The future of the Kullu project

What is ‘The Kullu project’?
During the networking process that the March 2008 group have been involved in, many people we have met have asked “What is the Kullu project”, and expected an answer that not only gives a general impression, but that shows quite specifically where the project is heading.  We have sometimes been stumped when trying to show this to a local person from whom we are asking advice and assistance for the future of the project.  In order to maximize our progress in establishing firm local links, it would be really useful to spend some time over the coming weeks having a good discussion with all those who are still actively involved in the project in order to clearly define or redefine the project’s overall aims, limits and precise intentions.  
Section one: NGO’s and future developments 
Defining ‘structural improvements’
There are some areas where it has been acknowledged that structure is needed in order to make the Kullu project more effective in the long term.  One of the main areas for this structural improvement will be in the form of information given to volunteers on arrival in Kullu, such as the following:
-Having easily accessible and up-to-date information available about the local establishments we work with. (i.e. a handbook)

-Having an induction of some sort to introduce volunteers to the area.

-Providing basic guidelines for workshop planning.

-Providing information about building life skills as opposed to playing games with children.

Some of the current discussion on the Kullu project finds a point of conflict where the philosophy of the project is seen to be endangered by any proposed ‘structural’ improvements.  It seems to be possible however, that the above elements can be introduced without endangering the flexible philosophy that the project prides itself on.  Through these measures, we would simply be providing information and help without being prescriptive.  This might be particularly relevant for younger volunteers who need a lot of guidance, particularly in the light of concerns raised about effectiveness of previous volunteers due to lack of structure and/or guidance.
Other structural improvements, especially those relating to NGO status and the involvement of new staff members and/or local ties may well be more controversial, and may need further discussion.  Below is an introduction to the current state of discussion.

Registering as a trust and/or an NGO

As has been acknowledged in previous years, continuing to operate as an unregistered organization may restrict the development of the Kullu Project.  Local recognition and credibility could be limited, and more solid structures for development are difficult to put in place without such a status.  Also, jobs such as local fundraising or seeking permissions from local bodies to carry out activities in public places might prove more problematic if we are not operating as a fully registered organisation. NGOs in the Manali area often meet with high levels of suspicion from locals regarding their true intentions, and in light of this concern it may be beneficial to become an official organisation in order to waylay any potential doubts about our legitimacy.
While there are clear benefits to registering, there are also a number of potential problems. Firstly, we would need to find a group of trustworthy locals to form a trustee board.  Ankit suggested in the March 2008 meeting that such a board should include respected local people, like a doctor or some other socially respected figure.  Katherine then raised a doubt about whether this might lead away from the overall philosophy of the project, and in the worst case, lead to the Kullu Project being a non-transparent NGO like those which so often arouse suspicion of vested interests here in India.  We have also heard of numerous cases where westerners setting up charities have been cheated by those working with them, even after they have formed a long-running relationship.  Another concern is that we would need someone on the ground to head the organisation and take the lead on registration and ensuring all is running to plan and to resolve any issues, and this person might be difficult to find.
Further, going for official registration would require the project to draft an official constitution which might limit the flexibility of future development of the project and would be time-consuming to draw up.  However, template constitutions are available through the charity commission website, and if we are registering in the UK then presumably we could adapt these documents for use here, which would make things easier.  Another hindrance might be the difficulty in actually registering and setting up the charity or NGO in the face of the infamous red tape and bureaucracy that operates in India.  Even for groups like the HWA, made up of influential locals, the process of registration is apparently complicated and take many months to finalise.   

A temporary solution?
The whole NGO registration issue could possibly be sidestepped for the moment by associating with a locally registered NGO when we need to move in official channels.  However, this in turn presents the additional concern that our reputation could end up being intertwined with the public perception of whichever organization we associate with.  We have spoken to representatives of various local NGO’s, and found some contacts that the KP might want to become involved with in the future, which should serve to begin the discussion on this subject at least.
Local NGOs and our potential involvement with them:
1) Maison des Himalayas

This French organisation operates over various areas of the Himalayas.  The section working in Manali and Kullu is managed by a lady called Domonique Dufau.  She is based in Paris for 7 months of the year then comes to Kullu for the other 5 months to work on projects.  The project is already sponsoring 7 children at the Vashist orphanage, about 25 at the Himalayan Budhist Cultural School, and are paying the rent for Mrs Sudershana, as well as starting to sponsor some of the new children at her orphanage. 

