The Genesis of the Outreach Program

Pratham has been working with out-of-school children in Mumbai’s slums since 1995 and has learned a great deal about children in a variety of different difficult circumstances. While “mainstreaming” efforts have succeeded with majority of out-of-school children in the city, in some specific populations and locations, children remain difficult to access even through “bridge courses”, “summer camps” or neighbourhood and community efforts.  This gave birth to the Outreach program in April 2001. It began as a special effort to understand the lives of these children and explore various avenues of educating them.  Within a year, this program reached out to approximately 10,000 children in difficult circumstances in and around the city. 

The outreach activity has helped us to get to know and befriend such children. We now have a much better understanding of the needs, desires and lives of these children, many of whom are working. The Outreach program has provided a useful lens and a valuable opportunity to study the many dimensions of the life of an urban child who lives in India’s biggest city and yet remains unable to access either basic services or the educational opportunities that the city has to offer.  

Three types of children have been identified through the Outreach Program.  While majority of them belongs to poor households, the nature, consequences, and constraints of poverty vary considerably across different contexts.  They include:

· Children with families: These tend to be from households of construction workers, fishermen, rag-pickers and garbage sorters, beggars, sellers of small items on trains, buses or streets, and pavement dwellers.  The common characteristic is that the entire family can find work in the same occupation and it is easy for the children to accompany adults to work.  Further, either due to parents’ occupation or due to the temporary nature of the residence, children are constantly moving around.

· Children without families: These children are typically brought to the city from their villages by middlemen to work in particular occupations.  Children come alone or sometimes with siblings but are not accompanied by adult family members. The usual occupations that absorb child labor in Mumbai are zari or embroidery workshops, garage and mechanic sheds, roadside eating stalls, small restaurants and food delivery businesses, as well as small leather goods manufacturing.

· Children in institutional settings: Such as remand homes, orphanages, and juvenile court homes. 

What began as just a means to make contact with and bring education to such children has now grown in depth and vision. Pratham activists have worked hard at convincing the employers that they should be allowed to interact with children. Initially children wanted to play, some simply wanted to sleep.  But gradually the picture began to change with children demanding to be taught to read and write.  As the friendship between Pratham activists and children deepened, some even pleaded to be taken back home.

Patna takes notice

Following the gruesome tale of the plight of the 15 boys, shock waves were sent through the governance in Patna. 

Jabir Hussan, chairperson of the legislative assembly, Bihar, held a press conference to highlight this issue, after getting first-hand information from Pratham and various other bodies involved. Around 14 representative units from various leading newspapers and media cells attended the conference including the Times of India, Hindustan Samachar, The Hindu, Patna Channel and Aajtak, in addition to local papers and media units.

Sarmishtha, an activist at Pratham, and one of the team members, who escorted these children back home, addressed the conference, and narrated the plight of these children in Mumbai. She also spoke about Pratham’s activities at Mumbai. Vikas, Pratham’s Outreach Program co-ordinator, spoke of the various myths about child labor. 

The Sarpanch from the Ragharpura village addressed the conference and talked about the lack of awareness of the people of the village regarding the condition of their children in Mumbai. He even owned the responsibility of stopping further children from moving out of the village to towns in search of labor.

Pratham gets everyone involved 

After the Press Conference, Pratham began networking with Farida Lambay spending more and more time in Patna, than in Mumbai or Gujarat.

· UNICEF

UNICEF agreed to facilitate implementation of educational schemes like the Bridge Classes and residential schools for working children. Similarly in rural Patna, UNICEF would take up educational services. Pratham would conduct a need assessment at Gaya especially for child labor and UNICEF could fund this effort. 

· Balsakha 

This non-governmental organization would provide residential care facilities for the rescued children whenever required coupled with legal assistance and vocational training to children. 

· Ms. Shobha Ahokkar - SP Hajipur – Vaishali District in Bihar

SP of Vaishali district to request railway police for space for Pratham classes to be run on Hajipur platforms (there is a direct train from Hajipur to Mumbai – so any movement can be tracked). Legal action against accused if required was also promised.

· Mr. Javed - District Magistrate

The District Magistrate and team to work towards making Hajipur ‘Child free block’ with emphasis on community based interventions on education.

· Ms. Vijaylaxmi  
VijayLaxmi gave an account of 456 rescued children from brick kiln factory, and the economical cover they got from the government under various schemes. However, since the education component was still missing, UNICEF and District Magistrate both suggested that Pratham Patna should take up this task on priority basis. Funding for this program will be provided through government sources.

· Mr. Jabbir Hussain, President, Legislative Council – Bihar

He assured that the government and he personally would give priority to the issue.

· Labor Ministry

Subsequently, a meeting with the Labor Minister, Labor Secretary and Labor Commissioner was held on February 15, 2003. Pratham presented the data of 2,500 children and also suggested strategies for restoration, rehabilitation and prevention. It was also decided that the Maharashtra government must give every rescued child a release order, so that compensation is given to the children.  

