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Dear Wells for India supporters,

As we grapple with wind and snow in England, the sunshine of Rajasthan
seems far away. (Not that it was warm there either!) But the expeliences and
memories are asrich and vivid as ever and this Newsletter will give more than
a flavour of our recent Pani Yatra (Water Walk), when 13 participants - (all of
whom are self-financing) - flew to Ahmedabad in the New Year, to be met by
Om Prakash Sharma, our Indian Leader, and then in Udaipur by Jon and
Angela Willis, who hade been experiencng their own longer odyssey from
South to North India. Ahmedabad was a crudial place to begin the Pani Yatra,
because Gandhi’'s Ashram, Sabarmati, gave our group a very vibrant picture as
to why Gandhi’sideas of village regeneration are so inspiting for our partners.

This Pani Yatra, as you will see from the variety of contributions makes it very
clear how important these journeys are for Wells for India. Particpants are a
mixture of long-standing supporters, some of the team or Trustees, with some
coming for the first time. No-one is unchanged by the experience and over the
years it has become a valued means of building up our supporter base in
different parts of the country — or even in other countries: this year two
participants came from the United States.

For our partners, who greet us with unfailing hospitality and generosity, itisan
opportunity for their work to be affirmed and appreciated by supporters. We are
with them for a brief period only: but they work on in all weathers in difficult
conditions of extreme heat, sandstorm and last year, floods. They work all
hours, available 7 days a week, 24 hours a day. We were amazed by the
gratitude expressed to Wells for India for the flood relief: - the fact that we had
reacted so swiftly, (faster than the government and large charities) meant so
much to them. Some articles describe the flood damage of the last year's
monsoon: Om and Nicholas's artide on the Barmer floods gives an up-to-date
picture of a situation that remains extremely serious.

One special feature of our visit was to receive the news that Wells for India’s
request for registration with the Government of India has been successful: we
know we are in a new and exciting phase of development and Om Prakash
Shama isnow able to develop the Udaipur office by appointing his own team.
Another new development described in thisissue, isthe first Health Fellowship
award, set up by Angela Willis to mark her retirement from 40 years in the
National Health. As she explainsin “A woman of Substance” she wanted to
value the work of nurses and health workersin the Thar desert, where the lives
and sufferings of women is often gone unnoticed, and the contribution of health
workers frequently undervalued. It was an event that also honoured the work of
the Gravis hospital and we know that the late MrTyagi would very much have
appreciated this gesture. A third developmentisthe coming Conference atthe
end of August that will celebrate twenty years of Wells for India, at Scargill
House in N. Yorkshire, (see back page).

The real cause for our coming celebration was to see, in all our project areas,
the signs of change and transformation. In the Thar Desert to see women
receiving training for income generation and actually being able to buy some of
the products, (cushion covers) was heart-warming. To witness villages in the
Aravali hills at the end of the Drought Mitigation program and after two years of
the watershed developments was a great joy. It recalled the tilte of the dassic
novel “Green, green my valley now” and | use it thinking that Richard Llewellyn
himself would rejoice, thatlife and hope isreturning to these valleys where life
used to be scarcely supportable because of recurring drought and isolation. No
one pretends that there is not still much to be done: but it is still important to
appreciate the efforts of so many- the work of our partners, the contributions of
supporters. All give hope for a different future. Mary Grey
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The Village of Kawas

We arrived in Kawas to see the after-effects of one of
the worst floods in the long history of the Thar Desert.
In three days, 500mm (20in) of rain had fallen: more
than two years rain in two days.

The vilage of Kawas was particulady badly hit.
Kawas had been a flouishing \illage cdose to a
railway line that had been opened recently to take
passengers by the Peace Train to Pakistan. In the
centre of the village was a large cement factory that
gave employment to thousands. The factory used the
thick strata of gypsum that lay below the sand.

In the middle of the night, in mid-August 2006, the
rains came. Jubilaon and dancng were soon
followed by a rush to higher ground as the waters
started to lise. Some dimbed the two giant mobile
phone masts. Many scrambled up the nearest tall
tree. Most made it to safety. Thousands of animals
perished. One family of 49 members lived in a two-
storey building. They decided to stay put, fleeing to
the first floor, and then the roof. They drowned, swept
away from the flat roof. In our hotel in Jodhpur, the
restaurant manager described how his cousins had
gone to a wedding in Kawas. Two children and a
grandfather were in the house when the water came.
Believing that deep water could never come to the
desert, they stayed where they were — today they
remain buried in the mud.

Barmer August 2006
Now, six months on, we saw the new situaton — a
village of tents at the end of what is still a large lake
stretching four by three miles, the cement factory and
houses around still deep in water. The villagers are
desperate: they have lost everything, and there is no
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work.  Will these people ever return to rebuild their
homes amongst the dead, or when the waters finally
recede will a new village emerge on higher ground?

In Jodhpur, a five-hour bumpy Jeep ride away, we

picked up a paper. The press had asked the local
government authorities ‘When will the waters be
finally removed?’ They answered * We are pumping
fast, only 350mm (14in) remains, in a month the
water will be gone’ The truth is that at the height of
the flooding there had been a team of experts who
had recommended drilling through the gypsum layer
to release the water; another group recommended
blasting a way through the banks to release the
water; yet another to pump the water away. The
result was stalemate. The villagers wait. The Peace
train waits for the waters to uncover the rail tracks
that run alongside the village.

