends in State College. Nagesh worked on the paperwork to obtain
Medicare-Medicaid benefits as the lady lost her job at PSU in the Summer
of 2005 and being very weak and depressed, needed assistance. The Sontis
drove her to many doctor-appointments, MRI visits and chemotherapy
sessions and also organized help for shopping, cooking and running
errands. They stood by her side literally to the very end. Jayashree was
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comforting and holding the cancer victim in the ambulance when she died
on her way to the hospital in January 2007.

Vincent Van Gogh quoted “Great things are not done by impulse, but
by a series of small things brought together”. Over the past twenty five plus
years that I have known the Sontis, they have made every day count by
doing their best to the community and to the AID organizaton and leaving a
lasting footprint in their endeavors. They are driven by selfless will to
share, help and serve. They have excelled in all their undertakings in
resolute noteworthy steps and will be missed dearly by all of us when they
retire and move to Florida next year. The Sontis are the epitome of what
achievement in life means in all aspects, especially as judged by the
number of hearts one touches. We wish them a calm and blissful retirement
in Florida.

- Dr. Neela Yennawar is the director of the Xray Crystallography and
Automated Biological Calorimetry Facilities at the Huck Institutes of the
Life Sciences at Penn State. She has been a volunteer with AID for the past
seventeen years and has been a co-faculty advisor with Jayashree Sonti
since 2005.
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Side Effects of Food Festival- A Philosophical
Journey

Jayashree Sonti

E verything we do or do not do in our lives has side effects. Often
times, one has a sense of whether the side effect will be positive or

negative, but other times it is a shot in the dark. Even if the end result is a
good one, the side effects are unclear. They could be great or they could be
neutral. Or they could be an outright disaster. Just to illustrate, here is a
simple scenario. One day you decide take a bus to campus instead of
walking two miles. Upon boarding the bus you meet a wonderful person.
The next day again you take the bus again, hoping to sit next to this person.
After a time, it becomes a daily ritual. Yes, slowly the relationship develops
the way you want it. But, on the other hand, the two-mile walk every
morning that kept you in fit shape is suffering now. You can see the pounds
inching upward and the waistline outward.

So, what are the side effects of Food Festival? I could list a few
hundred, some trivial and mundane, others more profound. To slice it
further, even the profound side effects are innumerable, more so during the
journey, which is, as Ernest Hemingway famously put it, what matters the
most. “It is good to have an end to journey toward,” he said, “but it is the
journey that matters, in the end”. In short, here’s a list of side effects I’ve
felt on this journey: people, passion, and pleasure or pure joy.

People are the backbone of this journey – students and community
coming together for the final show. Preparations begin few months before:
menu planning with the community members; sponsorship drive meetings;
gathering items for “Kalashetra”; and, finally, the weekend of the event.
“People to People” bonding happens during these meetings - lifelong
friendships are formed, many friendships turn into partnerships.
Somewhere along the journey, these youngsters become part of the family;
just short of formal adoption, they become our own. Like your own
children they depart, leaving behind tender memories. Hopefully the
journey together would not have gone is vain, for in the process we both
grow. For the community, it is their chance to be part of a larger goal, to
contribute their time and demonstrate their culinary skills. The
overwhelming support from the community gives new meaning to “people
power,” without which this journey will come to a stand still.

The foundation of Food Festival rests on Passion. Without it, the
journey would not have even begun. Passion is the outcome of courage,
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commitment and the desire to bring about change, when the seed of
compassion is sown. In our busy lives, if we can fill few moments with
passion to serve, that is a great side effect of this journey. Passion also
brings out the best in everyone – new ideas and the excitement of doing
even better than the previous year. Food Festival has evolved over the
years; ideas such as food pick-up logistics, volunteer training, assigning
stall managers, environmental consciousness, and the list goes on and on.
With the right blend of passion, all differences disappear; there is one
voice, one purpose and one grand event.

Finally, the pleasure, or pure joy, the fun aspect of it, is
immeasurable. Needless to say, without this, the other two side effects
would be nonexistent. There are innumerable stories, like the musical dosa
making in the back yard of the school is a sight to see. With rain pouring
from all corners of the tent, the tireless dosa makers showcase their
musical talent. Or when the treasurer of the event decides that the safest
place to count the tickets before the sale was under the dining table, as
every other inch of the floor space was occupied by one or the other
preparations, or when a volunteer arrives with a pair of swimming glasses
to chop onions. Another time when a gigantic banner that could not fit in
any car is tied to the top gets blown off mid-way. The stories that are
shared after the food festival are hilarious, the laughter echoes for days
after the event. The few hours of pure joy have medicinal effect and the
fact that so many people experience this joy is perhaps the most positive of
side effects.

This is a journey that began with one goal – to raise funds for a
marginalized, underserved population in India, to empower them to be self-
sufficient. Yes, that goal is definitely fulfilled each year, by numerous
projects that are directly funded and countless that benefit from their own
side effects. There is a human element to the end product, but the journey
itself is so humanistic. Let this journey be an endless one.

- Jayashree Sonti is a faculty advisor for AID Penn State.
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Reflections on Snehibhavan

Benjamin Bianco

S ajini is a curiously cheerful woman. Even when she told me of her
personal problems - like the time she got turned down on for a car

loan by a few banks - she spoke with a light-hearted chuckle and a grin on
her face. But when we sat down with a translator to talk about the personal
backgrounds of the 11 girls currently living at Snehibhavan, Sajini’s face
bore an uncharacteristically sober expression. Snehibhavan is the children’s
hostel for at-risk girls that Sajni and her husband, Mathews, started. She
explained how most of the girls living there have been born of unwed
mothers and abusive or absconding fathers. They had to live in constant
fear of beatings and molestation. One girl had to sleep under a tree with her
mother to avoid beatings from her alcoholic father. Another girl witnessed
her father burn her mother alive; she was only 8 at the time.

