INTRODUCTION

In 2008, Seva Mandir launched the Vikas Mitra Fellowship Program for rural community leaders. The objective of the program was to encourage good leadership and provide direction to development activities at village level. As now the Fellowship Program has completed two years, we are looking back to learn from our experiences, and build on our successes to improve the experience for our next Fellows and better the program for the future. 

The Fellowship Program sponsors community members with drive for change and a desire to contribute to the community to take up leadership roles. Integrated in their community, they are best placed to lead development projects, whilst respecting the values of their community. The Fellowship Programme has been instrumental in promoting social and community work, and encouraging development towards the common good.
WHY A FELLOWSHIP?

Many of the formal institutions of local self-governance in Southern Rajasthan have become sites for competition between rival political parties. Party politics, partisanship, clientelism and the various forms of patron-client relationship that this entails have come to characterise these institutions. Beyond this, party leaders and their supporters often drive divisions within the community as part of their strategy for garnering support and gaining or retaining access to powers. All these factors combine to create communities that are becoming more and more fragmented and do not have the capacity to come together and work towards their own development. This deeper fragmentation manifests as a growing trend towards the pursuit of individual self interest at the expense of the common good and lies at the heart of many of the problems that face the local population. The result is an absence of trust, whereby citizens are not prepared to come together and take responsibility to address the problems that affect them. The people's limited experience of quality services or their own rights and entitlements combines with this to result in weak institutions that are not able to empower citizens to work together for the common good in a democratic, honest and just manner.

If we look at the journey of development in India over the last 60 years, particularly in the context of sustainable change and socially oriented issues, it is becoming clear that government alone cannot bring about the change needed. Government policies alone would not succeed in bringing about change or providing necessary means to the people and realizing the goal of ensuing sustainable change in the society. It is necessary that the people belonging to the same village or community should be motivated and prepared to come forward to work together on different issues concerning their community.  Through this fellowship, and by extending out financial and intellectual support, it is expected that the people who have the potential to provide leadership in bringing change in the society, are identified, motivated, encouraged and empowered.   

ABOUT THE FELLOWSHIP

The Vikas Mitra sponsors each Fellow for two years, to the sum of Rs. 25,000 (USD 625), as well as providing training, study tours and discussions for the fellows. Worskshops, exposure visits and debate provide a platform for the fellows to share their experiences, improve their skills and ultimately increase the capabilities of the program. Each fellow receives his/her funds in installments, upon completion and submission of progress reports to his/her mentor. The funds serve as compensation for the wages Fellow’s lose by giving their time towards leading their community, and covers basic needs, including local travel expenses. The fellows enrolled in the Program were chosen after having been interviewed by a selection committee, consisting of five Seva Mandir staff. Applications to interview for the Program were received from all blocks in Seva Mandir’s work area, and out of 64 applicants, 19 were awarded the Fellowship. Since, three have had to leave the Program in order to focus on their personal work. Mentors are assigned to each fellow to guide, support and engage in dialogue and discussion with fellows as challenges arise, as well as provide direction and training.
Fellows were selected for the program through an interview selection process. A fellow should be familiar with social, economic, political and developmental issues and should have been engaged in raising/resolving such issues and driven to work on these issues in the future. He or she should also be unconnected with party politics and should have faith in human values; unity and integrity, freedom of faith and thought, non-violence etc., and should himself/ herself observe these values and principles.

As well as screening applicants for the most enthusiastic and deserving candidates, the interview process also enabled Seva Mandir to learn from the aspiring community leaders themselves what development challenges they faced. It emerged that each block had specific issues to tackle. In Kherwara, accusations of witchcraft (Daakan) were limiting women’s empowerment, and candidates were keen learn more about government schemes relevant to them, whilst in Badgaon, affiliation to the traditional caste-led village level institutions (Jati Panchayat) were an issue. Applicants from Girwa expressed concern over forestry and protection of common land, whilst in Jhadol, the government-run pre-school centres and nutrition emerged as priorities to address.

PROGRESS UPDATES

In October 2008, Seva Mandir held a workshop for the Fellowship Program, encouraging debate and discussion amongst the fellows, and with Seva Mandir, about the implementation of the Fellowship and how best to improve it. It was decided that fellows’ reports should be submitted to his/her mentor every month, to be checked before being sent to the People’s Management School (PMS) at Seva Mandir head-office, and that installments would be disbursed based on these reports. It was also decided that fellows should receive more regular support, by meeting with their mentors monthly to discuss problems and concerns as well as receive guidance for future plans. 
In May 2009, Seva Mandir hosted a group of six students from Nourish International, U.S.A. They joined as interns for a six-week period in order to make a documentary, focusing on the issue of Jati Panchayat in Badgaon block in collaboration with the fellows. They were helped by an intern from N.I.R.M.A., Ahmedabad, India in their work. The interns found that fellows were taking regular guidance from their mentors and attending their monthly meetings, as well as, for the most part, sending regular reports to the PMS via their mentors.
A second Vikas Mitra workshop was held in November 2009 designed to improve the Fellows’ writing skills and allow them to share their experiences. The first day of the workshop was a ‘Report and Case Study Writing Session’. Fellows received presentations on report and case study writing – including basic skills such as punctuation, formation of new sentences and paragraphing - , as well as being encouraged to practice the day’s teachings with others and taking part in group activities. Participatants were given templates for case study writing and a printout of the presentation to take home with them and work directly. The next day, Fellows were asked to share their experiences, problems they faced and overcame, and remaining, unresolved issues. The information gathered from this workshop provided a useful source of guidance for the future direction of the program.

LOOKING TO THE FUTURE

Initially conceived as a two-year pilot project, Seva Mandir has decided to continue running the Fellowship Project, encouraged by many success stories. As the Pilot stage comes to an end we will be reviewing the past two years in detail and looking for ways in which the Program can be improved. In particular, we are exploring the possibility of extending application to the Fellowship Program to everyone and anyone in the region, not just those working directly with Seva Mandir. With your help, we want to keep supporting enthusiastic and driven individuals give their communities the leadership and help they deserve.
Collaboration with the Rejuvenate India Movement 

Originally operating in Southern India, the Rejuvenate India Movement (RIM) was launched in Rajasthan on 2 October 2000. Seva Mandir is the nodal agency for Rejuvenate India Movement for the state of Rajasthan. The idea was to partner with other NGOs in finding suitable candidates for community leadership positions, or Samaj Shilpis, and encourage and support them. Samaj Shilpis have, in the past, limited their work to implementing the programs of one NGO, Swami Vivekanad Seva Nyas (SVSN) and some Government Schemes. Unfortunately, in many cases the initiative has lost momentum, and the original objectives of addressing social issues and developing local leaders have been left behind. 

Seva Mandir felt that the original spirit and goals of the Samaj Shilpis could and should be revived. The RIM Board has been impressed with the work Seva Mandir has done with its Fellowship Programme, or Vikas Mitra. For example, the idea of not giving the fellowship stipend as a monthly amount, but as an installment upon completion of progress reports, ensures that the fellowship is not viewed as a monthly wage, and ensures only truly motivated individuals apply for the Fellowship. Therefore, avenues in this partnership are being currently explored further. This year, RIM showed their enthusiasm and confidence in the Fellowship Programme and pledged their support to this program.