The Villages of Bhadhkha and Nimbala

We also visited two villages that Wells for India had
supported with emergency relief after most of their
houses had been either washed away or parly
destroyed during the night. Wells for India
immediately after the flooding provided food and
shelter to the villagers (working with Jal Bhagirathi
Foundation, the charty initated by the Maharajah
and Maharani of Jodhpur). Later, Wells for India
provided for the families, who had lost their complete
houses, supplying wooden beams, corrugated iron for
the roof and a plastic water storage tank. This was
given only after the families had themselves built the
support walls. This demonstrated the families
commitment and ensured that the materals were
used to build a home and not sold for cash. Thus
Wells for India gave 210 families a new home in
Bhadhkha and Nimbala.




Near the two villages, we also saw the remains of a
giant sand dune that had been half washed away by
the torrent of water. We drove a mile to the public
highway. There the water had destroyed half a mile
of bridge and roadway. Thank goodness it had been
swept away, otherwise the villagers upstream would
have all lost theirlives.

All around us in the village there were people with
hard luck sad

stories. Some

had been

helped by

ot h e r

agencies,

some by the

£80 given by

t h e

Government to

a selected few. We realised just how difficult it is to
undertake emergency relief. We had helped those in
the most desperate situations, but so many other had
suffered gilievously. No wonder the Tsunami Relief
operation on its vast scale has suffered from press
criticism!

Postscript

Wells for India has spent £100,000 helping many
thousands of villagers across the Thar Desert and in
the Aravali Hills. We worked with 11 of our partners.
£30,000 was for immediate relief. food and a tent for
shelter. The other £70,000 enabled seed to be
provided so they could grow a second crop, houses
to be rebuilt, and medical help to be supplied and
water structures to be repaired.

Kewala with her new family home enabled by Wells for India. She
lost 3 boys. Washed awayin the night.

the bigger charities apparently took a longer time to
materialise. All this is thanks to the heroic efforts of
our partners, the long hours that Om Prakash and his
wife Deepti spent burning the midnight candles to
plan the relief programmes and the quite fantastic
spontaneous generosity of Wells for India supporters
who made this huge relief work possible.
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“While driving through Jodhpur district in the Thar
Desert, there is a common picture to be seen again
and again: A Saree walking in the scorching sun
carrying a water vessel on its head. What you can't
see is that behind every Saree a woman is hiding, a
woman with her own story and feelings.” Steps into
Existence: About Women Self Help Groups in the
Thar Desert, published by GRAVIS: (March 2006)

As the rest of our group continued walking, Shashi
Tyagi and | sat down at a resting place half-way up
the immense sand dune. The desert air was clear,
so good to breathe compared with the smoky dust of
Jodhpur. After the morning wvisiting villages in the
Pabupura district, it seemed iight to take a quiet
moment of reflecion. The sand was warm, flesh-
coloured and it dlid easily off my fingers. Shashi
remarked how special the sand was in the desen,
thatit was so soft and could be used to wash and dry
things because itdidn't stick.

We looked out towards the horizon, at the few trees
and bushes, and at the number of small white
taankas (water harvesting tanks) grouped together
throughout the sloping terrain. Shashi explained that
the Government considered this landscape to be
barrendand, fit for no one but the landless people.
GRAVIS, the Gandhian organization founded by
Shashi and her late husband, Laxmi Chand Tyagi,
helped to build the taankasin this area specifically for
people without any otheraccess.

| asked Shashi how she felt about this landscape - in
one sense so stark and sad, yet in another sense so
beautiful. She looked down, tracing a large swirling
figure in the sand and said the Thar Desert is known
for four S’s; sand, sun, serpentsand sorrow. When
she looked at the land, she felt sorrow. | tried to
imagine looking at the land with the eyes of people
whom the Tyagis had worked so hard with over the
years to bring them dignity and hope. After the
drought, the struggles, and the loss of her husband,
Shashi knows sorrow. But she also knows hope. She
sees it in the faces of women who are “stepping into
existence.”

| saw the face of hope that morning in the village of
Ramchilla, where we had stopped to visit a women’s
self-help group. A crowd of women and their




daughters were gathered at the home of their leader
who was teaching embroidery. The finely-stitched
pillow cases reflected the earth-tone shades of the
desert. No longer having to spend large portions of
their day walking for water, the women could learn
this craft, and their daughters could attend the newly
opened school. A seven-year-old girl stood up to sing
a song she had leamtin school. From the moment
we saw her first graceful gesture, her small hands
and clear voice deary captivated us. She sang and
danced like she knew she existed - and not only
existed, but had a gift, a beautiful gift. In alandscape
of sorrow, her song of hope caught the air.

Through the partnership between GRAVIS and Wells
for India taankas are built, skills are learnt, and gifs
go to school and thus, over time, community
capadcity-building grows. Amazing what something as
basic as access to clean water can do. | thought of
Mary  Grey’s
book, Sacred
Longings: The
Ecological
Spirit and
Global Culture:
“As we ask
groups (of
women) about
their longings
for health,
education,
income,
without fail one
of our group
will  comment,
“It al comes
backto water”.

Watching the

faces of our
k Y group, |
AS ne. 1 was smiling. It does all
come back to water. No wonder water is such a
central image of hope in the heart of the Chiristian
wisdom tradition. Remember the song on the lips of
the covenant people, wearily walking home from
exile: “Ho, everyone who thirsts, come to the
water...” (Isaiah 55:1). Think of the yearning of John
on the island of Patmos: “The Spiiit and the biride
say, ‘Come’. And let everyone who is thirsty come.
Let anyone who wishes take the water of life as a
gift” (Rev. 22:17).

My mind drifts back from the dancing child to the
taankas dotting the horizon before me. The
sorrowing Spirit takes flesh in this world, singing
songs of hope for a global water in common. To think
of these sacred longings as something about another
world seems audaciousin the light of this desert-day.
Sand, sun, serpents and sorrow.
Singing, sewing, self-help and Shashi.
Again, Mary Grey’s words sing too: “It is in the
ashrams of GRAVIS, in the dedication of their field-
workers amidst desperate conditions, that | encounter
dynamic seeds of hope” (Sacred Longings,).
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UK Company supports a Wells for
India project by selling water!

