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‘artificial glaciers’ are enabling 
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a digital education platform is 
transforming learning outcomes in 
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Kerala’s healthcare ecosystem 

Social uplift endeavours in livelihoods, education and water 
and sanitation are making a difference in Jharkhand

support
stateside





3january 2023    TaTa TrusTs Horizons    

T he passing away of RK Krishna Kumar marks a sad beginning to the 
new year for everybody who knew him. An outstanding business 
leader who accomplished much with the Tata group over the course 

of a distinguished career, RKK, as he was widely known, also served the Tata 
Trusts with distinction for long years. Entrepreneurial excellence and social 
consciousness blended in the character of RKK, and that comes through clearly 
in the poignant remembrance of him by the former director of the Tata Medical 
Center, Mammen Chandy, in the current issue of Horizons.

The Tata Trusts’ efforts to lend a helping hand to rural communities in 
Jharkhand — the setting of our cover story — reflects the commitment to 
social development that RKK held dear. In Jharkhand, this has translated into 
programmes of substance in livelihoods, water and sanitation, education and 
sports. More than 30,000 families, the majority of them from tribal-dominated 
regions, have been reached through initiatives with the potential to be as 
sustainable as they are impactful. 

In our centre stage section, we track the progress of a partnership with 
Khan Academy India (KAI) to radically change how education is imparted in 
underprivileged regions. KAI’s trailblazing digital education platform is being used 
in 7,376 government schools in the rural reaches of Punjab, Uttar Pradesh and 
Maharashtra. The effect it has had on learning outcomes is sizeable, measurable 
and enduring.

Our feature stories’ lineup comprises an appealing mix: a training programme 
in emergency care that is benefitting Kerala’s health setup in life-saving ways; 
an ‘artificial glaciers’ project in Ladakh to help village communities cope with 
water scarcity; an onion-farming breakthrough in Uttarakhand; a collaborative 
endeavour targeting mothers and children at risk of malnutrition in Andhra 
Pradesh; and a women-centred poultry initiative in a tribal pocket of Maharashtra.

This edition of Horizons also features Khursheed N Khurody, country 
chairperson of the Shivia Livelihoods Foundation, adviser and consultant to 
nonprofits, the guiding light of a hospitality startup and, not least, a believer in 
the power of music and the liberal arts to mould leaders. Additionally, we have 
a perspective piece by Sita Rama Budaraju and Satish V Khalikar from the Tata 
Trusts’ health team on how India can enhance its public health system.

Livelihoods is the focus in the showcase segment of the magazine as 
well. The canvas of images here captures the story of ordinary folks in the 
Northeastern states of Nagaland, Mizoram and Arunachal Pradesh putting 
their hard work into agriculture and horticulture, animal husbandry and tourism. 
Financial aid, productivity-enhancement services and market linkages are part  
of the package they have access to, and they employ these to profitable effect.

Before I sign off, dear reader, my best wishes to you and your families for  
the new year.

Editorial

We hope you will help us make Horizons better with your valuable feedback.   
Please do write to us at horizons@tatatrusts.org.
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i joined Christian Medical College 
(CMC), Vellore, as a medical student  
in 1967 and went on to become its 

head of clinical haematology and bone 
marrow transplantation service. Cut to 
August 30, 2009, when I was due to retire. 
Dr Ketayun Dinshaw, former director of 
the Tata Memorial Hospital in Mumbai 
and an alumnus of CMC Vellore, was 
appointed as project director for an 
upcoming cancer hospital in Kolkata, 
conceived in 2005 as a contribution in 
cancer care for patients from eastern 
India. Katie (as Dr Dinshaw was fondly 
known) kept calling and requesting me to 
join the project, but I kept refusing, 
daunted by the idea of moving to eastern 
India to be with a ‘corporate’ hospital. 
Finally, she persuaded me to meet RK 
Krishna Kumar (RKK), one of the trustees 
of the newly formed Tata Medical Center 
(TMC) Trust. Then one day in 2009 I set 
up an appointment with RKK. 

RKK’s office in Mumbai had Ganesha 
adorning every possible area of its walls, 
and here was this elegant honcho of the 
corporate world warmly welcoming me. We 
spent a lot of time discussing religion, 
Hinduism and Christianity before I asked 
him why he wanted me to join TMCK 

a heartfelt tribute to the remarkable Tata group stalwart,  

rK Krishna Kumar — who passed away on January 1 — 

from mammen Chandy, the doctor he recruited as the first 

director of the Tata medical Center in Kolkata

‘A kind and caring 
human being’

(Tata Medical Center, Kolkata), with the 
caveat that I could not work in a corporate 
hospital. RKK quickly rid me of that 
notion, informing me that this was a 
charitable hospital being created by the 
Tata Trusts to help plug the gap in cancer 
care in eastern India, and that TMCK 
would serve the poorer sections of society. 