Pratham initiatives 

· The Pratham team followed up with various authorities in Patna to ensure that the children would get the statutory compensation of Rs 25,000 as per rules and regulations.

· Parents were apprised about the child labor situation and the need to educate their children was emphasized. Success was seen instantly as parents vowed not to send their children for such work.

· A survey was conducted to take an account of number of children with or without education in that area. An educational initiative ‘Pratham Patna’ was started so that children in the whole of Sitamarhi district either go to school or are taught at the community level. 
· The Read India Program was also started with three batches of 25 children wherein they can learn to read and write within a month. 

These measures will act as preventive ways of halting the further exodus of little children to other parts of country. 
The story of January 2003

In an absolute gruesome tale of how a man can manipulate and exploit young children, here is a narrative of how 14 children from Bihar were tricked into coming to Mumbai and later, fortunate enough to break free. 

The planning…………..

Sadik Mohammed is a strategist. He planned his moves wisely. He made a trip to a village Ragharpura in of Sitamarhi district of Bihar (he is a native of Karuna village of the same district). He approached the innocent little children (all in the 7 to 12 year age group) when they were leaving school. He promised them what they wanted – a great life in the big city. He would take them sightseeing and probably, they would even glimpse the stars they adored. Good food was certainly part of the bait with non-vegetarian food being a regular part of their diet. 

That was the fun part. On a more serious note, daily schooling would be part of their schedule and around 3 – 4 hours of learning a skill - zari embroidery – would take place daily for which they would be rewarded handsomely. In a nutshell, it was a package full of fun, frolic, and well-paid technical training.

It had all the potential of a rags-to-riches story. Here was a man from a village just like theirs who had migrated to the city and made it really big offering the same to them now.  

The little children, whose fathers lived away from home since they were employed in Punjab, were wide eyed with wonder. They ran home and begged their mothers to send them to Mumbai with this kind man. The mothers wisely refused. Mohammed did not give up. He even met a few mothers who would not budge from their stance. 

But, persistence paid off. Some children managed to coax their mothers into letting them go. Others silently made an exit. 

The ordeal begins…….

Mohammed took them by jeep to Muzaffarpur from where they boarded on a train to Mumbai. Once in Mumbai, he treated them fairly well for a couple of days and then revealed his true colors and motives. With showed absolutely no trace of decency or pity, he shamelessly exploited them.  He began by imposing a punishing schedule which began at 6am and went on till 3 am. That meant a 3-hour sleep with a 2-hour nap thrown in after lunch. The little children had a maximum of just 5 hours of sleep daily.  They were paid Rs 10 a week. And, with this “income”, they had to buy needles for their work as well as feed themselves on Sunday. The latter was their day off and so he refused to feed them.

Being terribly undernourished, ill rested and homesick played havoc with their metabolism and concentration. However, it did not matter to Mohammed. 

He openly vented his frustration on their slow learning by whipping them with whatever he could lay his hands on - a belt, cable wire and even a hammer. A couple of times he put the blade of a knife in the fire till it was red hot and then burnt the children with it. When they screamed, he stuffed their mouth with cloth so their cries could not be heard. He even pulled out wisps of hair till only the naked skin of the scalp showed.  Knowing that they would grab a chance to escape, when he had to leave the room for some business, he locked the door behind him, making them prisoners in his home. 

A break is made……..

One day in December 2002, one of the boys Baijnath along with another, finding the door open, managed to creep out.  They approached the owner of the neighboring zari unit, Mr. Shagir, and poured out their hearts to him. Being absolutely horrified at the treatment they received, he gave them money to make a call to the parents in the village. 

Baijnath called his uncle, whom he apprised of the situation, and urged him to come as early as possible, if he wanted to see him and others alive. The parents of the two boys came to Mumbai immediately having been directed by the children themselves as to where to get down in this unknown city. Once here, the parents approached Mohammed for the release of the children. He refused to do so threatening and warning them not to approach anyone else. 

The parents, ignoring his threats, approached the police. But they faced a stone wall. It was Shagir who came to their rescue and took them to the activists of Bhartiya Mazdoor Sangh, and with their help approached the mayor of BMC. At last, with their influence and help, the FIR was registered with the police.  Subsequently, the police raided Mohammed’s unit and the 14 boys along with Mohammed were taken into custody. These children were later taken to a remand home.  Of the fifteen 15 children in this unit, one had managed to escape long time back, whose whereabouts were and still are unknown.

Meanwhile, the parents also got in touch with the juvenile court where this case was filed. The court needed proof as to the identity of the parents. The parents then went back to their village and returned along with the parents of other children and the Sarpanch of the village as well.  After establishing the identity of the parents, the respective children were handed over, amongst great pain and heartbreak and relief.

