 The Bala Vikasa Kendram project:

A wide – ranging community development initiative

Although the Bala Vikasa Kendram project began as a project to ameliorate the situation of working children, and Navajeevan still describe it as its working children project, in fact, over the years, the project has become the vehicle by which the organization has become involved in more broad – based community development work, in comparison with its other projects, which focus on a particular target group, street children. The Bala Vikasa Kendram project began in 1997, when Navajeevan was inspired by an article in a local newspaper, which pegged the figure of child laborers in a local industrial area at 35,000. The industrial area, called Autonagar, on the outskirts of Vijayawada, is the third largest industrial estate in Asia. It primarily consists of automobile ancillary industries.

Although Navajeevan’s expertise hitherto had been with working street children, it began a program in collaboration with the local government’s Vijayawada slum improvement project. Navajeevan deputed two of its staff to conduct literacy classes between 11.00 a.m. to 4.00 p.m.  The number of children attending this program, which was held in the autonagar technical association hall, varied from 50 to 150 to start with. Soon after, the municipal corporation allotted a site of over 300 square yard s and sum of Rs. 250,000 so that Navajeevan could construct a building to house the program. 

The fact that Navajeevan aligned itself with the local government, and that it used the resources of the most powerful organization in the area when it stared its program, turned out be very critical to the success of the Bala Vikasa Kendram project, since the local industrial units which employ children to labour were in a state of denial about the problem, either flatly denying that children were employed, or seeing it as an act of virtue, which improved the lives of the children. Even the autonagar technical association stoutly maintained that there were not industrial areas.

Navajeevan quickly realized that unlike the street children’s issue, where a number of ameliorative strategies could focus at the level of the child, and still be successful, working with the child labour issue was very different. It had to work simultaneously with multiple stakeholders with conflicting interest, with different stated interest as against hidden agendas, and use different strategies with adults and with children. To start with, it conducted a survey of three of the villages surrounding the industrial area, which were responsible for supplying a good percentage of the child labour in the area, and determine how many families sent their children out to work. Almost a third of the families did, showing that action was necessary at the community level. 

Navajeevan began in a fairly unobtrusive way, developing street plays on a range of themes including health care, HIV awareness, etc. Using this strategy, it also discussed themes such as decent working conditions, child labour, etc. These plays were saged 24 times in 2000 alone, pulling in audiences of abut to 2000 people from 6 villages this was followed by 10 workshops for parents and four for working children. in this way, awareness was created about the options to child labor, and the services provided Navajeevan in the form of alternative education programs. Soon, parents and children began to ask for more information, and the number of working children enrolled in these projects went up by 150 percent in 2000.

The organization also conducted three residential leadership camps for children, following which children’s collectives’ were set up in the tree villages that had been surveyed. Children began to question the employers when they felt that they had been unfairly treated, or seek the intervention of Navajeevan activists to advocate on their behalf.

Nevertheless, Navajeevan was unhappy with what it saw as band-aid measures, and in the annual planning session of 2001, there was a serious debate within the organization, the outcome of which was that, “we should do the work properly, or give up the project
altogether”. Consequently, Navajeevan decided to conduct thorough survey to understand the dimensions of the problem, so that when it undertook both advocacy and rehabilitative measures, it would have sound data to back up its efforts. This is necessary because of the amount of misinformation circulated around the issue. In 2001,the labor department of the state put the number of working children in the area 44.The Auto technicians owned up to 400.Navajeevan developed a methodology, conducted three training sessions and a trial run, and using 37 members of its team, as well as student of reputed colleges in Vijayawada, systematically counted the number of children coming into work, by bus, bicycle o foot at all the entry points to Autonagar. Consequently, it was able to establish that there were at least 6,294 child laborers working in Autonagar of which about 2,300 below the age of 14.ecause of Navajeevan has employed independent data collectors as well, it was difficult for vested interests to contradict the data.  

As a result of the survey, the organization evolved multi-prolonged strategy to tackle the issue of child labor in Autonagar. 

1. Providing services for working children: The literacy break:

At the Bala Vikasa Kendum, children who work I autonagar are provided with functional literacy classes, supplementary nutrition, recreational facilities and basic medical care. Children usually come to the center for about two hours in the middle of the workday, from 12 noon to 2.00 p.m. It gives them much needed break from their workday. They play games, learn about the world around hem, and have literacy activities designed around this; and meet their peers and discuss issues related to they work life and working conditions. Once a week, these children also walk around the area to motivate more young people to join them at their “Literacy Break” and persuade employers to co-operate.