RKK said he wanted me to join the 
hospital and ensure that all children with 
cancer would be treated free of cost. I had 
to dissuade him about that, arguing that it 
would be too difficult. I then told RKK 
that I was willing to join TMCK as a 
haematologist, but not as its director. 
“Then we do not want you,” he replied. 
“We need you as director to bring some of 
the values of CMC Vellore to this project 
of the Tata Trusts.” I was convinced and 
was appointed director of TMCK after 
making a formal presentation at its site 
office to Ratan Tata, the chairman of the 
Tata Trusts.

For one full year after my appointment 
as director I wore a construction helmet at 
the site, working with the engineers and 
architects. I would travel to Mumbai to 
meet RKK whenever I needed to, mainly to 
ask for advice and funds. He would keep 
doyens of industry waiting while he spent 
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time discussing the cancer hospital in 
Kolkata. There was no doubt that this 
project was close to his heart. While 
planning for state-of-the-art laboratories at 
TMCK, I once went to RKK for an 
additional sanction of `100 million. 
“Mammen, do you really need this,” he 
asked. “Yes sir, if we are to be the best,” I 
replied. “Then ok, go ahead. I will see that 
the funds are released.” I had a question: 
“But sir, does this not have to go to a 
committee?” RKK had a ready reply: “You 
don’t worry about all that.” This was a man 
who, once he had chosen a person, was 
willing to trust that person implicitly.

Whenever RKK visited the hospital site, 
his first stop was always a temple in the 
centre of Kolkata. He was a deeply religious 
man and this came through in his dealings 
with important as well as ordinary people. 
However, he would not tolerate 
incompetence and I would squirm when he 
started berating someone for a job badly 
done. He would notice things at the site that 

I had completely missed. “Those lines of 
yellow teak stone are not straight; they must 
be relaid,” I heard him tell one engineer. It 
was then that I realised why the Taj Group 
of Hotels, with which RKK was associated 
for long, was a symbol of excellence. It was a 
quality he always insisted on. 

RKK once took me to lunch at the  
Taj Mahal Palace in Mumbai, post its 
restoration following the terrorist strike  
of 2008. When we entered the foyer, we 
received a reception fit for the gods. 
“Mammen, this young lady was with some 
of our guests throughout the attack,” he 
said, while introducing a member of the 
staff by name. He remembered them all.  
At the Souk, the restaurant at the hotel, we 
went to the buffet and I could see the 
annoyance on RKK’s face because many of 
the food trays were half empty. “Is this the 
Taj,” RKK said to the waiter in attendance. 
“Call the chef.” There was no compromise 
for RKK when it came to what the Taj 
stood for, even in little things. TMCK has a 

RK Krishna Kumar 
with Ratan Tata at the 
inauguration of 
Premashraya, the 
subsidised residential 
facility for cancer 
patients and their 
families at TMC,  
Kolkata, in May 2011 
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RK Krishna Kumar 
with Ratan Tata and 
Mammen Chandy 
(centre foreground) 
during a site visit to 
the then upcoming 
TMC, Kolkata, in 
August 2010

collection of art works valued by a firm in 
Mumbai at $450,000 and these beautiful 
pieces adorn the walls of the hospital. All of 
these — save for the tribal art, for which we 
paid — were donated to the hospital, at 
RKK’s request, by prominent artists who 
painted for the Taj Group.

 On May 16, 2011, TMCK was 
inaugurated by Ratan Tata, and RKK was 
there by his side. Whenever I tried to 
include RKK in the group of dignitaries 
present on the occasion, he would make me 
understand that I should not bother about 
him. This was a humility that came from 
his closeness to God. As a trustee of the 
hospital, I had the liberty to call RKK at 
any time and discuss problems. He always 
had a helpful solution. He watched the 
growth of the hospital with great pride, 
akin to a fond parent with a favourite 
child. When he stepped down from the 
hospital board, I felt I had lost a mentor.