Pratham steps in 

Pratham took the initiative of accompanying these children along with the legal police escort. This was in resonance with the decision of the concerned authorities namely:

· Neelima Mehta (Chairperson-Welfare Committee.)

· Dhemare (J.C.Magistrate)

· Chief Officer Observation Home

· Sawant (Asst. Labour Commissioner)

· CCVC (Coordination Committee for Vulnerable Children)

Moreover, after the raids, there was havoc created in zari industry and the children either started escaping or were asked to leave by their owners owing to the fear of raids. Pratham took stock of the situation by arranging three teams. 

· One to find out where all the children are leaving from

· The second to locate these dispersed children to Childline

· The third team kept vigil at the railway stations - especially to keep track of trains going to Bihar and provided assistance as and when was needed by these little souls.

Pratham took 10 more boys out of those who got dispersed along with the rescued 14 boys. But for these, the government provided no assistance.

A happy ending?
The children were in terrible shape when rescued. All of them had bruises on their bodies.  One of the boys was so boxed on the face that his jaws sustained multiple fractures and ruptured skin. He was later in the remand home seen putting small pieces of bread through one corner of his mouth and was unable to speak clearly. One could not decipher the words he was saying because of the pain he felt when he spoke. Another had a fractured elbow and yet another had broken fingers because of blows sustained from a hammer.  All this got revealed later at the remand home. This mental and physical torture continued for five months and every child had a scar on some part of the body to reveal the ordeal.  

The children are now back with their parents and once again to the life they once knew with the people they loved. However, in their brief stay in the city, they were physically and emotionally abused. In fact, there is no telling how deep-rooted these scars will be. 

Ultimately, their story only goes to prove that the conditions of working children in Mumbai are pathetic and child labor, in whatever form, must come to an end. 

And, the collaboration of the various voluntary organizations along with the police and the people shows that this is possible.

Re-uniting working children with their families: Some observations 

In the winter of 2002, Pratham activists escorted seven boys back to their families in the villages of Bihar.  The journey “back home” was emotional for the children and it was a learning experience for Pratham.  

· The children who went back home were not necessarily from the poorest of families in the village. In fact, they were in much worse poverty situation (in terms of lack of access to money or other resources or services) when they lived and worked with their employers in Mumbai.

· Most parents complained about the quality of the local government school and the inability of the school to impart any useful education.  Some couched the decision to send children to Mumbai as a way of enhancing opportunities for the further development of the child.

· Communication between children in Mumbai and the family back home was very poor and the nature or magnitude of the transactions and money transfers between the village and the employer in the city was not clear.   

Seven is an extremely insufficient number of children to draw generalisations. However, this experience was enough to warrant a much deeper investigation into the processes that send children to work in the city and a more intensive assessment of the short-run and longer term outcomes for children and their families. 

Pratham’s interest is to implement a long-term vision and go beyond ‘just raids’. And, it was the rescue operation of 14 children in January that precipitated the action and the launching of a project between Mumbai and source districts of Bihar. 

On January 6, 2003, a meeting to address the plight of the child laborers was held in the observation home in Mumbai.  It was attended by the Labor Commissioner, Assistant Labor Commissioner, Assistant Police Commissioner of the Japu Unit, a reporter from the Times of India, members of other non-governmental organizations such as the Chairperson of the Child Welfare Society and members of the Co-ordination Committee for the Vulnerable Child.  

Farida Lambay, Vikas Sawant, Sharmista Arsud and Sarika Cheulker represented Pratham.

Pratham’s extensive groundwork with child laborers was well acknowledged.  And, the substantial database with Pratham was sufficient to prove the evidence of rampant child labor in the slums of Dharavi and Govandi.  When discussing the raid in Govandi, where 14 children were rescued, the Pratham team came up with some interesting observations: 

· A raid must always be implemented with sufficient planning. For instance, the children tend to run haywire when a raid takes place due to fear that they will be arrested. The psychology of the child needs to be considered and when a raid is conducted, a safety net should also be in place to simultaneously rescue the children. 

· Moreover, news of the raid should not be leaked out to the maliks before hand. If such is the case, the raid is futile. 

· Another point for discussion brought up by Pratham was that the children should not be placed in the observation home, since the latter specifically caters only to children who are homeless or in conflict with the law. These children must be kept elsewhere. 

Most importantly, as a fall out of the raid, the maliks agreed to either put the boys in school or at least allow them to attend the Pratham classes. 

At the end of the meeting, it was decided that: 

· The Labor department would work with Pratham in dealing with the child labor issue.

· Pratham would be given the responsibility of escorting the rescued children back home.

· Pratham was appointed as the co-ordinating body for starting a preventive unit at the source district in Patna. This will go a long way in nipping the child trafficking problem in its bud.  

It was unanimously decided that the labor department, welfare department, police department and the media must all work together if any results are to be achieved. 