The UK Company One Complete Solution (OCS) is supporting a
Wells for India project in the Kotra District of the Aravali Hills by
giving a contribution from each bottle of mineral water soldin their
‘Just Deli’ food outlets. The water comes from the Radnor Hills
Water Company in Wales andis sold in bars andrestaurants in a
range of offices, and public buildings throughout the UK.
Wells for India supporters visited the
bottling company to give a presentation on
the work of Wells for India to senior
managers and to witness the first bottles
coming off the productionline.

The funds raised will improve water
supplies to 10 schools in the remote Kotra
District to the west of Udaipur as well as
providing latrines and health education.
The experience of Wells for India shows
that such measures significantly increase
the likelihood of girls attending schools.

. This girl will
benefitfrom
improved
water supplies
and latrines at
her school

Russ runs for us! T

Russ Kanga whose parents came
to England from India in the 1950
‘s grew up in North London and
now works in social work and
teaching. He and his wife heard
about the work of Wells for India
from their friend Madge Rondo,
who is a former Wells for India
trustees. He will be raising funds
for us through running the London
Marathon and after wards he hopes
to raise awareness through
presentations in local schools and
communityorganisations.

Wellainr gy

School Children raise money for
Trees in Rajasthan

Girls from
Knig htwood
Primary
School,
Chandlers
Ford raised
£130.44 for the
‘Trees for Life’
programme
supported by
Wells for India
in  Rajasthan.
They held a
stall at play
time and lunch
time and provided activities and items for sale that they had either
made or donated. They finished off at the end of the day with a
cake sale. Well done!




Max Wilson - ‘Anarchy & Order

First impressions of India were of the bright light and
the colours of the vegetation and spectacular saris, to
say nothing of the gaudily painted vehides. After the
peace of the Gandhi
Ashram, we were
tipped into the anarchy

of Indian urban life. In
sharp contrast there
was the order of the
temples and the
palaces, and at
humbler level that
achieved in the remote
villages supported by
Wells for India, with the
help of the NGOs that
work for them.

| was very impressed
with the achievements

of Wells for India.
Their focus on water,

as essential to life; then
from that facilitating
food production, local ... {
schooling and first line  our Route Through Rajasthan
medical support is making a huge difterence to the
life of the tribal people in the remote and inhospitable
parts of Rajasthan. | applaud theiruse of simple well-
tried water harvesting methods, coupled with a little
locally maintainable technology. Through promoting
self-help groups and village development

Ahamada.be}d.

-

Children from Jhadol School welcome Wells for India visitors

programmes. Benefiting from the simplicity of their
organisation they were able to respond very quicky
to the needs of people affected by the recent floods.
The \visit proved to be more physically demanding
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than expected, but | would not have missed it. It was
a very rich and vaiied learning experience.

Nancy Victorin-Vangerud - Incredible India’
As | walked into the
Ahmedabad airport lobby,
large advertising signs for
Air India greeted me with
the passionate message:
“Incredible!ndia.” The
exclamation point was not to
be missed! One sign
featured a dlender Anglo
woman dressed in short
white leotards executing
yoga movements against a
mountainous background.
Another sign welcomed my
weary eyes with a
fashionable couple
snuggling together as they
walked along a sunrise
beach. A third showed a
masked and be-jeweled
man in what seemed an
exotic dance pose. India
awalted me and now looking back - incredibly - it did
not disappoint. Only what was incredible, were the
green patches of hope growing up from behind the
loose-rock gulley plugs winding up the parched
Aravali hills. People from the village of Nala rejoiced
that they had finally planted a winter (rabi) crop.
Ambwvi, leader of the women’s self-help group,
reported that with the time women saved drawing
water from the replenished local well, they could tend
to other work, now bubbling up into a savings account
of 3500 rupees for lending within the \illage.
Baderan, a father from the village of Kantharia,
proudly shared that for the first time in 8 years, he did
not have to migrate to the marmle mines. He could
finally regenerate his family land with dignity. Mr.
Nagda, director of MKS, the NGO working in the
Aravali hills, explained these stories exemplify the
Gandhian philosophy of ranmraj, that all is well in the
local village - both human and natural resources.
Incredible!

Peter Seal - ‘Better to be poor in the country than

in the city

| felt as though | knew quite a lot about the work of
Wells for India. But | was wrong. As the saying goes
“seeing is believing". For me most memorable was
the \illage of Bhilaiya. A modest sized anicut had
created a small pond. The ancent traditional oxen-
turned wheel lifted water by tin buckets on a rope to a
waiting irrigation channel. The crops were watered.




On the opposite side of the road we met the villagers
as we sat on their carpet and heard their stories of
new life through the gift of water. Their “thank yous”
were as abundant as the 50 acres of winter wheat —
their piide and joy. The watering made possible by a
diesel pump. The children led us along narrow paths
between the luxuiant green. They skipped and
danced, happiness in their faces, the gentle sun on
their backs, the sweet tasting exquisite fresh air in
their lungs, all in the context of a small village where
they were known and loved and cared for. | thought,
what was for me a new thought: “better to be poorin
the country than the city”. In Delhi a few days later |
realised just how true thisis.