Night Schools:

In addition, as and when it had felt the need, the Bala Vikasa Kendram project his night school, and want so that more than the basic literacy provided during the day, or to provide tutoring for the children who are attending school but are at the risk of getting labor force if they fail at school. Recreational activities are also organized regularly so that some measure of their childhood can be reclaimed while they spend time at the Bala Vikasa Kendram

2. 
Services through the National Open School system

                For those young workers who are old or for whom the traditional mainstream, formal schooling does not work, Navajeevan is facilitating the process by which these young people can complete their schooling by using National Open School system. This way, the young people can receive diplomas for their high school education, by a very flexible system, taking only as many papers at a time as they are confident about. Currently, Navajeevan is making use of the services another National Open School center to route its students for the examinations, but it would be useful for Navajeevan to apply to be a center itself and undertake the work of setting high standards as a center and working the make national Open school system more accountable. This is necessary because the National Open school system, since it does not cater to mainstream students, does not attract as much critical attention as the other education  
system in the country. Consequently, it has tendency to be lax about administrative matters, knowing their constituent do not have the clout to push for better services. Only if more strong organization like centers can the system be made more accountable, and standards raised, so that the diplomas earned by children who come through the system as much credibility and value as those from other education system in the country.

3.       Running bridge courses to put children back mainstream schools


From2001, Navajeevan has been running bridge course, especially designed to put working children back I to school. Many of these children have not attended school, before dropping out and going to work, and so are at a disadvantage when they consider going back t school. They are behind their peers of the same Chronologically age when it comes into schoolwork, and joining younger school going children would not be an appropriate option. the bride course provide and accelerated learning option by which children learn the minimum literacy skills and knowledge base to join their peers of the same chronological age at school.

4. Collectivizing Children to Advocate for Themselves.  

The organization holds leadership-training camps for children, after which they organize themselves into children’s collectives called Bala Sanghas. In a group, children learn to articulate their issues advocate for themselves and seek solutions not only for their own problems but also for those of the   larger community. About 40 per cent of the membership of those Sanghas comprises girl children, remarkable achievement in the particular communities where this work is currently happening, where gender discrimination is particularly marked.

5. Facilitating the Formation of Local Action Committees.      

Since the best and most lasting solutions for a problem as complex as child labour can only emerge from within the community, Navajeevan has facilitated the formation of local action committees comprising child leaders of the collectives of working children (Bala Sanghas), members of the local government, proactive and willing employers from the Autonagar are, local school teachers and headmasters and headmistress, ands other significant adult members identified by the child leaders and Navajeevan activists. The adults form a supportive circle around the working children and the children’s collectives, who play a very active role in identifying child labours and looking for solutions in collaboration with each particular child, based on his or her particular circumstances. 

The advantage of having formed such Local Action Committees is that the eradication of child labour now becomes part of the agenda of the local community’s rather than one driven by Navajeevan’s imperatives. People are willing to work, contribute and take ownership of the results. For instance, one representative of the local government in Yenamalakuduru came forward to donate the use of a piece of his land to construct a building which would accommodate a pre-school during the day and night school for working children after regular school hours.

The Local Action Committees have been remarkably successful. For example, in early 2002, the Sanathnagar village has 145 child labourers. By 2003, the combined efforts of the community and the Navajeevan activists resulted in parents being persuaded to send 98 percent of these children to school. The Local Action Committees reviewed the existing infrastructure of the local government schools and followed up with the concerned officials to make improvements and even succeeded in getting one school an electricity connection. Through their efforts, the government undertook to supply mid-day meals for child workers who were attending the summer bridge course. 

6. Awareness and Advocacy Works:

Navajeevan regularly makes use of awareness campaigns, workshops for children and parents and employers, street theatre performance, and representations to local government to create awareness of and find solutions to the issue of child labour in and around Autonagar. The Street Theatre group, which consists largely of former child labourers or members of Bala Sanghas, also creates awareness about issues like gender discrimination, positive health practices, the importance of education, etc, both among their peers and among adults. But what make the Navajeevan campaigns on child labours especially effective is the extensive leg work and the sheer persistence by which the activists of Navajeevan undertake their conscientisation campaigns. There are six main roads that run through Autonagar. The three fields acticists assigned to the project would in the early days of the project, assigned two roads each to themselves and day after day, month after month, show up at the imployers doorsteps, counseling, seeking information, offering to find solutions, refusing to go away until they showed themselves willing to acknowledge the issue of child labour and work on it. Even today, at least once a week, members of the local Bala Saghas make the rounds of the community, exhorting children and employers to find more child-friendly options than all-day drudgery. 

7. Adult Literacy Classes:

the organization has also started literacy classes for women in the community as a strategy to eliminate child labour. The idea behind this initiative is to allow mothers to experience and understand the excitement and value of letters. This in turn would ensure that she would not wish to by her children the same experience by sending them to work.

8. Expanding the resources of the community 

When Navajeevan first undertook a study of the communities surrounding Autonagar, it found that one of the areas in which these communities was seriously deficiently related to early childhood education. Although Central Government norms hold that there should be preschool for every settlement of four hundreds families, here were seven whole villages with no preschools. Navajeevan took the initiative to set up a small preschool but also informed the local communities of the government norms, applied to the concerned authorities and followed up with them. Today, as a result of the organization’s efforts, the communities have seven new pre-schools in their areas, and early childhood education is not an issue.