RKK would often call me to check on 

how the hospital was functioning, his 
constant concern being that the poor 
should not be neglected. When I was down 
with colon cancer, he would check almost 
every week with my wife about my progress. 
This was the personal care that RKK gave 
to all those who worked under him at the 
Tata group. I stepped down in 2022 and at 
my last board meeting I invited RKK and 
his wife, Ratna, to dinner at the Taj (which 
he refused to let me pay for). I had 
arranged for a video to showcase the 
swanky new second phase of TMCK, which 
had just been completed. The joy that RKK 
felt at seeing the progress that the hospital 
had made was palpable. It filled me with 
respect for this remarkable man who 
epitomised what the Tata group stood for: 
the creation of wealth that was returned to 
the society from which it was generated. In 
the passing of RK Krishna Kumar, we have 
lost a truly great man and a kind and 
caring human being. n
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More than 30,000 mostly tribal families in Jharkhand have been 

lifted out of poverty by the Lakhpati Kisan programme through 

a layering of livelihood opportunities. By Labonita Ghosh

When farming works

Magdalina Nag isn’t a risk 
taker. But, back in 2016, 
this resident of Digri 

panchayat in the Khunti district 
of Jharkhand decided to take a 
chance with tomatoes. She planted 
some saplings in a small patch 
next to her family’s paddy field 
— much against the wishes of her 
in-laws — riding on the promise of 
a bumper crop. 

The gamble paid off. “The first 
year, I earned `15,000 from selling 
my tomatoes,” says the 54-year-old 

Ms Nag. The yield has improved 
with every passing harvest and, 
today, the Nags have an assured 
income of `70,000 a year just from 
tomatoes. They grow it all year 
round, unlike earlier when 
tomatoes cultivated in the rainy 
season would inevitably be swarmed 
by pests. 

“Earlier, our regular income 
from paddy cultivation couldn’t 
even feed my family through the 
year,” adds Ms Nag. “My husband 
had to work as a carpenter in 

Khunti just to keep us afloat. 
Tomatoes have given us a new lease 
of life.” 

Over the years, Ms Nag has been 
able to send her four children to a 
private school and then to college. 
Her youngest is doing a nursing 
course in Visakhapatnam. “We had 
to pay `600,000 for the course and 
the money came from my vegetable 
patch,” says Ms Nag, whose husband 
has left his carpentry gig to take up 
farming again. 

Maxing the minimum
With an annual minimum income 
of over `120,000, the Nag family’s 
worth has jumped enough to 
make them, on a yearly basis, 
lakhpati kisans (loosely translated 
as `100,000 income per farmer). 
The Nags are part of Lakhpati 
Kisan Smart Villages (LKSV), a 
comprehensive livelihoods-centred 
programme launched by the  
Tata Trusts in 2015 in the states  
of Odisha, Jharkhand, Gujarat  
and Maharashtra. 

The programme’s goal is to get 
at least `120,000 into the hands of 
each participating household every 
year through farming and related 
activities. LKSV has a range of 
schemes and principles to realise 
the objective, all of them aligned to 
agriculture and allied activities in 

Fulmoni Hansda, a farmer from Junboni in Jharkhand’s East Singhbhum district, 
cultivates high-value crops like bitter gourd, brinjal, chilli and watermelon
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Self-help group members from Jama in Dumka district 
with chilli saplings procured for cultivators in their village

AGricuLture And More 
a snapshot of the social development programmes backed by  

the Tata Trusts in jharkhand, and the people covered through these 

33,729 
households in

606  
villages, with 
projects in 

agriculture, animal 
husbandry and 

non-timber forest 
produce

36,499 
students in 

492  
villages, with a 

hockey initiative  
that supports

10,128  
trainees at the 
grassroots and 

further on 

 2,262
households 

enabled with water 
connections and

17,095 
reached through 
menstrual health 

projects 

11,526
households  

and

2,281 
individuals covered 
through outreach 
with solar power 

solutions 

LiveLihoods educAtion WAter And 
sAnitAtion

reneWABLe 
enerGy



the central government’s 
‘aspirational districts’ list. That 
means districts with low numbers 
in five key development spheres: 
health and nutrition; education; 
agriculture and water resources; 
financial inclusion and skill 
development; and infrastructure.

Farming framework
Originally a five-year initiative that 
would run till 2020, the hugely 
successful LKSV effort has been 
extended till 2025. Today, more 
than 11,000 — of the 30,000-plus 
households in the programme 
— have become lakhpatis in 
six districts of Jharkhand. This 
has been achieved by educating 
farmers — mostly women since the 
programme is led by SHGs — about 
scientific methods of cultivation, 
fertilisers and pesticides, and more 
efficient methods of irrigation in a 
largely water-starved state. 