Other projects include: 
• Setting up and running the Prayas school, which provides education for Rajhastani workers’ children who are here from April until September each year. 

• Setting up a new school for disabled children in Manali called Handimachal. Further details can be found on the MDH website.  
(These projects are both potential places for Kullu Project volunteers to work in the future.)

It is also worthy of mention here that another school for handicapped is being set up in the Kullu area, with an incorporated project that aims provide functional education at home for children outside of the school.  The school is scheduled to take on some or all of the children who are currently at the blind school in Kullu.  A representative of the blind school told us that this project was separate to the MDH project, but this has not yet been confirmed.  Either way, there is apparently funding available at present to help establish initiatives for the handicapped.  

In the bigger picture, MDH is a very well-established organisation and already has firm and transparent funding tracks in place. We have exchanged emails with Dominique, and she is very open to NGOs sharing and helping each other and it is clear that the link should be maintained, however much we choose to become interrelated.  In the event that the KEF hits barriers in becoming a feasible way of routing donations to the establishments in Kullu, then perhaps using MDH could be an option?  This could possibly work in conjunction to projects similar to those of Katherine and Felicity, (where particular groups of children are helped), by adding an option for donations to other children/establishments who have not yet been included in any sponsorship scheme.

2) Himachal Pradesh Human Welfare Association 

The HWA is a local trust which has been running since 2001. They have a board of 7 Local Trustees and a further 11 General Members who are all businessmen and women from the local community.  Their intention, as they described it, was to make contributions back into their community and each donates a certain amount of their monthly wages to the cause. They are currently applying for permission to receive funds from overseas and expect this to be in place in the next 3 to 4 months, should all things bureaucratic go well!
Projects include:
• The Prayas School, 2003

(In conjunction with MDH.)  The School provides education to migratory Rajhastani workers’ children for six months a year, and there are three classes for approximately sixty children.  This project was originally funded by MDH but in the past year the computer initiative (see below) has provided the necessary funds to pay for it.
•The Cutting Room, 2004

A training scheme for local women interested in learning tailoring skills, using the Prayas school facilities in the evenings. There is some confusion as to whether those attending pay for these classes.
•Women’s Weaving Co-operative, 2004

A scheme providing looms, training, product sale facilities and workspace to local women from rural areas.  The scheme also helps organise groups of women in order to set up a co-operative and distribute income.

•Computer Training School, 2004

This has been an incredibly successful scheme, which also uses the Prayas school site, and is now able to fund the school itself.  It offers computer training courses to all those up to the age of thirty who wish to join. Applicants are means-tested in order to enable those who can afford the costs to cover those that cannot.
The HWA survey
In 2002 the HWA conducted a survey of the region in conjunction with MDH to identify those in need of aid.  Surprisingly, they could only find 4 families in need of support (it will be interesting to learn what their definition of poverty is!)  The survey found that the valley was well provided-for by cash crops and by the tourism industry, but they do have a file of children in need of sponsorship which could be a useful focus for future KP volunteers looking to sponsor children when they have completed their projects.
Help from the HWA
The HWA offered the Kullu Project a lot of help, including the following:
•Use of their office space and computers.
•Storage facilities for all project materials.
•Use of Prayas school in the evenings for workshops .
•Any assistance they can give to volunteers; including giving their time or links to their connections to help facilitate our projects.  (e.g. if a volunteer wanted to go and do an awareness activity in an outlying village they would help by making contact with the village, provide transport and help on the ground.) 
• A Local coordinator for the project in Manali (Mr Raj Kumar).

• Funding to employ a permanent coordinator should the role develop to be more time- consuming.
•Publicity through media contacts (e.g. flyers can be sent out in the local newspaper).