Daphne Lemmey - An Indian Kalidascope

WHEELS..travelling..tired..noise..smells..welcome..
colours..bright...
REDS..YELLOWS..ORANGE..smiling..greeting..
meeting..welcome.
Ceremonies..jaggery..bracelets..welcome..smiling..
faces..places..people..
children..women..babies..grandads..limbs..soothing..
smiling..welcome.
Wheels..turning..moving..weaving..fabrics..buying..
greeting..smiling..
meeting..chai..curry..snacks..welcome.
Water..projects..wells..plugs..bunds..crops..feeding..
cane.jaggery..yum.. eating..smiling..greeting..
waving..meeting..welcome.
Moving..meeting..eating..rushing..driving..waiting..
meeting..greeting..
Leaving..wheels..turning..driving..leaving. tears..
moving..welcome.
Saris..SHGs..NGOs..WFI..GRAVIS..

Dhera Ram from Mal awari village has doubled his wheat yield
since produci ng ver micompost.

Coconuts, bananas, pineapples, coffee, cardamom,
vanilla, rubber trees and nutmegs, all growing. Lush
vegetation and inland waterways, beautiful birds and
wild animals. This is India, but not the India we are
used to. We have visited Rajasthan many times but
this was the first time we had been to the south, to
Kerala where the monsoon brings rain for six months
of the year rather than typically 6 days in the Thar
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Desert. Our 7 weeks in India brought home to us
even more the contrasts in this amazing country.
Cities such as Pune where money from the IT
revolution has brought spotless shopping malls but
the sights, sounds and smells of typical cities remain
outside. Where four lane dual carriageways are being
built but the oxen carts still travel on the wrong side
and people thresh rice by hand at the side of the
road. Where the new tower blocks in Mumbai are
separated by the acres of shacks of the poor. To me
it is obvious that a small proportion of the population
are getting much richer but the vast majority remain
as poor and neglected as ever.

’ ‘-H": iy
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Our two jeeps arrived at the hamlet of Bordi Mangti,
part of the Gandeshwar Watershed Project managed
by our partner Sahyog Sansthan. The project has
now been munning since 2004 and will end in March
2007. The villagers gathered to welcome us warmly
and the children were very excted about our visit.
We were then given an amazng tour of the hamlet
where we were shown the real benefits of water
harvesting and how the villagers had been able to
maximise the monsoon rains from last summer. We
met Udaill who has been working with vemicompost
since March 2005 and has seen a 25% increase in
crops. Winter crops were now growing in the fields
with wheat growing abundantly but also papaya and
citrus fruits. The cattle are producing enough milk to
allow the villagers to sell 100 litres of milk per day to
the Dairy Federation. This was my first visit to India
and itwas a privilege to meet such happy people who
had been given and indeed taken the opportunity to
improve their lives and who are quite rightly really
proud of their achievements.

Angela Willis
The Beggar
A hand touchesan am.
A glance down
And we see, alittle
Babe no older than three.
Rags and dirt,
Matted hairand snot.
What can we give?
The child pleads and
We turn away.
Blinded by the poverty
Unable to adjust
Tolife on the street
For one so young
His mother dead and his father gone.




Cindy Macrafic - ‘Exciting and Deep’

Exciting and deep: the words played overand over in
my mind on the flight from Minneapolis to London,
and then found themselves written in my journal. |
had no idea what | was in for on this 2007 Pani Yatra!
Exciting: Trawelling to a foreign country with gentle,
kind, beautiful people and landscape despite their
harsh living conditions - faith and stamina beyond
belief. Seeing the many works done by Wells for
India with their NGOs (non-governmental
organizations and the phenomenal impact it had on
the villagers - building hope for their families and
children and a brighter tomorrow. Travelling India in
planes, coaches, jeeps, trains, vans, by foot - and
surviving.

Deep: Multiple thoughts and conversations about
past mission experiences in the US Appalachians
mountains and Guatemala - thankful for the strength
and preparation those trips had given me. Living in
community with my newly formed British family and
hearing “well done you” over and over - what fun, and
a gift | shall treasure forever! Seeing and knowing
that around this big, wonderful world of ours there are
people, everywhere, who care deeply for one another
and promote peace, love, and harmony - no matter
what the cost.

Exciting and deep: the words continue to play over
and over in my mind reminding me daily of all the
good that can be done when one believes, embraces,
and acts.

e

Children sit on the edge of the tube well pool at Pabupura

IVIO.Iy \JIC_y = IIIIPICOOIUID

How to sum up impressions of this visit and contrast it
with previous visits, coming to tems with the
contrasts between despair and hope with which |
have become familiar during the last two decades? |
feel an enormous debt of gratitude to the group:
everyone was unfailingly cheerful and courageous,
even when we had to cope with unexpected
conditions like the cold in Khalron, stumbling in half-
light to ealy morning prayer! There were again joys
to witness, like the healthy growth of trees at the
Pabupura Held Centre and the wonderful surprise of
seeing women at the Self Help Groups working

Wells for India Newsletter No. 39 page 8

steadily at cushion covers. But there was sadness too
in realising the severity of the flood damage that had
been inficted on struggling communities. In the
journey from RBKS at Jhadol to MKS at Ogna we
saw this reality. Unfortunately, we did not leave until
darkness — ignoring the wamings from our driver,
Kailash - and the road was severely eroded. Most of
the ime we seemed to have to cross rocky riverbeds
and some quite deep water. At one point one of the
jeepswas stuck on a rockin the middle of a river and
we were contemplating spending the night! But my
abiding impression was to know that these
conditions, that we experienced for a few days, are
the daily realites for the Field Workers of our
partners. They are the true heroes /heroines of social
change in Rajasthan.

Monica Lowson -
Journeying into Rajasthan....

