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Notable events over the past year

· A new short stay home for girls above 18 years of age has been opened in the suburb of Mumbai. The home started with three girls who have plans to continue with the organization for a year and half until they are ready to live independently. 

· A second highlight was the exhibition of Glass Mosaic work done by the girls at the Day Centre, organized at one of the well known art galleries in South Mumbai. The efforts of the girls and the team of the last 3 years were geared towards organizing the exhibition, which was a dream come true for the artists.     

· The current focus on the work is at the macro level, to create an impact on a wider scale. Particular areas identified for attention are: Mental health of the young people; secondly work with systems, particularly the police and hospitals who are often unhelpful or obstructive to the well-being of young people, which includes conducting training and workshops with staff;  and thirdly focusing upon after-care facilities for young people.  

Outreach

Over the year there have been 78 contacts made with vulnerable girls. In the last quarter alone there have been 32 new contacts - at the stations through outreach work, and referred by the police, stakeholders on the station platforms, their families, and who have come to Saathi personally looking for help.  In the last quarter 13 young women have been referred to other institutions, have returned to their families or have left Saathi by their own choice.  Girls age 16 and above are brought to the centre, and girls below the age of 16 years to the Children’s Home.  27 girls have been involved in non-formal education, out of which 3 girls are also enrolled in formal school.  A teacher has been appointed for the non-formal education and formal education.

Education

The project has continued with the formal education of two girls who academically performed well last year and showed interest in continuing in school.  Girls were appraised internally to verify their capability to appear for the National Institute for Open Schooling (NIOS). Of which five girls will be enrolled for the NIOS 10th and 12th Grade this academic year

A series of sessions on the real life stories of strong women of the world has begun.  The session begins with narration of the events of the chosen woman’s life, following which the girls express their understanding through creative forms.  This is one of the ways of addressing the various issues such as gender discrimination, child labour, trafficking, disability, etc and connecting them with the real life stories. These sessions also highlight the values and principles of an individual who has struggled through life and has achieved recognition and success in their spheres of work.    

A Career Guidance Fair was organized by the NGO forum for boys and girls between the age group 16 – 22 years which was attended by four girls from the Girls Project. This was one of the exposures for the girls to the various career options possible in the development sector. 

The day care centre 

In the day care centre drama sessions are being conducted with the girls to help them express themselves, and use their energies constructively. A Senior Team member has taken up the responsibility of monitoring and supervising the day care centre activities, which has helped in reducing the personal dynamics within the girls which was causing some disruption. There are regular group meetings with the girls which provide a platform for sharing and helping the girls to grow.  

Among the day care activities the regular drama sessions focusing on each girl’s journey to Saathi have been effective. This exercise, especially recalling the snapshots (life stills) of past experiences in the life of each girl helps her to revisit the past in a collective and positive way. This exercise has encouraged girls to relate to the incidents of other individuals in a much more sensitive manner.  

Nutrition

The mid day meal is now being cooked at the shelter for all girls - provided by a local charity.  Originally the girls were cooking for themselves, which whilst helping their confidence raised issues with regard to the quality of the food, and so the decision to take responsibility for cooking the midday meal was taken.  This has positively affected the girls, some of whom were malnourished.  Some responsibility for the meals is still shared by the girls.

Medical Support 

Two young women were referred to Saathi who were in their final trimesters of pregnancy. The referrals were for the purpose of shelter. Both delivered healthy baby girls, and both chose to put them up for adoption. After recovery, they returned to their respective families.  As a short term decision, the project had chosen to shelter these two young women as they had no other options and had been rejected by their families during the period of “confinement.” However, the project is examining ways of handling any similar referrals which could come in the future, recognizing the opportunity to work with social norms and stigmas.

Income Generation Programme

The space of Kria – (Glass Mosaic work) - has been shifted to a flat at Mumbai Central, lent to the project to use by one of the well wishers of Saathi. The girls are happy to have a workshop environment which has also been turned into an art studio where the finished products are displayed. 

The exhibition held at Cymroza Art Gallery was the first event to publicize the creativity of the girls which has been a journey of their dreams. Among the invitees were celebrities, media personnel, people from the development sector and the extended family of Saathi including the well wishers. The team and the artists received immense appreciation from groups who visited the exhibition. There has been a good sale of the products during and after the exhibition. 

New initiatives

1.  Family tracing workshops.  Saathi has worked with the Tata Institute of Social Sciences to organise a series of Workshops and Seminars on Family Tracing as an effective tool for Family Reunification. The objective of the initiative was to evolve a document at the end for validating the best practices of Family Tracing. The first of the workshops was organised with the participation of 15 Organisations involved in the repatriation process.  

2.  Training with the police.  Conducting training and sensitization programme with the police was one of the main agendas of the organization for the year. The team made efforts to build rapport and convince the officials to conduct the training cum sensitization workshop for the officials at various levels with a series of training programmes on children related issues and Juvenile Justice Act 2000. 

53 constables, both men and women, participated in the first phase of the training following which a visit to the Children’s Home has been planned for the participants. 

On 11 June, 2007, a girl was found by G.R.P police at Mumbai Central Railway Station. The G.R.P took her to the Police station. Since the girl appeared to be a minor, outreach workers decided to speak to the police officers present. The officers were not very clear with their information regarding the girl and were very reactive in their approach. The Outreach workers therefore decided to visit later in the evening and spoke to the Senior Inspector who gave us the information that she is 18 years old. She had some conflicts with her mother and therefore decided to leave, however she now wanted to go back. Her father had asked the police to keep her in their protection till he could come the next day. The workers requested the Senior Inspector to allow them to speak to her. The girl refused to speak to the Saathi workers or give any information about herself. It was felt that the Police were partially responsible for the attitude the girl had towards the workers. The workers then decided to keep a follow up on the girl’s movements that evening, but access was not available as she was kept in protection under lady constables. The next day when the caseworker enquired about the girl, the police reported that the parents had left with the girl in the afternoon.  

At times the worker experiences hostility from the system and needs to work on various strategies to confront the police. In this case the request to the police was to allow speaking to the girl and facilitating her safe return back home. But the reactive response of the police to the case workers left behind negative feelings for the system.  Many concerns were raised while handling the case of an 18 year old.  The period when the girl comes into contact with the organization is sensitive, and at such points co-operation seems to be important which is not currently present. The case worker felt the need to seek out for co-operation with the systems (hospitals. police stations) where at least the organization is given space.  

3.  Child trafficking.  Trafficking of children and girls being one of the major concerns of the organization, an in-house session was organized and facilitated by Mr. Ashley Verghes, an advocate associated with Oasis. Mr.Verghes’s experience of rescue operations and working on the legal aspects of the issue helped in clarifying various legal nuances and ways to navigate the systems to handle a case from beginning to end. The team’s feedback of the session was positive in the way the information on trafficking and various strategies of handing legal aspects of cases.  

4.  Mental Health.  The research on mental health of runaways and abandoned youth and girls continues with a strong momentum, after receiving the permission from the Children’s Home for testing of the girls.  Constant efforts and visits for 6 months to the Children Aid Society and the Children’s Home Superintendent for permission of the same were made. The counselor has begun the testing with the girls at the Children’s Home who are above 16 years of age.

Simultaneously, the testing with the boys within the organization’s Youth Initiative Project has also begun. By including both genders, the study will be more comprehensive with regard to the mental health of boys and girls leaving their families. Concurrently, the team working on Mental Health research is working on the presentation for the larger team to understand the issue in a broader perspective. 
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