Report of a flash visit to the CDPO Jaisalmer and AWC Amarsagar , 31.12.05
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I had been trying to get away and to an anganwadi for the entire duration of the trip. The hotel reception had already tried hard to dissuade – ‘its too far, none in the vicinity, you’ll have to hire a vehicle etc’, and it was already 10.30 on a Saturday, so I thought I would at least try to speak with the CDPO if he wasn’t too busy and unwilling. Arun and I (photos courtesy Arun ) took an auto to the collectorate and some guys drinking chai across the road directed us to the office which was a ramshackle building at the outskirts of the town set around a huge courtyard. Of course, every one was outside in the sun drinking tea and the CDPO was elsewhere making arrangements for the officials who invariably tour to this area at new years eve (the Sam ‘party’ being extremely popular). The two junior guys in the office were extremely friendly and open, I’m not sure whether it was just that they were Rajasthani or whether ‘commissioner’s office, advisor for Delhi’ made any sense to them, but there was no hesitation talking to me even after I said I wasn’t sarkari.
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 They immediately called up the CDPO to say some salahkar madam had come from Delhi and proceeded to tell me all about the ICDS in their block. They were extremely au fait with the whole thing and also let fall that the CDPO ‘didn’t know anything since he had just joined three days ago from ‘education’.
I sat with them for about 45 minutes before the CDPO, Bir Singh Bhati, landed up and we had the customary chai and ‘snakes’ in his office and discussed the state of the country and the state. He was equally friendly and open and also told us he didn’t know a thing about ICDS because he was still to receive training! But the best – he said he would send us on to a nearby anganwadi though it was already 12 and it would close by 1pm. There was no vehicle available and though we kept bleating that we could easily go by auto and didn’t want to get too late to see a functional AWC, we had to wait till he got his staff to hire a vehicle to take us (it was at govt cost but I didn’t complain!! I couldn’t believe my luck!). 

What they told us
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Jaisalmer, it appears, is the second largest district after Leh, and its three blocks; Jaisalmer, Sam and Pokhran are in turn larger than many districts elsewhere in the country. 
Jaisalmer block has 98 anganwadis and 36 more have just been allotted though 85 had been requested. These have been allotted for populations of 500. Slum populations (kachhi bastis) do not have any AWCs currently and none have been allotted either though requested. The officials felt that though only 36 have been allotted, they would get the rest in due course as well.
From 16th November, 18 centres have started providing hot cooked food for the 3-5 year olds. RTE take home rations are being provided to pregnant women (murmure) and baby mix to under twos under the PMGY. The RTE comes from Kota under contract. The hot food consists of wheat khichri and chawal khichri on alternate days. Gur is used for sweetening on alternate days ( I think for the wheat khichri). All grain etc is bought locally by the AWW and money is transferred to the Matri Samiti for this.
In the rest of the AWCs, murmure is given to all except the babies who get RTE baby mix. They did no know what would happen to the baby mix when the PMGY ‘finishes’.
The state pays 1 Rs per child so the total is Rs 2 as we know. This two rupees has been divided up and the amount allotted for fuel is 10 paise. This amounts to 4 Rs per day which is a rupee too little according to them.

70% of the AWCs have their own buildings which have been built by the panchayats. 

AWWs are getting 938/969/ 1000 Rs depending on their education and experience. Each centre has an additional ‘sahyogini’ but the CDPO did not know which scheme was paying for it (and nor do I )

The coordination with the ANM seems on track and taken for granted. Monthly meetings happen at the PHC.  No one knows much about ASHA.
I asked if they toured and they said of course but also mumbled something about vehicles being a problem ‘as you can see, madam’ and that the farthest centre they had to cover was 350 kms away. 

They were very keen to know what was happening in the rest of the country and how Rajasthan fared in comparison. Their govt, they said, was very supportive of ICDS.
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The main problems according to them (ATT) and according to me (ATM):

1. most AWWs are illiterate. Big problem in record keeping. Very few middle school- pass- women in many areas. Only one AWW has passed secondary school. Not a single AWW has made it to supervisor grade.
2. fuel costs not sufficient. They wanted to know if there was some new scheme by which gas connections are going to be given for centres (I didn’t know). I suggested they could ask for the extra 1 Rs per day regardless if it is a real problem.

3. there is the usual staffing gap at supervisor level – I short in Jaisalmer, 5 in Pokhran and 2 in Sam. Dhanis are extremely far flung, AWWs are illiterate, so serious deficiency of supervision (if there were anything to supervise! See below). Again, their explanation – literate women simply not available. ( I felt this was a genuine problem)

4. the hot cooked food (ATT) is causing a lot of difficulty and resentment by the workers. (it was obvious that in the 18 centres – 3 different forms of food and food distribution systems are being employed….)
5. it was perfectly obvious that while the whole office and system is perfectly familiar with and seized of food distribution, there is absolutely no concept of the ICDS being a three hour programme including pre school. This seems to be (ATM) as impossible a dream at the moment as having a centre that did anything at all 5 years ago. In the situation of widespread illiteracy on the one hand and low salary on the other, where are we going to find preschool teachers from ?? (mobile crèches training model kind of thing, I suppose). At the moment – three workers; AWW, helper and sahyogini – all they are doing is this food business for a maximum of 40 kids.. I think it is a tremendous waste (and of course, potential).
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The Amarsagar AWC
We reached there finally at 12.45. It was closed and the group of 5-6 elderly women and children who immediately gathered said it hadn’t opened at all that day though the helper had shown up and one woman was given a ration. The junior official sent word to the AWW who arrived in a while with the ANM. Meanwhile, the women complained and complained about the fact that they were getting THRs every week rather than every day ever since the hot cooked food was started and that the hot food was no good any way and no one wanted it and that the utensils were not large enough and that….

The building was in good shape. A board outside listed entitlements. There was a water tank outside but full of rubbish and no water. Nearest tap across the road. No toilets. It was at the outskirts of the village but within the SC / ST hamlet. The AWW was OBC, the helper was SC.
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The AWW landed up all apologies. She had been to Jaipur for swayam siddha training the day previous so had been ‘unwell’. The room inside was just fantastic ( and she was obviously not expecting us. However, all the villagers were on easy terms with the official and Amarsagar only 6 kms from city so this must be a demo centre) – toys, charts, clean – everything one hopes to see, except, of course, children… the food looked clean and the murmure tasted fine. 
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The kadhai was iron and the rust was what the women were complaining about. I tried to explain about iron but they wouldn’t have it! The AWW said that only the women who used to feed the murmure to their cattle complain now that the food has to be eaten on site, but the hot food was liked by the poor households. Her main ‘plea’ was that she was willing to work 8 hours a day but wanted a decent wage. She said she like her job very much (of course )

All the women were thrilled to have friendly visitors, invited us home etc and ribbed us about various things and it was a great 15 minutes we had there just exchanging notes in our respective languages and handshakes and hugs with these sisters.

All in all – the achievements are obvious, so also the challenges….. 
[image: image15.jpg]R A AR A AT A SV e e |

[, | bt |

) o Sy SR |
[ e o o .

e
P o Lol .
o et e e e |
7 ¥t e |
ot ond e v s AT

03t e v e |
e e |

(52
et e |

RiE e

1) e et e b e e e e e s e |
1) ot s o v e ey v e e e e,
e et

)3 sard vkt et v e g At |

0 0 v v gl i oy s |

w st ich e e el e e vt |