Concerns about the HWA
One concern raised within the March 2008 group is that the HWA might “swallow” the KP.  One possible method of addressing this issue might be to separate the space occupied by the two organizations to a certain extent.  We could perhaps ask Dev Raj to hold KP materials (basically the handbook, guidelines and any books/materials for the children) and to maintain his position as the first point of contact for volunteers arriving in the area.  This would mean that we would continue to recommend that volunteers stay at the Hotel Tourist for the first part of their stay at least, and that we had someone without any other local NGO interests to guide our volunteers towards the first steps of their projects, and perhaps even provide a brief orientation when volunteers arrive?  A further suggestion we might put to Dev Raj is to establish (or maintain, as the case may be!) Hotel Tourist as a designated meeting point for the KP during appropriate seasons, so that groups could meet amongst themselves and with any local contacts, (and keep the kitchen staff busy with food and chai orders!!). Whether or not we choose to suggest this to Dev Raj, some discussion is definitely needed with regard to ensuring that we have independent space in order to maintain the identity of the KP, should we be considering some level of integration with other NGOs.
Moving forward with the HWA
The March 2008 group has not committed to anything at this stage, and we plan to meet with Raj Kumar in the near future both to take a look at the aforementioned survey, and to organize another meeting with the HWA board in around two weeks time.  Our intention is develop an action plan for future connections between the KP and HWA.  The opinions of Ankit and Dev Raj will be particularly important here, as they are well connected and aware of the reputations and intentions of many of those involved in the local NGO scene.  Also, the opinions of Aloke and the whole team are crucial, as our interactions with HWA would inevitably affect the way that the Kullu project works overall, if we do choose to become involved with them.
Section 2: People, roles and recruitment.
The role of the local coordinator

Following on from the offer of Raj Kumar, we have noted that the precise role of the local coordinator that we hope to put in place is still unclear, and this subject will need more discussion before we can take up his offer or commence active recruitment to fill the role.  There were some suggestions made in the most recent (March 2008) meeting, which are as follows:

-Meeting and greeting volunteers on arrival.

-Conducting orientation for volunteers.

-Troubleshooting (i.e. supervision and guidance of volunteers during their time here).

-Maintaining email contact with ex-volunteers and the project management team.

There were also some desirable characteristics for a local coordinator that were suggested:

-Well-educated

-Accepted in the community

-Computer literate

-Possessing initiative

-Possibly older than school/college age?

Perhaps this role could be broken down into smaller units, so that those asked to be involved will not need to commit so much of their time?  Or perhaps it is important to keep all local coordination activities under one roof, as it were?

Himanshu Sharma

Himanshu is a prominent local businessman who is involved heavily in adventure tourism.  He is a contemporary of Ankit and is currently involved in the development of the controversial Ski Village resort being built near Manali.  He has been involved in a lot of local awareness campaigns on issues such a forest fire prevention, the banning of plastic bags and health issues, which have been conducted through seminars, multimedia presentations and workshops in the community.  He is clearly well-connected and influential locally but we have been warned to treat him with a degree of scepticism because the Ski Village project is currently trying to improve their local PR and to meet certain social welfare goals, which would perhaps be a not-entirely-genuine reason for their getting involved in the Kullu project.

Other points about Himanshu:

•Involved with the blind school in Kullu, which he feels needs financial help.  

•Mentioned that it could be beneficial to start initiatives where children do activities such as candle making or knitting to raise funds for establishments. (which we found slightly problematic)

•Very keen to get involved in helping us to organize a Fun Day.  

• Proposed that he could become the local coordinator for KP Manali operations, but would be reluctant to get involved if there was no official set up for the project as it might effect his local reputation if he were associated with anything not completely transparent and official. 

•The Himalayan Youth Club, which Himanshu is involved in, might become an important connection.  It is made up of men from the local bazaar area who meet periodically to do volunteer activities such as painting the local hospital or just to play football.  Getting the local orphanages involved in a football tournament was suggested

All Himanshu’s suggestions were considered and taken on board.  However, we felt that we were not currently at an appropriate stage of development to make full use of his offers and therefore opted to give ourselves more time for planning and advancing the establishment of the project before making any firm commitments.

Katherine’s future role

Katherine has kindly agreed to guide any future volunteers as to how to set up a sponsorship program at Sudershana’s orphanage.  She was in agreement with the 2008 group’s viewpoint regarding obligatory fundraising as part of a Kullu project volunteer’s brief.  We all agreed that this should be kept as an optional part of the project, so as not to close any doors on potentially useful people who do not want to fundraise.  However, we also agreed that volunteers should be well-informed about the possibilities here, and encouraged as much as possible to get involved in fundraising both before and after their stay here. 