But when I think back on the 40 days I spent last Fall with Sajini,
Mathews, and the children at Snehibhavan, I do not think of these sad
stories. I remember the little things, like how Aparna, 15, enjoyed singing
to herself, and that Simi, 14, was a good worker and liked helping me in
the garden. Ariya, 15, always had this big, beaming smile on her face.
Athulya, 14, liked it when I called her “Ophelia” - the character from
Hamlet. I remember the time Abiya, 17, tried to teach me classical dance
steps. Then there was that one night I helped Radhika, 19, with her math
homework, and I had to pretend I knew what I was doing. Stephy, 15, was
very shy around me, but after a while we became good friends. Neethu, 17,
is mature beyond her years, and spends most of her free time looking after
Sajini’s four-year-old daughter Georgina. The three youngest, Athira, 10,
Jesna, 10, and Akhila, 7, are the three little Musketeers, always doing
everything together. They can whip up quite a delicious biryani in their
make-believe kitchen using twigs, dirt, and rocks! I remember how we
would spend Saturday nights dancing to Tamil pop songs and American
techno beats. I recall how we would sit on the rocky slope behind the
hostel to watch the sunset and scratch our names into the rock. When I
remember these girls, I do not see them as victims of abuse and
abandonment. While I cannot forget their horrible circumstances, I actually
see them as normal kids.

This is the miracle of Snehibhavan: the ability to transform a
traumatic childhood into a relatively normal and pleasant life. This is what
Sajini and Mathews have worked so hard to achieve. They have come a
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long way since their founding the hostel in 2001, and the journey has not
been easy. For the first several years, they funded Snehibhavan with only
Mathews’ labor wages and donations from friends. The hostel finally
received the funding it needed in 2007 when our friends at the Lewisburg,
PA chapter of AID initiated their funding campaign for Snehibhavan,
dubbed “The Jackfruit Project.” Since then AID Lewisburg has provided
the bulk of Snehibhavan’s annual operating budget, which covers food,
medical, and educational needs as well as counseling to help the girls cope
with their traumatic pasts. Additionally, they have helped them make
renovations, construct a water tank, and purchase a piece of land adjacent
to the building. AID Lewisburg has recently reached out to other chapters
for additional support for Snehibhavan. Last year, for the first time, AID
Penn State got involved in The Jackfruit Project by providing a quarter of
the annual operating budget.

But there is still more work to be done, and AID has a crucial role to
play in the future of Snehibhavan. Recent spikes in food prices have
stretched their budget thin. With the current funding, Sajini is having
trouble providing for staff salary. During my visit, both the warden and the
cook quit because they felt they were underpaid. Snehibhavan is also
greatly in need of upgraded facilities. They have plans for a new building,
but are very far from collecting the Rupees 30 lakhs (~$50,000 USD) they
will need for the first stage of construction. With the contributions of
generous donors and the combined effort of multiple chapters of AID, I
believe we can help Snehibhavan reach its full potential.

- Benjamin Bianco is an undergraduate student focusing on
Biobehavioral Health at Penn State.

Children from Snehibhavan at the school bus-stop
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A Fresher's Perspective

Salihah Aleem

M any would believe that the political friction between Pakistan and
India would keep its people apart and prevent them from

intermingling and working together. But most people do not realize the
similarities that these two nations have. The political or governmental
differences do not really reflect in the lower levels of the society.
Although,the cricket matches are an exception and that is where the
competition is the fiercest, but otherwise the people do not really hold any
grudges against the population of the other country. In fact when two
people from across the border meet in a foreign country, they almost
always hold an invisible connection to each other and the resulting bond is
unbreakable because they understand each other so well. Both countries
have similar languages, cultures and traditions and most importantly, they
have the same history.

When I volunteered for the AID stand at the football stadium here at
Penn State, I knew that all the other volunteers would be from India and I
have to admit I was apprehensive how I would be accepted into the group
or what the others would think about me, considering the fact that I was
from Pakistan. But when I went there, everyone turned out to be really
friendly and helpful and some of them had never met a Pakistani before so
they were really enthusiastic to learn about my culture. I too got to learn a
lot about the similarities between us .This wonderful experience was one of
the reasons I volunteered again the next three times there was a game at
Penn State and I truly enjoyed the company. Besides, the fact that the
money raised is sent to support different projects in India and USA for
social causes made it all the more worthwhile to volunteer.

This experience has allowed me to be more open towards other
Indians I meet on campus and I have made some lasting friends. It just
goes to show that just because there are some political issues between the
two countries, this does not mean that we cannot work together towards the
same goal. This also gives me some hope that in the near future our major
issues would be resolved, so that we would be able to spend more time and
money on the development of the two nations rather than the military.

- Salihah Aleem is an undergraduate student focusing on Agriculture
at Penn State.
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Chronicles of an Avid Football Volunteer

Astha Garg

E very Fall, AID volunteers run a concession stand at the Football
games. They forego payment for their service at the stall and donate

it to AID. This money is disbursed to NGO’s after careful deliberation to
fund socio-economic projects in India. I would argue the noble cause is
enough motivation to go to the games, but AID Penn State definitely has
more to offer. Having been there as the uber-excited hawker to the
responsible volunteer coordinator, I can tell that volunteering at the games
comes in all different colors.

The hawker: My first day at the football stand was the first game of
the season and my excitement was akin to that of a teenager’s first day
behind the wheels of a car. I was sold into the idea of going hawking at the
gates and all the way into the stadium - my apron was my golden ticket to
the game! First games of the season are particularly good ones for
hawking, and that hot sunny morning accelerated our sales of water bottles.
Amidst furious cash counting, we sold cart after cart of water bottles and I
could hear the excitement in the air. Father-son pairs appeared dressed in
similar jerseys. Old friends fought over who would pay. One said to his
friend - “here’s the business water I was talking about”, bought a bottle and
tipped me some. Must have been a Penn State alumnus, I thought. I saw
why they said the economy depends on the games here.