Teeming life
Shamef ul squalid shacks
Scuttling scooters
Serene saris
Dark wrinkledfigure crouched in a doorway
Cacophory of claxons
Ambling cows
Dust
Unimportant debris
Air of mysticism
Bursts of Bougainvillea
Yes, please...
Roaming dogs
Crippled feet, gnarled feet
Sparkling sequins
Smiles that banish solemnity
Eagerness for attention
Personal plastic mini shrines
Pleading ey es
Chaotic streets
Sunset,....... life slows down...
Y apping dogs..........Quiet caim...
The Mosques early morning call to pray er
Sunrise,......... lfe goes on..
Teeming life
Dust
Hardship
Colourf ul crafts
Water?.......Yes, please..
Tinkling Indian bells
Begging hands
Foraging pigs
Captiv ating eyes
Magnificent palaces
Mangy dogs
Misery
Rock strewn paths
Dust
Heads held high bearing mighty loads
Temples of antiquity
Dramatic hills
Majestic mountains
Fields of hope
Water..........Thank-you




Julia Seal - ‘Desert Thoughts’
As the jeeps drove us deeper and deeper into the
beauty of the Thar Desert, the environment became
more and more hostile. How can 20 million people
inhabit such an arid place, where unpredictable
rainfall means thatin the same year that some parts
of Rajasthan were devastated by severe flooding, we
were to visit vilages who had not had rain for three
years? Our Gandhian partners GRAVIS have over
the last 23 years delved deep into the traditional
wisdom of the desert people, and by applying newer
technology, come up with a \viable model for
sustainable dewvelopment. But it is not just the
incredible water harvesting structures which are
transforming the lives of over 5000 people in 500
villages here. By delving
deep into the lives of the
communities and by
showing consistent care
with practical support and
training, the self rule of
village life becomes
strong. Through Self Help
Groups, Vocational
Training, Nutritional
Support Programmes,
Livestock and Livelihood
projects, and the
empowement of women,
these people are

becoming aware of their
right to dignity. We have seen over a very few years
the regeneraton of the desert through water

harvesting, and now the voices of some of the
poorest people in the woldd are beginning to be
heard. Nurturing a tree in the Thar Desert is harder
than raising a child. This Amla tree at Pabupura Field
Centre is being diip irrigated, and bears nutitious
fruit.

Anna Wilson - Medieval with Mobiles”

One’s reactions to India can best be summarised as
fascination mixed with frustration. Heaps of rubbish
are grazed by unconcerned catie and scavenging
peacocks. The dlories of bygone palaces contrast
with the Dickensian squalor of poorly litand unheated
dwellings. Cheerful people buy millstones from the
market while conversing on mobile phones. The
countryside is reminiscent of Afica with round
thatched huts sporting jaunty top knots and
everywhere the fields are lit up by graceful women in
their saris. Fabulous detailled decoration taken to
perfection in the Taj Mahal contrast with chaotic
plumbing and terrifying electrics. The desert should
be a desolate and lonely place but the sand dunes of
the Thar region are populated with smiling hard
working people and wonderful birds. The hill villages
recently devastated by floods are well ordered and
the air smells sweet and clean. Extreme temperature
variations, drought and monsoon rains challenge the
people we met and yet they have the dignity self
assurance to work for a better life. The thread of hope
is the Gandhian philosophy that values traditional
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skills and self detemination. Thus the parched
canvas of the land is gradually painted with splashes
of “water-colour” which may well percolate throughout
Rajasthan ,India and beyond.

Ly
| .r”
L.
Anew Anicut for the people of Malktoo in the Aravali Hills

Nicholas Grey - ‘Avyear we will wish to forget, a
people we can never forget’

The summer started with high temperatures and
severe sand storms in May and June. The people
struggled to fetch water, camel and rider blasted by
sand and visibility down to a few metres. Then came
mid July, the time to expect the rains. No rains came,
only more and severer sand storms. Eventually the
high winds subsided. All hands were used to dear the
sands from the courtyards and taanka aprons and
repair wind damaged roofs. They waited for the rains
but they did not come untl in the night of 20th
August heavy rains hit the Aravali hills in the South
West of Rajasthan, washing away the crops and
destroying houses, polluting water and destroying
many water structures. It was this belt of rain that
spread to the western parts of the Thar Desert,
causing massive flash flooding in Barmer and
Jaisalmer Districts. But many other parts of the Thar
Desert and much of Rajasthan got no rains. They
remain nowin drought conditions. So as we approach
the spring and then summer 2007, the people of
Rajasthan will face either drought or the aftermath of
the floods. Few will have expeilienced the Celtic
Blessing ‘ May the rains fall gently on your crops.

Midday in Rajasthan
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Three hours from the city of Udaipur in South
Rajasthan, and situated at the lower half of the Thar
Desert across mountain ranges soothed by mist, we
travelled to the rural district of Kotra.

Kotra is an area of semi-arid hills and plains hiding
villages not seen by many Westerners. Major
government roadworks hampered our way through
the Aravali Hills and villages. Then off across hills
and valleys with no roads, only rough tracks that
hardly sustained our Jeep or us. These tracks had
rarely been used by Jeeps before: they were the
footprints paths of hundreds of feet used for over
hundreds of years by Tiibal villagers high in the hills.
This was the path to a small remote town. Every day
these ten kilometres were walked so that a small
subsistence could be bought or bartered on which
many families survived.

5 ..'. . : = ‘_- ; - -_'_-
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At length, the track stopped and we had to walk We

walked one kilometre along a river valley. Green
algae lay stagnant in the trickle of water that was the
only visible evidence of the monsoon flood that had
destroyed their maize monsoon crop. Mosquitoes
buzzed over the surface of the iiver bed. This year
had seen the most devastating floods in the area —
floods such as had not been seen for over 100 years.
Usually they manage to grow a small crop of maize
and, if they are lucky and havwe a day of rain in
November, they will grow a second crop, this time of
wheat. Because their maize had gone, for the first
time we saw wheat growing because of higher
groundwater levels sustaining the growing petiod.
However, the crop we saw was intended for only five
families. The higher villages had nothing.