Farmers who have cultivated 
paddy for generations were 
persuaded to grow vegetables 
alongside, and adopt animal 
husbandry as a means to increase 
their incomes. Another livelihood 
option introduced in Jharkhand 

relates to non-timber forest 
produce, specifically lac cultivation. 
For all of this CInI provides the 
inputs and the knowhow: saplings, 
piglets, chickens or fish fingerlings 
for rearing; the training required to 
manage brood lac, etc. 

“We have been growing paddy 
since the time of my great-
grandfather,” says Pandeya Hassa, a 
35-year-old from Janumpiri village 
in Khunti. “When I told my family 
that I wanted to try a new, hybrid 
variety of rice and grow vegetables 
as well, they balked at the idea. 
They said the rice would not taste 
good and would go bad faster than 
usual. But I went ahead anyway.” 

Mr Hassa constructed his own 
solar-powered borewell to save on 
water (and expenses) and planted 
5,000 saplings of cauliflower. “It’s 
spread over about 3 acres but it’s 
generating a lot of income for us,” 
he says. “I’m now earning `350,000 
a year from these experiments.”  
Mr Hassa is planning to invest 
`20,000 as his contribution to 
build a net house (similar to a 
greenhouse) for capsicum and some 
other greens. His family, naturally 
enough, has come around. 

Of the 33,729 households 
covered under the programme in 
Jharkhand, 38% have become 
irreversible lakhpatis. This means 
even if they see a dip, their overall 
annual income will still be higher 
than the baseline of `120,000. Since 
the programme was implemented, 
the average annual income of 
households under LKSV has 
increased from `43,432 in 2015-16 
to `75,773 in 2020-21. 

One of the objectives of the 

seed capital 
for a cause 
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Barnabas nag’s family lived off 

their paddy farm in Murhu in 

jharkhand’s Khunti district. 

Despite their hand-to-mouth 

existence, Mr nag thought 

nothing of it; most of his 

neighbours were in the same 

boat. The rice mainly fed their 

families and any surplus was sold 

in the market. 
But Mr nag soon started 

wanting more — a better income 

and a better life. He began to 

cultivate lac in 2009 and, a few 

years later, even won an award 

for it. “i convinced a lot of farmers 

in my village to try it out too, and 

they got good results,” says Mr 

nag. Then came a time when the 

market was flooded with lac and 

lac products and prices crashed. 

Mr nag realised he needed to 

find something new. 

He remembered seeing a 

‘polyhouse nursery’ on a trip 

to ranchi (an hour away from 

Khunti), and decided to give this 

a shot. a polyhouse is similar 

to a greenhouse, with plastic 

sheets covering a warehouse-

like space and a green net that 

helps regulate temperature. 

seeds are grown here in ‘soil-

less’ conditions. That is, they are 

planted in nutrient-rich cocopeat, 

a combination of coir, cork and 

coconut husk. 

“When i was growing 

seedlings in soil, about 40% of 

them would die in the nursery 

itself,” says Mr nag. “some 

rural ecosystems. The households 
are mainly from tribal regions and 
the building blocks are women’s 
self-help groups (SHGs). 

In Jharkhand the programme is 
implemented by Collectives for 
Integrated Livelihood Initiatives 
(CInI), an associate organisation of 
the Trusts. The state was fertile 
ground for seeding the programme. 
Tribal-dominated Jharkhand scores 
poorly on poverty indices. As many 
as 19 of its 26 districts show up on 



would perish at the time of 

transplantation; some would 

not survive the harvest. With 

cocopeat i have a 90% survival 

rate for saplings.” 

The nag family is growing a 

variety of fruits and vegetables 

in their polyhouse, including 

cauliflower, cabbage, tomato, 

chilli, capsicum, cucumber, 

several kinds of gourd, 

watermelon, even strawberries. 

“i grow whatever saplings are in 

demand,” says Mr nag. 

The selling does not happen 

directly. The local farmer 

producer company (FPC) works 

as the go-between that connects 

Mr nag to potential buyers, 

saving him the headache and 

financial uncertainty of trying to 

seek them out himself. The FPC 

draws up a list of what each 

farmer within a designated area 

plans to grow and places the 

orders with Mr nag. 

When the saplings are 

ready, Mr nag reaches them to 

individual farmers, but they don’t 

pay him right away. He receives 

the money from the FPC, which 

retains a miniscule margin and 

gives him the rest. since the FPC 

operates in more than 40 villages, 

that’s a substantial amount of 

business for Mr nag. 

Last year, he sold 1.25 million 

saplings and earned `250,000. 

The FPC also provides  

Mr nag with, at a subsidised rate, 

cocopeat, seeds and other raw 

materials he may require. 