Soda consumer preferences: The next game I tagged along a
Malaysian friend with me and both of us were stationed at the soda counter.
We learnt that the popularity of diet soda in old men and young women
was not a myth. Also, one needs to really learn how to pour a drink -
people hate half empty soda cups and “it was full when I filled it” is not a
valid excuse.The jobless runner: As the days got colder, volunteers’
excitement and sales were taking a dip too. There were not enough people
to go hawking and having arrived late at the stand, I found myself in a state
of joblessness. I pestered Somesh for work and finally got a relatively fun
job of the runner on that dull Saturday morning. It was a good change from
the confined existence of the soda vendor, involved a fair bit of shouting
around and I could record fun statistics for all items now, just for kicks. For
example, I found that most people ordered hot dogs rather than sausages
for lunch but could not tell the difference between the two.

The volunteer coordinator: In recognition of my low absenteeism
and hyper-enthusiasm, I was promoted to the position of volunteer
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coordinator in my second season at the stall, much to the delight of
previous volunteer coordinators. On morning game days, Saturday would
be my earliest day of the week, albeit the most exciting one. Arguably, the
most important part of my job was transferring some of my excitement to
the new volunteers. This was a fun task, except when it came to waking
people up on Saturday morning and reminding them that they should have
reached 30 minutes ago. The other difficult task was giving directions. First
time volunteers would call me and say “I am at X. How do I get to the
employee entrance?” My best answer would usually be - “Do you see a
gate? Do you see a guard close by? Great, go ask him.”

The cashier: Inside the stall, I assumed the responsibility of being a
cashier. Each game-day I would carefully set up my counter to optimize
flow of people and money. Straws would be intentionally kept away at the
edge to make people move after the sale, and the tactfully placed candy
stand would insidiously attract kids until parents followed suit. Not to
mention the fixated smile on my face ready to greet a prospective
customer. In fact, I never had to work much on the smile - the pizza-steak
fights in the stall would usually do the trick. The calls of
“Peeezzzaaaaaa!!!” versus “Cheeeeeese Steaaak!!!” would even make the
customers laugh and order one or the other. Then there were customers
who brought a smile to my face when they said “you guys have figured out
how to make the best pretzels around here.”

It is a perfect atmosphere for starting conversations with people and
this was the most delightful part of being at the games. I talked to Penn
State alumni who had been going to the games for the past 20 years and
advised me to go watch at least one game. One fine day I will take their
advice and go watch a game with a paper ticket (rather than an apron). But
until then (and perhaps for ever), Beaver stadium and football games would
mean one thing: the familiar hustle at stand number 8.

- Astha Garg is a graduate student in the Department of Chemical
Engineering at Penn State.
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My Experiences with Taste of India

Manasi Kamat

A s they say, “third time lucky”, I indeed got lucky the third time
when it comes to volunteering for Taste of India. Not only do I get

to volunteer for this wonderful event, now in its 16th consecutive year, but
I also get to be all spiffy and sit right at the main desk, being the treasurer
for AID Penn State. A nice little ego boost, I must say!

Regaling my experience with volunteering for this event and being
the treasurer for this organization is like talking about a roller coaster ride.
Fun, exciting and yet unnerving! So lets begin from the start. - my first
year volunteering for Taste of India in 2012. I remember serving dosas to
the people on the other side of the counter. Since dosa is a popular entrée at
the event, I was thrilled to be at this stall! And as a volunteer, there is
always that added bonus of getting an extra one to eat too.

Volunteering for Taste of India is just the tip of the iceberg, when it
comes to really knowing how AID works and the amount of contribution it
makes. Being far away from home, it is one of the few connections I have
with the reality of the situation back in India and I am so glad that I
decided to become a part of this great organization. I had no idea of how
finances work and being the treasurer I definitely could not remain
ignorant about the financial scenario for too long. Thanks to some good
training and help from the past treasurer and from all the AID members, I
now have a handle of the way AID's treasury works. The proceeds from
Taste of India and from all other fundraisers that we organize are used to
support various projects and NGOs in India. It is very satisfying and
rewarding to see our work and dedication being able to educate more
children and employ more women in the less fortunate parts of our home
country. It is amazing how people from all across the United States
coordinate with each other and help each other just so that this organization
functions smoothly. It is indeed a blessing to be associated with people of
AID, from State College and from other parts of the country.

It might be easy to say that the work we do from the comfortable
confines of this country might not bring a big change to the less fortunate
section of people in India. However, AID makes me believe otherwise. It
reminds me of my responsibility towards the society and has taught me the
value of giving back in whichever way I can. This belief has strengthened
my faith that it won't be long before things will change and everyone in
India will be able to dream of a bigger and brighter future. To conclude, I
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quote a line by Rabindranath Tagore, “Into that heaven of freedom my
Father, let my country awake!”

- Manasi Kamat is a graduate student in the College of Agricultural Sciences
at Penn State.
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New Girl in the City

Chitralekha Beniwal

“ Hey, why don’t you apply for the position of OPC?” “Oh, you
still haven’t applied?” After a surge of enticements and some

formalities, the new girl in the city was the Overall Project Coordinator
(OPC) of AID, Penn State. Very thrilled to know what AID does, she was
now part of the main team! All through this, she was wondering how vague
her idea about AID really was (it is some club that sells Indian calendars …
really vague!). Since then, her boundaries of AID have expanded and are
still expanding like the Big Bang Theory. It is astounding how the entire
network is connected around the globe, how the volunteers are trained,
how the projects are supported and how funds are raised. She is now
certainly more informed, and an integral part of AID Penn State. Shifting
from the third person to the first, that person is Chitralekha, ”me”.