Our path was across the stagnant water tickle, by
two sets of stepping stones. then up a steep hill.
where we were greeted by the sound of a lone drum
welcoming our approach. At the top of this hill was a
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government-built school. How they managed to
construct a building here, perched high on a hillside,
is a mirade; and of course that was all they did...
there was no mirade because the teacher came only
once a year so that the Government could say that
the school was operational and viable. The school
was built six years ago and, because of the plight of
the families, Rajasthan Bal Kalyan Samiti (RBKS ),
one of Wells for India’s NGO (Non-Governmental
Organisation) partners in India, had provided a
teacher for the past year. They also supported
teaching for children formedy employed as child
labour in Gujarat (families having sent them there
because they could not afford to feed them). RBKS
then paid the families the same amountto keep them
at home, but on the condition that they attend school.

The visible appearance of the people who met us
was of a community very undemouilished and very
poor. CCF (Christian Children Fund) has donated a
small amount of food to feed individual three-year-old
children. But the mothers and babies facing us on the
hill terrace were severely malnourished. After many
births, often on average 12 children, the women were
anaemic: not surprising as the staple diet was only
maize chapati and a few chilies. No fruit or
vegetables or protein. In the 2001 census of
Rajasthan, maternal and child mortality was highest
in this region. The women's literacy rate was nil. We
were seeing again the very poor of Rajasthan.

Water too is a very great problem here. Because,
even though the monsoon rain came, it washed their
shacks away, flooded the whole area and destroyed
their crops. Six months later, several men and
women told us that they still had no shelter. It was
now winter and very cold at night. | asked where they
dept. The answer, ‘Under the goat'. To get water the
women walked over and down the barren hills to the
river bed where they collected water from open wells
and, when these dried up, by digging holes in the
river bed.

This water is
disease ridden
and the whole
area is a high
malaria  zone.
We also hear
that TB is a
major problem.
Gujra, a man
about 50 years
old, said that he
had six boys and
five gils but that
three children
had died from
shaking disease
(malaria).
Rapu’s husband
had migrated to [
Gujarat but, becau
children and collec




survive, she could not work. She had no income from
her husband this year, but was being supported by
the village. The litle baby in her lap was very dirty,
had sores on his head, a chesty cough and a cold.

But not all was negative. In the dark, remote,

uninviting school building we met 30 children sitting in

the ‘Pimary Class’ and about the same in the ‘Child

Labour Education Centre.” Abouttwo thirds boys and
one third girls.
However as | sat
with  the little
children aged
between three and
five years, one
started to cry and
then very soon
scream, then the
whole dass took
chorus. Apparently,
they had never seen
a white person: so
tall a stranger. How
shocking a Western
atitude to think it
acceptable to
invade their space
and culture.

Cleally there is a

.. = _=sgort, unpolluted ‘sweet’

water, water harvesting, hand pumps, latrines and

health education and capacty building for all

members of thisremote community. In fact the whole
range of activities that Wells for India supports.

Following our visit Wells for India has asked RBKS to
prepare a full programme for this community,
especially the children. We are delighted that the UK
company OCS is providing the initial funding for water
harvesting, hand pump, latines and capadty
building.

After siting with
the villagers for 2
hours we
descended the hill,
crossing the
stepping  stones,
this time missing
completely the
intended steps. A
chorus of laughter
followed me back
down the hill to the
Jeep as did a
stinking, left foot
all the way to the
city of Udaipur 3
hours away!
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Nala is the project village of RBKS (Rajasthan Bal
Kalyan Samiti) that has been part of Wells for India’s
Drought Mitigation Project in the Aravali Hills since
2002.

When | visited in January 2002 | was struck by the
remoteness of the village. Our Jeep left Jhadol -
headquarters of RBKS - and struggled over difficult
terrain, cimbing up the rocky bed of a stream. There
isno road, thus no government hand-pump. Then we
left the Jeep and began dimbing up the mountain,
following the bed of the stream — "nala", which gave
the village a name.

Stupendous mountains endosed the valley and
protected forest was coveling some hills. As we
climbed, we followed the gully plug constructions
(252 gully plugs in total - 86 on this stream. We could
also see gully plugs constructed at right-angles to this
stream, there were so many attempts to hold the
monsoon water and redaim agricultural land. We also
saw contour-trenching around the slopes of the
mountains for the same purpose.

Further up the mountain we came across the Child
Labour school, (a government scheme). It seemed
incredible that children should be taken from such a
remote valley for child labour in Gujurat and this
school is an attempt to stop it.

At the top of the hill we reached the place for the
meeting. In hot sunshine and on a bed of pebbles the
carpet was spread. As usual there were men to the
fore and women behind. What struck us then were
the seveiity of the village's problems: there was a
long list of hardships and needs - water, employment,
migration on a huge scale, and many animals lost to
drought. | remember recording in my journal great
sadness at their desperate situation.

ron ! he

green my valley now".
entire length of the valley has become fertile
agricultural land. Twenty four wells have been
regenerated and 116 families are benefiting from two
crops a year. A great vatiety of crop was growing —




wheat, mustard, chilli, ginger, brinjal (aubergine),
turmeiic, as well as fruit trees, including mango and
guava. The Sirohi goat breeding scheme is being
improved, so that goats can be sold for 2,000 rupees
each.

When we asked a farmer, Mr Himaji,
how hislife had changed, he told us
that there was now no migration, his
living standard had improved. He
could buy clothes, for example, and
his diet now included rice and
vegetables. We noticed that 83 out
of these 116 families had solar
lighting: one of the better houses
had proper flooring and the family
even possessed a solar-powered
radio.