Ankit’s future role

After Ankit was challenged over his commitment to with the project, he acknowledged that he had not been able to give as much time to the project recently as he had hoped.  However, at the March 2008 meeting, he said that he would be happy to be involved more if his role was to focus on the fundraising side of the project. Ankit had some interesting suggestions regarding combining eco-tourism with the Kullu project, which definitely warrant further discussion.  Aditionally, he said that if we were able to find somebody else to take on some of his responsibilities, he would be happy, and that he would help to find a local coordinator to do this.
Local Recruitment

We have had numerous discussions regarding the use of local volunteers within the project.  We are keen to try and source local people from all age groups to get involved and assist in our workshops and hopefully train them to run their own sessions based on their own skills in the future.  We had planned to ask any interested volunteers to complete an application form and attend an interview; running the selection process in a very structured, official manner.  
However, one concern raised was that we could potentially be in a legally difficult position when it comes to the selection process if we are not established as a trust or organization.  If we act like an official organisation when we are not established as such, we may suffer from disgruntled applicants having leeway to take legal action or to stir-up bad publicity in the local area.  Although we are keen not to be negative here, this issue will need careful research and discussion.  The generalized local distrust of NGOs and similar projects seems to increase the number of potential pitfalls here, and points again to the pressure on us to register locally.  Our interim plan is to continue trying to get local people involved, but perhaps only through contacts we already know, and by word-of-mouth rather than any larger public advertising campaign which could potentially backfire.

Issues of transparency and our involvement with establishments
Further to the above discussions of legality, there has also been some discussion on how much the Kullu project volunteers should be involved in analyzing the establishments we work with in terms of their transparency and the motives of their work.  It was agreed that the Kullu project needs to be sure that the establishments it works with are transparent and that their activities are legally sound, but a suggestion made was that future volunteers should be steered away from involvement in these issues so that they can keep their focus on helping the children themselves. 

Because our role here in early 2008 involves a large element of structural analysis and improvement, we have already come across issues in this area (e.g. the above), and we will remain aware of them whilst attempting not to let them get in the way of the workshops and activities we provide.  Future volunteers will of course be the people with the closest link to the establishments, and will be more likely to be able to spot any inconsistencies in future, so issues like this may be raised again.  Hopefully however, a local coordinator will be in place by then in order to take responsibility for them.

International volunteers and fundraising

At the March 2008 meeting, Katherine raised the point that it had previously been explicit in the definition of the Kullu project that any money raised in its name should go directly towards it (not towards the volunteer’s expenses). This issue needs consideration as it could possibly lead to limiting the variety of volunteers we take on.  In particular, it may close the door on volunteers who are older than university age, who may need to take a break from expensive commitments in order to spend time abroad.

It seems like some of the above concerns were raised because monies had been used in the past to pay for certain elements of volunteer’s expenses that were deemed inappropriate by others involved in the project. Perhaps in the future, if the volunteer raised money to cover their living costs under those exact intentions and gave a breakdown of these figures to Kullu Project administration then any issues like this could be resolved.  It would also be important to define exactly what ‘in the name of the Kullu project’ means, and where the line is drawn between covering expenses for volunteers and spending money that technically ‘belongs’ to the project.
Section three: recent developments and plans for the local children
Developments at Sudershana’s
Twelve young people of 17/18 years old will be arriving in Manali on 1st of April, and will be in the care of Sudershana. They will be doing vocational training here, and Sudershana has organized accommodation for them in a separate building, near to the existing orphanage.  Ankit mentioned that the children who are arriving may originally be form the Jibhi orphanage.  When that orphanage closed, the older children went to Shimla, and the younger children went to Kullu.  It seems that those who went to Shimla are now coming here to stay under the supervision of Sudershana.

There are also a number of children going to Sudershana’s orphanage during the daytime for food and learning.  There has been some discussion over the legality of their being there, as all young children in India are supposed to be in school during the daytime.  However, Katherine has seen all the legal documents that Sudershana has for her registration as an NGO, and the wording of this literature seemed to suggest that having the children there was not a problem.  It was concluded that because Sudershana is not the guardian of these children (as they only visit her orphanage for a few hours), then she is not responsible for making sure that they are in school.  This would obviously be different if Sudershana was running her own school, but for now it seems to be fine.

Plans for workshops and activities

After a lot of research and consideration, we have begun to establish where we feel the Kullu Projects 2008 efforts are most needed in terms of time with the children themselves.