Ever since my childhood, I was very active in social activities with
my mom, who also registered three separate NGOs for women
empowerment. Holding her hand, I would go along with her to all the elite
people of the community to ask for funds for the education of the
underprivileged girls, or to set up a tailoring / weaving center for them. In
my teenage, I would also attend the workshops organized for rural girls for
their employability enhancement and their personality development. Never
can I forget how much effort had to be put in to arrange funds and the
instructor with equal zeal. Later, when I entered college, I started a Social
Welfare Organization and realized how demanding it is to make the whole
system work smoothly. So, from being a part of the projects back in India, I
am now part of the funding source. Proud am I!

When I joined AID, I was fascinated by the fact that I would get to
meet some really nice and warm people, which indeed is true. However,
what appeals to me more is the way it functions and its purpose to raise
funds, invest in projects, help the society, upgrade the living conditions at
the grass root level and reciprocate to your motherland. Being the project
coordinator, I got to know the eclectic projects we support. Contrary to my
parochial view that the children of sex workers are a neglected section of
the country, I came across Sinchan - a project that works for the protection
and development of such kids. Furthermore, instead of sympathizing with
the blind children, Deepa Academy is actually working for educating and
enhancing the skills of such children. There are many more such projects
that AID is associated with. How contented I feel by being a part of this



25

noble cause is just ineffable. Nonetheless, more contentment and joy, rather
excitement, comes from the exuberant fundraisers. Let it be a downtown
mehendi booth, a football concession stand or the grand food festival -
Taste of India (TOI). Though TOI is shaping well and the final day is
awaited, apprehensions about the success are still brewing at the back of
my mind. Yet, this does not overshadow the rejuvenating time I had at
every football game; the crazy supporters, the pretty cheerleaders, the
enthusiastic PSU alums, the exuberant Nittany Lion, the sturdy players and
the great team to work with at the stall. Astha gave up on expecting me
early at the counter. Latha and Chethan know not to put me close to the
hot-dog section. Rahul takes the charge of thanking for anything and
everything and not to forget the plaudits that I have earned from everyone
for my touting aplomb and selling more stuff. What fun it is!

Albeit all my association with the projects, the most treasured one is
with the fellow AID volunteers. Not just the students, but the community
members too. They not only accepted me but also made me a part of the
family. It is now part of the routine to meet at the weekly Community
Service Hour (CSH). We laugh together, pick on (our) Rahul Gandhi
together, talk serious stuff and help each other. Oh yes, and plan on how to
get an invite from the community members and thereby hog over
sumptuous home-food they serve every time. All I can say to conclude is,
“We had joy, we had fun, and we had seasons in the sun!”

- Chitralekha Beniwal is a graduate student in the Department of Industrial
Engineering at Penn State.
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  AID Volunteers
at Jeffrey Field,
Fall 2012

AID Social,
Fall 2012

AID Documentary
Night, Fall 2012

Taste of India,
April 6, 2013

Taste of India,
April 6, 2013

Meet and Greet -
Priyanka Borpujari,
April 18, 2013

AID Elections,
April 29, 2013

Welcome Picnic,
August 24, 2013

Football Stand,
Fall, 2013

CGS Event,
Oct 5, 2013
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Evolution

In the ladder of evolution, where do I stand?
I fought- the tigers, and hungry wolves
Natures madness, famines and wars

wagered myself for my progeny
Until one day I became “humankind”

Darwin was right, the fittest survive
it is no more about the “physical might”

something more formidable I have to fight
“Power of intellect” so daunting, in a land

where knowledge is for chosen few

In the ladder of evolution my body is trapped
no time for mind and soul between two meals

next step eludes me, weakens my grasp
someone, oh, please prove Darwin wrong

lead me to a place where knowledge is free.

- Anonymous
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The Avid Explorer

Of all the ways that came across,
I took the one less chosen by,

Not a highway of ease but a trail of hurdles,
But definitely the one worth traversing by,

There was no safety of a hood, but adventures of the
wood,

Not the cacophony of a crowd, but symphony of the bush,
Not an avenue of history but a trek of mystery.

And when I look back, I feed I couldn't have lived better,
Because never ever before the liveliness of each moment,

my heartbeat could utter.

- Ankit Tiwari
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Woman in Vrindavan - Siddhartha Banerjee is a graduate student in the
Deparment of Information Sciences and Technology at Penn State.
Reference: http://stevemccurry.files.wordpress.com/2009/08/india-102123.jpg

Man at Sea - Kaustav Gupta is an alumnus of Penn State and is now based
in Hong Kong.
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Chance to Shine

Meenakshi Yadav

A s a teacher in a government school of rural Haryana, my day starts
with a slice of society, which is as bright, cheerful and vivacious as

a sunny morning. While girls of primary wing may make you feel
connected to the divine daintiness and purity, the high school girls’
fascinating faces may take you to a world full of aspirations, vigor and
enthusiasm. But as the day passes by, one comes across the other side of
their life.

A girl who has not come to school for a couple of days now, arrives
with a disappointed face. When asked about her absence, she narrates her
poignant story. She belongs to scheduled caste and is keen on studying but
her illiterate father forces her into child labor and does not allow her to
attend school. Thanks to Right to Education (RTE), she has not yet been
disheartened by expulsion for long absence from school.