In Yenamalakuduru village, there is one community of 50 families, largely ragpickers, who are so marginalized that the larger community of the village did not even perceive them as being part of the village. The pathetic, ramshackle huts of the ragpickers, which lack electricity and running water are situated in a low-lying area to the side of the high road that runs along a ridge and serves the village and incredulous local government officials asked Navajeevan activists who asked them about services for this community, “But who will climb down to the them to give them services?” this was when Navajeevan built their “Going twenty steps down” strategy. With the help of the microcommunity they fashioned twenty rough steps of stone, earth and random pieces of wood leading down from the road to the community. Then, they presented the data they had collected on the microcommunity to the larger community, particularly the members of the local government. The local government was sufficiently shamed and concerned. Together with the activists of the Bala Vikasa Kendram project, they raised resources and helped with the construction of  “Mana Badi”, “Our School”, an education center that Navajeevan staffs runs. 

Thus, Navajeevan has found that one of its roles has been to conscientize the community on the one hand, and makes demands of the authorities on the other, so that the resources allocated to communities by the government actually reach them.

Another, case in point has to do with hostels set up by the government to support children from traditionally deprived communities with residential help while they pursue an education. These hostels existed, but kept their existence very quiet, so that the community was largely unaware that such a resource existed. Even when enterprising people showed up seeking services for their children, they were dissuaded by the wardens who did not want to have to do their designated work. Navajeevan activists got on the case of these hostels, sought admissions sought better facilities of the children made repeated request, sent repeated petitions, complained to the higher authorities and so on, until today the hostels are functioning, not optimally but sufficiently for the community to perceive them as a resources and use them. For instance, in 2003-2004, 130 children in need from the community were accommodated in these hostels through Navajeevan’s intervention.

9. Finding Income Generation and Other Options for Young Women in the Community

while at work in the communities which are the primary feeder sources for child labourers in Autonagar, Navajeevan activists noted that the options for girls children and young women were particularly conservative, and many girl children were pulled out of school, if they had attended it at all, at puberty. Ideally, their families would have liked to get them married early, but in the absence of dowries many of these girls wait for years in limbo in their homes, without many options apart from household chores or care of younger siblings. There were also a number of young girls who had been married but had returned to their parental homes after being abandoned by their husbands or after failed relationships. These young women had few opportunities for positive companionship, mentorship or community-approved recreation. At the same time, because the community was so careful in the approach it took in dealing with this issue.

Navajeevan decided that it would offer the girls training in tailoring. Tailoring is considered traditionally  “safe”, “feminine” work, and the family was likely not to be averse to the idea of a supplement to the family income. What was more,  a member of the local community offered the space on the terrace of his house for the tailoring center. So the families were reassured by the fact that the young women were not going out of the neighborhood for the training. Navajeevan managed to mobilize the sewing machines also contributions from the community. In all, three such tailoring centers were started. Young women were trained. In many cases, Navajeevan assisted the young women to obtained loans from government agencies to buy sewing machines, using which, the girls were able to supplement the family income. Since then, 15 young women have come together and started their own garment-making unit. Navajeevan’s credibility in the community went up.

More than anything else, Navajeevan wanted to get these young women out of the cloistered spaces of their houses and opportunities. The tailoring center was a means to this end. At the center, the girls also received inputs on life skills, food parenting, etc. The girls were so grateful for these inputs and so impressed by them, that they asked Navajeevan to conduct similar sessions for their own parents. Thus workshops for older members of the community also began.

At this point, Navajeevan has been conducting good parenting and life skills classes only for young women in the community. It must now look into options whereby young men also have the opportunity to secure information and skills and view these as valuable. This is because many of these young women when they get into marriage, usually become the members who are on the lowest rung of the family hierarchy. They rarely have the power or the agency to negotiat4e for many of the ideas that they have about good parenting. Only if the young men of the community also buy into ideas like delaying the age of conception of the first child, can the health and well being of the young women in the community improve.

Once its purpose of using the tailoring centers to establish credibility with the community was served, Navajeevan was also not blind to the fact that there are only so many tailors that a community needs to serve its needs. To endlessly continue with tailoring courses, therefore would only raise hopes of individual girls and dash them they find they do not have any work. Hence, plans are afoot to close down these centers and divert these resources elsewhere where they serve their purpose better. 

Livelihood Advancement Skills Training (LAST)

Even before it has actually closed down the centers, however, Navajeevan has taken steps to ensure that the momentum with income generation efforts with young women should not fail. Hence, it has identified three new avenues: these are training in traditional “maggam” embroidery, highly sought after; the making of jute bags and in beauty treatment. 

Of these, the first two have already been put in place. The first batch of young women have been trained in embroidery and are so good that the trainer has herself agreed to place orders with the young women and exhibit their products. The jute bag-manufacturing venture is also running. Resources are being mobilized for beginning the training in beauty therapy. What is more, the unstated objective that Navajeevan had of making the community receptive of the idea of girls having opportunities, options and income, has worked. The girls travel several kilometers away from their home communities every day to be trained in “maggam” embroidery.  