We have visited the Vashist orphanage a number of times and conducted workshops as well as completing our institution profile to see what we could offer.  All of us were surprised at the full timetable and the level of support the children receive.  They have obviously really advanced since earlier reports.  Whilst the Kullu Project has a well established relationship with the orphanage which we are keen to keep up, it has become apparent that there are definitely children in the local are who are more in need of help and support at present.  Once an institution has developed positively to such a point of self-sufficiency and support (three volunteers come to Vashist daily to teach yoga, science and maths to the children), we feel that the Kullu Project’s main focus could perhaps be more valuable if directed elsewhere.  Mrs Narboda agreed that her children had progressed greatly and that our efforts were more valuable to other places.  In order to maintain contact and keep up our links to the Vashist orphanage we are planning to organise special activity days in holiday periods or out of school hours where all the children we work with would be invited on a rotational basis.  W will also continue our workshop programme with them wherever possible.
The Himilayan Budhist Cultural School has also progressed very positively.  From our two meetings with the headmistress Mrs Palki, it seemed clear that this school was doing very well.  We decided that organising occasional inter-school activities such as sports events or workshop sessions with the Kailash Bodhi School would suffice to keep links open here, whilst allowing us time to consider the most productive way to move forward with all establishments we have links with.
Kailash Bodhi School is experiencing a lot of trouble at present due to land disputes (and possibly due to bad management, depending on perspective!).  The level of involvement that the Kullu Project has had with this school in the past has led us to believe that they need our help at this time to meet their educational needs and also to provide moral support.  Lynn and Kevan are currently working there two afternoons a week which in addition to helping the children allows us to keep up to date with the development of the situation and funding issues. 
Mrs Sudershana’s orphanage continues to develop and expand and it seems that the orphans attending DPS are doing brilliantly (perhaps with the exception of Vini, who Katherine and Dev Raj are working hard to help get back on track).  Outside of school, however, the children still have relatively low levels of support.  We are working with them on rotation to provide a homework club in the evenings and run fun sessions for them at weekends and in holidays.

The new ‘vocational’ children are also seem to be benefiting from interaction with us.  Local opinion is that one of the most beneficial skills to aid these boys in gaining employment locally is spoken English.  We intend to develop these skills through life skills sessions and sports activities.  We have also considered formal EFL tuition, but we invite comments on whether this would be in line with the project’s philosophy.
The street children that attend Mrs Sudershana’s during the day would also benefit from involvement with us, and we are getting to know them and their situations slowly.  Watch this space!
Our involvement with DPS 

The principal at DPS school has kindly given us permission to go onto the school site and use the facilities at weekends with children from Sudershana’s orphanage.  This offer also extends to children who are not enrolled at the school, and could be a good way to motivate them to do some extra-curricular activities.  This offer has been open for some time, but Sudershana had previously had reservations about sending the children to DPS unsupervised.  We took the children to the music room on Saturday, and plan to do similar activities on a weekly basis.  The principal also donated some clothes to Sudershana, which we collected and took to her for distribution amongst the children.

We are meeting this week with Bianca, the German teacher, who is in charge of the school ‘environment club’.  We are hoping to do a litter picking and recycle-art day on 19th April, based around the theme of forgotten shoes!

Evaluating need in the Kullu valley
An important philosophical issue has come up since our recent visit to Kullu, as it has led us to question the level of need in the establishments we have analysed.  There seems to be a general feeling, both within our group and amongst the locals we have met, that perhaps there is less poverty here in Manali than elsewhere in the valley, (i.e. in Kullu or in rural areas).  Additionally, the findings of the HWA (see above) with regard to how many people in the Manali area are actually ‘poor’ have raised important questions as to the future direction of our work, and that of the project in general.  Obviously, this is not a question that can be answered fully without some kind of benchmark on what is meant by ‘poor’ and ‘needy’, and these terms are obviously relative.  However, this area clearly needs further investigation in order to decide whether to direct the project towards working in other areas in the future. (Please refer to the institution profiles we have written for further establishment-specific information)
On our trip to Kullu, we visited the blind school, a drug rehabilitation centre and two orphanages.  The level of need of the children in this area indeed seemed much greater than that of the establishments we visited in Manali; most of which receive funding and assistance from more than one organisation.  We plan to travel to Kullu as often as possible to run sessions with the two orphanages there and hopefully involve the local student street theatre group in our activities there. 
The Prayas school, run by MDH and HWA is due to re-open in mid April and Dominique has asked that we help to support the creative curriculum being taught to the children there.  We are consequently planning to prioritise running regular sessions here, as this group of children is much closer to the poverty line than any others we have encountered in Manali. On paper, we feel that this school would be a valuable focus for future volunteers also.
The Kullu project March 2008 team is looking forward to hearing your comments on some or all of the above, and your suggestions as to how we can help to steer the Kullu project towards a fruitful future during the next few months.