In the next class there is a girl who is the other name of brilliance –
excellent in Mathematics, first-rate leadership qualities and unfathomable
self-confidence. But virtues do not earn anything without confronting
destiny. She lost her parents at a tender age and her grandfather too passed
away recently. She was left with her old grandmother who was a cancer
patient. To earn bread, the girl taught Mathematics to her own classmates.
She could have overcome all these hurdles without even being aware of
their severity, but the imminent death of her grandmother might leave her
alone in this world – that was the reason her uncle wished to marry her off
as soon as possible. In spite of every effort that could be made to prevent
her marriage, one day I got the invitation card of her marriage. And that too
in a remote village, which diminishes every possibility of her studying
further. She might have struggled only if she knew what a gem she was.

The best student of twelfth grade has to do her graduation through
correspondence studies because her family is apprehensive about her safety
while travelling to college through bus. Another above-average student
from seventh grade comes cheerfully to convey that her father has
promised to shift her to a better school next year only if her brother does
not fare well in the final examinations. The innocent girl is now praying for
her brother’s failure.While making admissions to the sixth grade, I came
across some shocking data. Out of 102 girls, all came accompanied by their
mothers except one. When asked about their fathers, nine out of ten started
crying as they told about their unemployment and drinking habits.
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One can jot down as many episodes as one may wish. What is
notable is that these are not individual life-stories, but these directly relate
to the major hurdles in the state’s path of achieving 100 percent female
literacy rates – from child labor to child marriage; gender inequality;
feeling of insecurity; sexual harassment; unemployment and so on.

The government has launched countless schemes to improve female
literacy rates and in turn to empower women. But all these prove to be a
futile exercise when it comes to veiled pressures in the name of poverty,
security or family conditions. The solution lies in equipping the girls with
the skills required to deal with all these uncomely pressures. They must
know that there is nothing above their fundamental right to education. They
must be encouraged to articulate their rights rather than succumbing to
their family pressures.

A good move in the direction is the launch of Meena Manch in
government schools. The objective of Meena Manch is to acquaint these
little girls with their fundamental rights. It puts forth an ideal before them
in the guise of Meena whom they all look at with affection and inspiration.
The picture-stories of Meena instill the notions of self-confidence; the
courage to fight against odds; to differentiate between right and wrong and
to articulate that difference. The program is so intricately woven with
psychological skills that the girls unknowingly develop all the required
characteristics to liberate them from their shackles.

The fact that keeps Meena Manch from realizing the goal is the need
of training the teachers properly. Majority of the teachers serving in rural
Haryana are too conservative and too rigid to serve the purpose. They need
to be sensitized to the issue. They must be exposed to Women Studies to
relate to the problem they are supposed to eradicate. The responsibility lies
on us – the teachers. If we take the responsibility to kindle the passion for
education, these little stars ready to shine would not need schemes or
incentives any more.

Bid the long-prisoned mind attain
A sphere of dazzling day,
Bid her unpinion’d foot

The cliffs of knowledge of climb,
And search for Wisdom’s sacred root
That mocks the blight of time.

-Lydia Howard Sigourney

- Meenakshi Yadav is a teacher in a government school in Haryana, India.
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Truth and Hope - A Year with Teach For India

Soumya Jain

I thought I knew the reality of the Indian educational crisis. I had read
and pored over numerous newspaper articles and analytical magazine

cover stories. I even knew that nearly half of India’s school-going children
do not finish school and among those who do, only one in 10 goes on to
college.

I had bought more than my fair share of books from the recent spurt
of literature about the Indian economy. Variously labelling our nation as the
golden bird, the slumbering elephant or the rising tiger, invariably they all
concluded that without a strong education system in place, the country’s
growth was bound to remain constricted. But did I really know the truth
about the Indian educational crisis?

Perhaps in my head, but not in my heart, and certainly not with my
hands! The last one year spent as a Teach For India Fellow, teaching 48
sixth-grade students in Pune's Janawadi slum, has essentially been a
journey from intellectual knowledge, to heartfelt empathy, to committed
effort. At the end of this one year, I think that now I know some of the truth
about our educational crisis.

The truth for me does not really lie in the ASER (Annual Status of
Education Report) finding that half of Pune's 5th grade students cannot
read a 2nd grade English passage, or in the fact that only 2 Indian states
participated in the 2009 PISA (Program for International Student
Assessment) test and were ranked 72nd and 73rd among 74 nations (India
has fled the test ever since claiming unfair testing methodologies).

The truth for me lies in the fact that in the context of these
insurmountable statistics, Danish and Martin will probably not complete
their 10th grade. Mustafa and Shrutika, not being fluent in English, will
most likely never get a decent paying job, while Lalit and Yash, despite
their far-above-average intelligence, will probably follow their fathers into
the harsh hawker’s profession. And these are just 6 kids in my class. There
are 320 million school-going children in India - each of their lives are at
stake, and our system is failing them every day ... we are failing them every
day. And therein lies the truth.

I have come to believe that knowing the truth, really knowing the
truth, is absolutely essential for the existence of realistic hope. And, in the
face of these very insurmountable odds, hope for me has come from my



35

students themselves. Sanket could not read a 3rd grade English passage last
July. Since then, after being introduced to Noddy and his adventures, and 8
months and 11 books later, he can now read grade 5 texts confidently, and
is looking forward to the day when he can read Harry Potter. Sahil was so
moved by our class on Malala Yousafzai that he saved up money for a
month to visit a cyber cafe, then printed out her pictures along with
powerful quotes on education and stuck them all over the school. Zainab
gave a speech on Republic Day to the whole school, urging the students to
become nation-builders first, and then doctors or engineers. And these
uplifting stories continue - from Chaitrali putting up a photograph of
Fergusson College (a famous college in Pune) above her bed to Asha
finding time to practice her mathematics while helping her mother cook.
These students are on a mission to succeed - all they need is a little bit of
direction. They are going to beat the odds, they are going to make the
weather - and that gives me hope.

