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BACKGROUND

KALKI Welfare Association was started by Panjali Arun with assistance from the ADMCF in June 2008 in the town of Pondicherry in Tamil Nadu province.  It’s aim is to provide shelter, care and informal education to children living on the streets and in the slums.  New Day members Chris and Liza Green visited KALKI on the 3rd and 4th of September 2009 along with Francesco Caruso from ADMCF.

Having herself grown up in the slums of Pondicherry and with extensive working experience with NGO’s assisting street and slum dwellers and their children, Panjali created a Drop-In centre to provide a home for these children during the day.  Children, including babies, spend the whole day at the Centre where they are washed, fed and involved in non-formal educational activities.  The older children come to the Centre after school where they receive the same services.  KALKI now has a staff of 19 people, including teachers, care-givers, a driver and night care-takers.  The Drop-In Centre caters to up to 200 children per day.
In April 2009 KALKI opened a Night Shelter (Girls’ Centre) for girls who were sleeping at the Drop-In Centre to avoid abuse and exploitation on the streets or whose parents were no longer able to care for them due to difficult circumstances.  The Girls’ Centre is located in a rented house on the outskirts of Pondicherry in a safe neighbourhood. Panjali and her team painted and renovated the house to provide a colourful and safe home for the girls.  The purpose of the Girls’ Centre is to provide shelter for these at-risk girls for a maximum period of 1 year until their family situations improve or social workers are able to place them in longer-term care. The Centre has the capacity to house up to 35 girls and there are currently 24 girls living there.  Through her outreach work in the streets and slums Panjali is constantly bringing new girls to the shelter and returning girls to their families when they no longer require the care.  All the girls use the Drop-In centre during the day as they need it and are bused to the Girls’ Centre after school in the late afternoon.
OBSERVATIONS/COMMENTS

The Centre is located in a brightly painted building on the outskirts of Pondicherry close to the sea.  It has good security and is spread over two floors with a functioning rooftop.  On the ground floor is a large common space with 4 training rooms and a kitchen leading off it.  All the rooms have colouful murals painted on the walls and rudimentary tables and benches or mats.  Two of the rooms are used for after-school tutorials.  When the girls arrive at the Centre after school they immediately settle in the rooms to revise what they have learnt during the day and complete all their homework with the help of the Centre staff.  We were impressed with how organized these tutorials were and how enthusiastic the children were about their learning.  Panjali was quick to point out that the KALKI children always go to school with all their homework completed.

Of the other two rooms, one is a playroom for the younger children and babies with a few toys and mats on the floor and the other is a tailoring workshop with 4 sewing machines where the older girls receive their vocational training.  When we arrived at the Centre at 18h00 all four rooms were full of girls busy with their homework and training.  This activity goes on until the evening meal that is served at 19h30.

Upstairs there are 4 rooms that lead off a central area along with a washroom.  The girls sleep in groups of up to 8 in each room and have decorated the walls with their own artwork.  The night caretaker sleeps with the smaller girls and babies.  

The rooftop has also been painted with a colourful mural and is large enough to accommodate a gathering of the girls and teachers for celebrations, singing or even lessons in the evening when it is the coolest part of the house.

Although it was difficult to communicate with them as they only speak Tamil, the teachers were impressive in their level of enthusiasm and the energy they display in caring for the girls from the morning and afternoon at the Drop-In Centre through the evenings at the Girls’ Centre.  Their day is long but still they seem to take their task seriously and strive to think up new activities and games for the girls even during their leisure time.  Panjali and her staff have a carefully planned weekly roster that is on display in both centres and outlines the breakdown of each day for the babies, school children and older girls along with the assigned teacher/caregiver.

Each child at KALKI has an individual file that is compiled by the staff when they begin using the services of each centre.  The file details the child’s family background, medical needs, educational level and contains both a short-term and long-term plan for their rehabilitation.  This systematic approach to getting the girls back on their feet and moving them through the centre and onto a better life is foremost in Panjali’s vision.  As she says her dream will be achieved “when KALKI closes”.  Her success at building KALKI into a highly functioning refuge in such a short time can be attributed to this vision and to her tireless outreach work on the streets.  She is constantly making contact with families on the streets and in the slums where she seems to be known by everyone.  Through tough negotiating she gathers vulnerable children and brings them into the KALKI fold and then works with them and their families to build a future for them where they can function independently of KALKI.  
During our visit we met with three women, Pavia, Chandra and Bala whose daughters are currently staying at the Centre.  Chandra and Bala have spent their lives on the street and have no education.  They each have sons who stay with them and they try to support themselves by selling coconuts or doing municipal street cleaning work.  They are extremely grateful to KALKI for keeping their girls safe and off the streets.  There is little chance that they will never be able to care for their girls again but KALKI is planning for their futures and will ensure that they finish school and receive some form of vocational training.  Pavia fell on hard times and was forced onto the street when Panjali took her three daughters into the Centre.  She has found a place to stay and work and is hoping to bring her girls to live with her in the next 6 to 9 months.  Panjali is helping to her make this happen.

SUPPORT

ADM Capital has recently appointed a full-time representative in India, Alberto Cremonesi, who will be taking over much of the administrative work of running both centres so that Panjali is freed up to do her outreach work in what she calls “my office”, the streets.  Due to the rapid growth of KALKI since its inception in June 2008 and with the 19 staff who now work there, this assistance from Mr Cremonesi will be invaluable.

NEEDS/REQUEST FOR FUNDS

Panjali has used the funds from the Linklaters grant very carefully and estimates that she will be able to keep the Girls’ Centre running on the original amount for 15 months as opposed to her previous estimate of 12 months.  After that she will need to seek further assistance from donors.  

Now that the Girls’ Centre is up and running her focus is on developing the educational support programme and specifically the vocational training programme that she started in June 2009 with a HK$101,400 grant from New Day.  This programme will focus mainly on tailoring and hospitality training.  Pondicherry has a growing tourism industry and KALKI has already begun outreach work with the local hotel and guesthouses to involve them in this training and gain their commitment to employ KALKI-trained staff in the future.

THE FUTURE

With the Drop-In and Girls’ Centre now running smoothly, Panjali will soon be expanding her operation by moving the Drop-In Centre to far bigger premises that are much more suited to the various activities of KALKI.  A wealthy benefactor from Chennai has made one of his disused factories on the outskirts of the town available to KALKI at minimal cost on a 20-year lease.  We visited this space with Panjali and although it will require an enormous amount of work before it is functional, we have no doubt she will be able to use it to expand and improve on the wonderful work she is already doing with KALKI.  The vocational training, ie tailoring teaching, that is already going on at the Girls’ Centre in the evenings will move to this new space and the KALKI team will also be able to seriously begin their hospitality training (food preparation and serving, room servicing and basic English skills).
CONCLUSION

We have found KALKI to be a very impressive organization achieving fantastic results amongst vulnerable girls in Pondicherry.  The dedicated staff are motivated by an extraordinary leader in Panjali and she, in turn, seeks to establish a functioning partnership with the girls and their families to help them in a way that goes beyond simple charity.  New Day is firmly committed to maintaining contact and support with KALKI and we look forward to contributing in some form or other to their future success.

From New Day, KALKI and Panjali herself we would like to extend a big thank-you to Linklaters for their generous and timely support.  Their grant has created a much needed home for many girls and babies who would otherwise find themselves on the streets and/or at risk.  For their parents it has given them some measure of peace knowing that, no matter how hopeless their individual circumstances might be, their daughters are safe and cared for and can hope for a better future.