This is not to pretend that all problems are solved:
there are still urgent needs, like a teacher for the
school (the village is so remote that teachers do not
want to stay), a nurse, development of agricultural
skills and training for income-generation schemes,
especially for the women. But five years ealflier, who
could have anticipated that the people of Nala's hard
work, with the guidance of RBKS, in water-harvesting
could have reaped such rewards, in the greening of
this entire valley, now the envy of the surrounding
villages, who are desperate to experience a similar
miracle for themselves.
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The Jeeps came to a halt. In every direction as far as
the eye could see was the arid Thar Desert, broken
only by a few scrubby bushes and low trees.

In front of us was what looked like a desolate shack,
maybe 12ft by 8ft. A woman in a cherry pink sari
emerged and we watched as she walked swiftly,
stopping at what we could now see was a taanka, an
underground water storage tank, about 300 yards from
the building.

The woman was Sargj,
the desolate-looking
shack her home.
Speaking to her as she
drew the precious water
with ease in her pail, we
learnt that she had four
children: Bagoti, 8, and
Laxshmi, 7, both gifs;
and two boys, (pictured,
Gajanand, 6, and
Ganesha, 3. Her
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husband Ashok came over and said: ‘I have sugar
defidency, | am diabetic'.

We were rapidly realising that the woman in front of
us had many burdens to bear. Sarj then told us
that three other people lived with this family of six.
‘My mother has broken her wiist and my father and
brother have mental health problems. Nine people
in that tiny building.

We were silenced, not just by these facts but also by
the dignity and courage on Saroj’s face. A year ago,
her situation became desperate. The house in front
of us was actually brand new. There is my old
house,” she said, pointing to a broken-down wall of
dry mud. ‘I went to Modia village and begged help
from the \illagers. They came and built this new
house with me.’

At the same time, through our Gandhian partners

the last shall come first’, is lived out in practice,
Saroj was selected to havwe a taanka installed,
funded by Wells for India.

A taanka traps and stores the monsoon rain so that
the water can be used for domestic purposes over a
period of up to 8 eight months. If the rains fail, a
tractor tanker can be used to replenish the supply.
Saroj used to walk many miles daily in her search
for water for her family. How she did this whilst
bearing children and caring for her family we can
scarcely imagine. As | looked into her face | saw her
courage and herhope.

Wells for India, through GRAVIS, is providing the
insulin that Ashok needs for his condition, and her
motheris being cared for. The couple will be offered
family planning in the form of vasectomy or
sterilisation. Nutrition support for the family is also
under discussion.

In the nearby village of Modia, Wells for India are
hoping to undertake a programme of reconstruction




on ten old beries, which are much larger underground
water storage tanks. Each one can serve ten families:
they hold 300,000 litres water. Not only do we have the
wellbeing of 100 families in mind, but also the
reconstruction work of desilting, relining and rebuilding
of the beries requires workers: Saroj will be offered this
paid work Now that she has a taanka, her days are
not dominated with fetching water, so she can earn
some money to help her family. The taanka is also
hers, registered in her name, which gives her property
rights. A step on the road to empowerment.

As our group was driven away, the feelings of
desperation for the plight of this brave litde family were
tempered with admiration at the way in which Sarmj’'s
fighting courage and spitit had led to her bettement.
Thank goodness for the continual and invaluable
presence and work of GRAVIS in the Baap Block of
the Thar Desert. Thank goodness for the kindness
and generosity of our supporters in the UK who
provide the funding for these very projects. A taanka
costs little in our tems: just £150.

)

| have been to Chopra Dhora three or four times, but
this January was amazed to see the effects of slow
but consistent development and to see again the truth
of “Watergives life".

Chopra Dhora was a wild and inhospitable area and
before beginning work the team had to overcome the
distrust of the people, who are descended from
dacaoits, or bandits. Chopra Dhora was not “a revenue
village” in the Govemment's eyes, so there were no
resources. no water, electricity, education, agticulture,
or community structures. The people lived in scattered
“dhanis’ or hamlets. Even Oxfam gave them up as
hopeless. When their Jeep arrived, the people fled to
their huts in fear and Oxfam saw no possibility of
working with them.

So the GRAVIS team, based at the Bap Centre, had to
begin by winning the tust of the people and, by setting
up participatory structures such as the Vilage
Development Committee and Self Help Groups, to
enable the practice of saving and thus freeing the
people form the threat of the money lenders.

A pond (naadi) was deepened and many taankas
(water storage tanks) were constructed, even if these
needed to be filled by tractor tankers because the rains
were so poor. Simultaneously, there was an attempt to
find a school for the children, and two health workers
were trained in first aid and primary health care and
were able to help in delivering babies. The next year
the nutrition project for pregnant and lactating mothers
was established.
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This year we were part of the ceremony in which the
children moved from the hut into a newly built school
(paint still wet), a building which to our delight was
equipped with roof rainwater harvesting into a taanka
with a small hand pump for diinking. It was a solemn
ceremony at which we also awarded certificates to
teachers from different GRAVIS schools for
“excellence in teaching” and two bicydes to two girls
living too far away to walk to school (we had some
concerns that they would be able to keep the cycles,
such were the envious looks from older boys).

The second surprise at Chopra Dhora was to visit a
training session for the women of the Self Help Groups
who were producing beautifully embroidered cushion
covers that we were able to buy on the spot. The move
from survival living to income generation is a quantum
leap for these women — even if this is at its very
beginning - and we were enchanted by some
spontaneous dancing from a small gid.