As I enter the second year of my Fellowship this June, I am humbled
and fired up at the same time, by the sheer magnitude of the opportunity
and responsibility that I have. I can help unlock the tremendous potential of
my students. I can collaborate with hundreds of individuals working
relentlessly for the same cause. I can create organizations which will make
and insert one more piece correctly into the huge complex puzzle of our
educational system. And, one piece at a time, we will move towards
achieving our vision - one day, every child in India will receive an
excellent education.

- Soumya Jain is an alumnus of Penn State and currently a Teach For India
Fellow (2013-15). He can be contacted at soumya.jain2013@teachforindia.org
and/or +91 – 8007368989 with regards to any information related to the program.

Field trip to PCMC Science Center
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An Interview with Priyanka Borpujari

Siddharth Advani

S: I am sure a lot of our avid readers had the chance to hear your
talk1 last Spring here at Penn State, but for the benefit of our new readers,
can you give a brief introduction about your work?

P : I have been an independent journalist for around 5 years now and
prior to that I was a crime reporter for Mumbai Mirror – a Mumbai

based tabloid. I decided to go solo, since I wanted to write about social
topics related to human rights and justice. I have travelled to Odisha,
Jharkhand, Assam, Chhattisgarh and Gujarat as part of my work. Apart
from my journalism, I am also now in the process of transitioning to do
some different kind of work in this area.

S: Thanks for the introduction. As you may be aware, our theme for
this year’s edition of Sankalp is Education. During your travel across India
into the heartlands, did you happen to see any disparity in terms of state of
affairs or the educational standards in general?

P: I personally don’t think there is a divide between the different
parts of India in the aspect of education per se, but I do believe there is a
divide in the terms of the class structure of the society today. On one hand,
we do have free education for all, but that does not really help in improving
learning standards of the students. While we have more and more private
English-speaking schools coming up in cites and towns, the emphasis on
the mother tongue is gradually being weaned away, and today the average
middle-class Indian child has little opportunity to learn through folktales
the way our generation was brought up. Also, we see that our education
system is always pushing students to be the best. I keep reading articles
about how suicide rates are creeping up not only amongst teenage students,
but now even amongst younger children. This needs to be addressed
immediately. Rural education on the other hand is abysmal. We do see
more and more rural children getting enrolled into schools, but the quality
of education being meted out to them still has a lot to ask for. Does having
an English-speaking teacher in the class directly imply that all the children
in the class can speak fluent English? Does today’s education directly
relate to having a better understanding of the world outside as well as the
world inside? I believe there is definitely a huge gap across all educational
sectors in this regard.

S: Do you see any socio-economic pressures in the rural or the
Adivasi areas that result in higher school dropout rates?
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P: In the hinterlands, it is true that dropouts are higher, and more so
amongst the female students. This stems from the way that girls are
culturally brought up. While they are encouraged to study, there is always a
feeling at the back of her family’s mind that she is a paraya, and finally she
has to be married and would leave the house, so what is the point in
educating her. Even in the cities, girls are getting educated, but not for
themselves. There is still this conventional acceptance that one day her
career has to come to a halt due to family pressures. But this notion is now
gradually changing. Coming back to the Adivasi areas, I would like to
mention about this school that I have been associated with, called
Adharshila Learning Center2, where I was helping the students there to
come out with a youth magazine called Yuvaniya. The idea behind the
magazine was to get the youth to talk about Adivasi issues.

S: As per the UNESCO Institute for Statistics, the numbers from the
year 2011 suggest that around 10.4 percent of the government spending
goes to education. Given that India currently has the largest illiterate
population in the world, is this number enough?

P: Investment in education and health is really falling behind in
terms of the overall GDP of the country. 10 percent is definitely not
enough, given our current situation. On the other hand, India today is the
world’s largest importer of arms; it has increased its imports by 111 percent
between 2004-2008 and 2009-20133. While the nation’s security is
important, but being labeled as the world’s largest illiterate population
definitely calls for a revisit to our priorities, and where we put our money.
However, it is not just about funding, but also about ideology. For example,
I am a guest lecturer for a professional media course here in Mumbai. I
have 40 percent marks under my control that are allocated for internal
assessment. There is no requirement of compulsory attendance, and
students take this for granted, since they know they cannot fail due to lack
of attendance. The amount of money that is spent in fees is exorbitant,
since this is a professional course, but most of the students really do not
care about the ‘learning’ aspect as long as they get a degree. Hence, it has
lot to do with the mindset of a a people and this directly relates to what we
as a democracy demand from our Government.

S: While the Government of India has increased the number of IITs
and IIMs under the 11th Five Year Plan, do we still lack such initiatives at
primary and secondary levels of education?

P: Yes, we do need to have more schools to cater to our increasing
population to have a better student-teacher ratio, but more importantly it is
necessary to fortify our current education infrastructure. A few years back,
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as part of a certain company’s Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)
initiative, 10th grade students who obtained more than 70 percent marks
were given scholarships to study till the 12th grade, and if they continued
to do well, then they would be supported for further studies too. During the
summer break, volunteers like me were hired to provide out-of-class help
to the students in subjects like English, Mathematics and Science, to
maximize their chances of getting the scholarship during their 10th grade. I
taught them English for a couple of months, and the students really enjoyed
my class. They showed a lot of keenness to continue these extra sessions
even during regular school days. When we approached the school
principal, I was told that the school already had an English teacher, and
there was really no need for an extra teacher, since the students spoke good
English. This was contrary to the current state of affairs, because students
really need a better formal approach to understand the nuances of the
language. Yes, while the government is emphasizing on increasing the
number of IITs and IIMs, there is a real need to shift the focus towards
primary and secondary education too, so we can build the country bottom-
up.

S: Corporate India has taken few initiatives in the recent past in
terms of social responsibility drives by allowing their employees to
volunteer to teach the underprivileged children as part of their social
activities. Do you think this should be happening at a large scale?

P: It is a good idea prima facie, but we fail to consider that the
teacher-student relationship needs to be cherished and nurtured, and this
relationship takes time to evolve. This aspect may be missing with these
social drives, since the volunteers may spend only an hour or two a week
with the students. . They may have a lot of ideas in terms of charting out a
plan for them, but without knowing the ground-level reality of what these
students go through back at their homes, it becomes a difficult task to
develop the required teacher-student relationship. In such a scenario, open
communication between the students and the teacher is very important. As
a teacher, I think it gives great satisfaction in seeing your students
eventually become successful in their careers. Such initiatives are
definitely good, if they are allowed to grow in an organic manner. The
volunteers who are generously providing their time and effort cannot
expect overnight results, and should be patient to see their work bear fruit
over a chosen period of time.

S: I appreciate your views on today’s questions. Do you have any
final thoughts for our readers?

P: If anyone wants to understand about the real education system that
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is needed in India today, I would like to recommend the school that I earlier
mentioned - Adharshila Learning Center. It is an Adivasi school based on
Paulo Freire’s book Pedagogy of the Oppressed. The school is 15 years old,
and apart from the regular curriculum, the children are taught about organic
farming too, because of their background. The textbooks are prepared in
their native Adivasi language, but the children are still able to speak fluent
English. It is too early to say whether the school has had an impact on a
generation, but the fact that a lot of new teachers at the school are the
alumni itself, shows that there is a feeling of giving back to the alma mater,
and over the course of time things will slowly change in the community as
a whole.

- Priyanka Borpujari is an independent journalist based out of
Mumbai. She was selected as the 2012-2013 International Women's Media
Foundation Elizabeth Neuffer Fellow.

- Siddharth Advani is a graduate student in the Department of
Computer Science and Engineering at Penn State.

References:
1. On her visit to the United States as part of a Fellowship last year,

Priyanka visited Penn State to give a talk on “The Human Cost Of India's
Race for Development”

2. http://20twentytwo.blogspot.com/2014/03/india-is-top-arms-
importer.html

3. http://www.sruti.org.in/?q=sangathan/adharshila-shikshan-kendra
Society for Rural, Urban and Tribal Initiative (SRUTI) featured in this
year’s Satyamev Jayate – a television series focusing on socially relevant
issues in India
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World’s Largest Celebration

Vikas Argod

5 70 million people (out of a total of 815 million invited) are expected
to visit one of the 930,000 locations. The economy will see an

addition of $5 billion USD in spending. 5.5 million people, who speak one
of the 21 languages, will be ‘hired’ for preparation of this 9-day event
spanning 45 days. 11 million security men and women will take guard to
maintain law and order. 5 million volunteers will spend their time for a
political party for at least 100 days. These astounding numbers are from
India, as it is getting ready for the world’s largest celebration of democracy
– also known as “General Elections”.

This election will decide the Union Government for the next five
years by electing 543 members of parliament. The statistics given above
are for the 15th General Elections to be held between 7th April and 12th
May of this year, with results to be announced on 16th May. Without going
into too much of operational details, I would like to mention a few things
that define India’s commitment towards a free and fair election.

In 1947, a newly independent country decided to announce universal
adult franchise. It was a time when Western countries had at first reserved
the right to vote to men of property with the working class. Women gained
this right much later. Contrary to this ‘popular’ voting tier narrative, the
Indian constitution gave voting rights to everyone above the age of 21. In
fact, even as early as 1935, the constitution proposed by the Indian
National Congress - the main voice against the British rule - rejected the
idea of a separate electorate. In a country with 80 percent illiteracy and a
heavily class-divided society, the Constituent Assembly (the group which
wrote the Constitution of India) was firmly behind the concept of voting
rights to all. This is certainly not trivial.

The first election was held during the months of January and
February of 1952 and had 176 million voters. Every aspect of the country
was being rebuilt after the British rule. Even in such times, the government
was committed to design an election process that was free and fair, taking
every one along. That was the same reason why special voting was
scheduled, two months before the actual date, for a handful group of
Buddhist voters in a remote region of Himachal Pradesh. Snowstorms
would have shut the valley from the world from November 1951 through
March 1952.

The same spirit continues today. For the 14th General Elections (in
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2009), 12 election workers walked for two days and two nights, in knee-
deep snow, for 40 km. They reached two polling stations, one in Kashmir,
and the other in Ladakh, which were at an altitude of 13,000 feet. Indian
Airforce helicopters had earlier made several attempts to land there, but
could not, due to an avalanche. This team had taken satellite phones along
with them. In those two election booths, the number of registered voters
was 37- a relatively small number. But these 37 voters were as important as
the rest of the 700 million voters. There are many opportunities to
streamline the election process, but if there is one thing the Election
Commission does right is, in its effort to reach every voter of the country.

Although elections make Indians proud, it is also the helm of
corruption. There are financial limits, much far from ground realities, on
election spending. The artificially low limits necessitate unaccounted
money movement. There are limitations that come in the name of “Election
Code of Conduct”, otherwise known as ‘complete stop to government
policy announcements’ for 4+ months. Then there is the infamous ‘anti-
defection law’ that inhibits elected members’ freedom inside the
parliament. All these laws were brought in with good intentions, but
unfortunately the end does not justify the means. With these impositions,
unfortunately, muscle and money dominate the election season. Other
dangerous developments have been the selection of candidates by few elite
leaders (“High Command”) of the political party who are less knowledge
of regional issues. This may work in a Presidential System, but for a
Westminister model, this leads to low accountability.