It would be foolish to romanticise these achievements.
There are till enomous problems: still no agriculture,
gtill not enough water, no electricity (although a
connection is coming), and the need for the men to
migrate has not been solved. But the Vilage
Development Committee is in place to discuss the
problems together, and the GRAVIS team from the
Bap Centre is giving its support, so the people are
coming together to solve their problems as they had
not done previously.

o
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house and saw the production ofi some beautiful
durries while we sat on the carpet discussing what
problems remained to be solved. | think back to this
expetience - especially of the spontaneous joy of the
children, and the pride of the women in what they had
produced, as | am now in Delhi, facing the degrading
reality of the thousands of street-children for whom a
life of dignity is not even a dream.
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| have been inwolved with Wells for India for many
years and hawe visited Rajasthan several times, but
this year it was different.

The community care that the tribal people receive is
minimal, so this is often carried-out by women living
in the villages. They are midwives (dias), they hand-
out medicines provided by GRAVIS and they have
some knowledge of general hygiene practices and
family planning. Through supporters, Wells for India
provides funding for the training of these health
workers, many of whom have never been beyond
their village.

IS year4 wanted to do someming (0 make a
difference specifically for the women health workers
working in community. As a celebration of my
retirement from 40 years nursing in the NHS | wished
to honour the work of health workers in the Thar
Desert. The status of women in the Thar is often
undervalued and never publidy honoured. Therefore,
as part of the ongoing work of Wells for India and as
a holistic approach to water programmes, | wanted to
raise their profile and assist further with the training of
health workers, hoping thereby to improve the health
of the poorest people in the Thar Desert.

The scene was set. The Rajasthan tent was up and
the dignitaries of the local villages in and around
Tinwar Village were assembled. Unusually, on the
carpet in front of me were over a hundred women -
the carpet is usually reserved for men - many of
whom had walked several miles. We were in the
grounds of Tinwar Hospital, which was built and
funded by private donations: a dream of Laxmi
Tyagi, who had died 18 months previously and now in
reality a fiting memorial to his memory.
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Under the colourful Rajasthan tent | gave my speech,
then Dr Prakash Tyagi translated. It took two hours of
speeches from many important men and two other
women before | could finally grant the 2006 Health
Fellowship Award and plague to a woman with
outstanding credentials — Sugan Kanwar.

Sugan Kanwar — A Woman of Substance

The GRAVIS team said this of her:

"Sugan Kanwar is a fifty-year-old woman from a
remote village, Bhalu, near Jodhpur. [She was] born
in a Rajput famly who are known for stiingent rules
for women to stictly follow the purdah system.
Women are hardly alowed to go outside the
periphery of their homes or speak to strangers; they
are expected to enjoy very litle freedom, but Sugan
Kanwar broke all the rules.

She resides in Bhalu all alone, working in the fields
like a man.

Before  being

assodated with

GRAVIS  she

was for some

years  working

with the Women

and Child

Development

programme. She

has been given

extensive

training as a

health  worker

and has taken

many initatives

to create

awareness

about health and

hygiene among

people living in

remotely placed

dhanies

(homesteads) whol®!

and resources. She has made available to them
information on immunisation, family planning, she has
conducted health checks and provides medicines to
the sick. She has inspired other health workers. She
is also a member of the \llage development
committee and has played a key role in organising
women of her village to form Self Help Groups
(SHG).

"In the future she wants to start a stitching centre for
adolescent girls and women as a source of livelihood
for them. Secondly, she wants to open a medical
shop to make available medicines to the poor people
so they do not have to walk many miles and lastly
she plans to open a fodder depot. Words would be
less to define this lady of giit and mettle.””

The above words and a fuller description of her work
were written by the GRAVIS Team. Her passion and
commitment was evident in her speech. A proud and
strong woman.




Previously, during 2006, | had prepared criteria for
the award; however this was from my Western
perspective. | had used criteria that | would have
used for trained, qualified nurses in the UK which
were good; but some were a litle inappropriate.
Listening to the testimonial for Sugan Bai, | could see
that the GRAVIS team had followed the critelia as
appropriate to the Thar and had made an excellent
choice.

worked harder than | ever had to enélble her to

£5 buys a Gully Plug Present

Wy Stone gully plugs are placed across water
& coursesto slow the monsoon rains allowing

5 water to penetrate the soil

£10 buys a Present of a Tree

Planting trees reduces soil erosion and
provides medicinal and nutritious products
which can also provide income generation

£20 buys a Check Dam Present

Check dams are built lower down the water
course retaining water after the monsoon

" and allowing cropsto floutish

£30 buys a Nutritious Present

Maternal death rate in Rajasthan is high.
Thiswill provide extra nutiition for pregnant
and nursing mothers and their children.

£40 buys a Present of a Family Orchard
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survive the harsh conditions of the Thar. Not only had
she to personally survive but she had also given her
time and herlife to helping her fellow villagers. A truly
committed and compassionate woman.

For a tribal person living in the Thar Desert, the
funding of the award is a lot of money, more than
they would ever have in one year, so the stipulation
of the award is that the recipient will wite some
words on how, or on what she has used the grant.
Sugan Bai cannot write adequately to do this, so the
doctors at the Tinwali Hospital will let us know the
outcome. If anyone wants to see how the work is
progressing, he or she can join the Wells for India
visiting group which is made up of sponsors and
those interested in seeing our projects.
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An orchard provides a family with nutritious
fruit and also income generation.
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Bookings are now being taken for our Wells for India Conference

HARVESTING THE RAIN FOR THE PEOPLE
I

Keynote Speaker Sir Mark Tully
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The conference is at Scargill House, near Kettlewell, with a chance to enjoythe Yorkshire
Dales, meet the Wells for India team and supporters, and find out more about our
present work and future plans

Details of the programme and booking information are now available
from our Winchester Office at the address below.
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Wells for India, The Winchester Centre, 68 St George's Street, Winchester SO23 8AH, UK
Telephone: +44(0)1962 848 043 Email: office @wellsforindia.org
www.wellsforindia.org