But there is hope after all. All candidates are now required to
announce their assets and it is a public record. Public interest groups,
including media can scrutinize any disproportionate asset growth. Other
Electoral Reforms are underway too. Ideas such as spending limit
relaxation, state funding to the Parties, opening Party accounts and
information to public are being discussed by policymakers. Election
seasons are becoming shorter - recently one of the state assembly elections
was held on Sunday with results three days later. There has been a
considerable outrage among distinguished policy advocates regarding the
anti-defection law. I am confident to witness these changes in less than 10
years from now. India has shown much needed commitment by upholding
values of democracy through free and fair elections. All the existing
problems are just ‘one-stroke-of-the-pen’ away. Hope it is coming soon!

- Vikas Argod is an alumnus of Penn State and is an active AID
volunteer. He is currently working in Atlanta, GA.
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Environmental Developments at Vellore

C. Srinivasan

V ellore is well known as an ideal spot to break the long journey
between Chennai and Bangalore, and rest those tired muscles. This

historically rich Indian city has been on television all over the country
recently. Aamir Khan interviewed a Vellore-ite, Mr. C. Srinivasan, about a
Zero Waste Management project on a popular talk show Satyamev Jayate.
This is based on a model that is developed in Vellore, and will be launched
throughout the country in the near future.

AID Penn State had a strong connection with Vellore and Mr.
Srinivasan through the Vellore Hill Restoration Project (VHRP) over the
past few years. VHRP project was initiated in Fall, 2009 with an annual
budget of Rupees 10,50,000 ($ 22,000 USD approximately at that time),
and was funded by 5 AID Chapters – Austin, Boston, Buffalo, Penn State
and Tempe. As the name suggests, the project focused on restoring the
greenery of the hills surrounding Vellore that comprise of 22 hills spread
over 1 lakh hectares. It has provided employment to over 45 people in the
district of Vellore, mostly to young men and women. During the first year
of the project, over 1000 percolation ponds were dug, while planting 15000
palm seeds and several hundred varieties of saplings1 Mr. Srinivasan also
visited Penn State in the same year for a talk on environmental activities in
Vellore. This work has garnered sufficient traction over the past few years.

Mr. Srinivasan has described the Zero Waste Management project in
his own words.

The problem of waste has reached a state of crisis all over the world.
Mountains of waste are accumulating on our wetlands, clouds of smoke are
hovering over urban lands from burning the waste oceans of waste are
floating in our rivers and canals, and the groundwater has turned to red and
yellow from leachate pollution; these grave situations are saying to us
loudly and clearly: “You cannot ignore us anymore! You need to get your
act together now!”

Where and why did we go wrong? It is important to answer this
question, in order to arrive at a sustainable solution for waste management.
It helps us understand the nature, the history and management of waste, the
different solutions that have been already tried out and their results, and the
need to turn to Solid & Liquid Resource Management (SLRM). Also, the
answer provides basic information to anybody who deals with waste-
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management.Waste is any material that is thrown away as unwanted. It has
other names like garbage, trash or rubbish. What is considered as waste by
one society, may not be considered so by another. For example, in
throwaway societies like the US, a good-quality plastic cups may be
thrown away as waste. However, the same cup may be reused several times
in India.

Waste should be collected within 12-hour intervals, because if it is
kept for a longer duration, it generates an unpleasant odor and attracts
dreadful flies. Beyond 72 hours, maggots begin to form, which is the main
reason for the nuisance of flies. Also, to achieve 100 percent SLRM,
garbage must be collected within 12 hours time.

Activities to be undertaken:
SLRM goes beyond managing the waste, but to prevent the waste

generation. This project is fully concentrated in both urban and rural areas,
with main focus on places like residential areas, commercial areas,
apartment complexes, shops, lodges, guesthouses, education institutions,
office rooms etc.

Before starting the program, we have to carry out mass cleaning in
the concerned urban/rural area (ward wise), and create awareness about
source segregation, type of organic & inorganic wastes and available waste
disposal systems. In specific, to make source segregation more effective,
we request and encourage people to put inorganic and organic wastes
separately in the available waste containers at home.

Trained workers will do collect garbage twice a day (Morning: 7.00
am to 9.00 am / Evening: 4.00 pm to 6.00 pm) from each and every
residence or shop (including Sundays and Holidays) through tricycles.
Finally, the waste will be brought to an “Integrated Solid & Liquid
Resource Management Centre” for secondary segregation and further
processing. Daily activities undertaken by the center are waste-collection,
segregation, composting, area cleaning, etc.

Methodology:
The Source Segregated Waste (Resource) that is collected will be

brought to the SLRM sheds by the workers. The inorganic waste is
segregated (Recyclable, organic and Non-recyclable items), and then
packed separately; the recyclable can be sold locally. Of all, organic waste
is of interest because of its usefulness.

Organic waste (Resource) is treated in Cattle dung microbial
decomposing process. The organic waste is laid on composting beds in
different layers. Each layer is treated with cattle dung microbial inoculums
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and covered completely. This cattle dung composting process takes 45-60
days to complete, and will increase the internal temperature along with
reduction in volume and weight by at least one-third of original. At the end
of the process the manure is sieved and can be used for various purposes.

Through this composting process, waste will be converted into dung
in less than 24 hours time, and in future the same dung can be fed into a
Bio-gas plant to trap Methane gas for worker’s kitchen. In addition, the
slurry can be used as microbial inoculums to decompose cattle non- eatable
items, and it can also be used for Vermi-composting process to get best
organic manure. Cattle eatable items can be fed to the cattle. Also, this
process helps in reducing the aerobic composting duration. Wastewater can
be used for the fodder cultivation and tree plantation around the SLRM
centre.

In this way, Vellore became a focal point for waste management
through various projects. Mr. C. Srinivasan played an important role in
making these projects succesful and increasing the scope of the project to a
national platform.

- C. Srinivasan is Project Director at Indian Green Service (IGS),
Vellore
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