Mr nag’s output and 

his income have increased 

tremendously in recent years. 

This polyhouse entrepreneur is a 

lakhpati kisan many times over, 

pulling in as much as `600,000 

from his nursery business and 

another `200,000 from paddy and 

vegetable cultivation.

“Mr nag is one of the top 

farmer-entrepreneurs in this 

region,” says Garima Kumari, 

regional coordinator and state 

livelihood anchor with Collectives 

for integrated Livelihood 

initiatives (Cini), the associate 

organisation of the Trusts that 

implements the Lakhpati Kisan 

programme. “He took a big risk 

with his polyhouse business, 

having to make an investment of 

`150,000, combining community 

contribution and credit from his 

own pocket, to set up. For a 

farmer with limited means, that’s 

a lot of money.” 

Lakhpati Kisan has given 

birth to a new category of farmer-

entrepreneurs like Mr nag, who is 

planning to expand his polyhouse 

business by adding a third 

nursery to his existing two. “in 

2016, a year before i started, no 

farmer wanted to buy pre-grown 

saplings; they preferred seeds,” 

he says. “But now they have 

realised that saplings save them a 

lot of time and effort. That’s great 

news for me.” n
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Farmer-turned-entrepreneur Barnabas Nag grows a variety of fruit and vegetable saplings in his polyhouse nursery
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household; the government’s 
programme is doing the same.” 

LKSV is being taken forward 
and facilitated by all-women farmer 
producer companies (FPCs) or 
farmer producer organisations 
(FPOs). These are registered 
enterprises with small and marginal 
farmers as shareholders, and a 
board of directors which takes 
decisions, manages finances and 
engages in advocacy. From 
educating farmers on how they can 
diversify their income to providing 
inputs and market linkages, they 
play a critical role in the 
programme. 

While CInI was focused on 

programme is to ensure year-round 
incomes for tribal families through 
a layering of livelihood 
opportunities over and above 
traditional farming. About 65% of 
the households in the initiative 
work with at least two livelihood 
prototypes, farming and animal 
husbandry, for instance, or paddy 
and lac cultivation. 

It wasn’t easy convincing the 
locals that they needed to tweak 
their traditional agricultural 
patterns. CInI leaned on women 
SHGs to spread the word and they 
proved to be the best ambassadors. 
“When you need deep community 
outreach, the first thing that comes 

to mind in the rural development 
sector is SHGs,” says Sirshendu 
Paul, regional manager with the 
Tata Trusts and team lead for 
Jharkhand. “We wanted a platform 
to implement our programme and 
we knew the best option would be 
the women-led SHGs.”  

Working in sync
In fact, a few years after the 
LKSV initiative was launched in 
Jharkhand, the central government 
came out with a ‘lakhpati SHG’ 
programme. “The philosophy for 
both is the same,” adds Mr Paul. 
“We are working with the SHGs 
to target each woman farmer’s 

Fish cultivation that helped Satyendra Singh Mahato (right) of Nano village in Hazaribagh district pull his family out of poverty, 
has enabled him to diversify and start growing seasonal crops such as tomato, brinjal, chilli and cabbage
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livelihoods in the beginning, it is 
now looking at areas such as 
education, water and sanitation, 
healthcare, clean energy and even 
sports. Many initiatives in these 
spaces are being channelled through 
FPCs. The thinking is that it’s not 
enough to pull farmers out of 
poverty; their quality of life must 
also improve. 

Persuading farmer families to 
have permanent toilets in their 
houses, or pressing the government 
to provide every home with 
running water under its Jal Jeevan 
Mission is very much a part of 
CInI’s mandate. 

Inside job wanted
Strengthening grassroots 
institutions like FPCs will make 
them sustainable and eliminate 
the need for outside help. “We are 
doing household-level interventions, 
but if we withdraw from a place 
at a certain point in time, we need 
to set the systems, process and 
institutionalise for irreversibility 
and replicability,” says Mr Paul. 
“We need to create a system 
around productivity enhancement 
and community institutions so 
that if we are not able to provide 
support for a longer term, then 
that bandwidth is there for the 
community to draw upon.” 

CInI, for its part, has set its 
mind on new goals. “Our work on 
the ground shows that almost 70% 
households are on the path to 
becoming lakhpatis. But while 30% 
have achieved this irreversibly, 
about 40% still have fluctuating 
incomes,” says Mr Paul. That means 
in particular years their annual 

income drops below the `120,000 
threshold. “We want to make sure 
all households achieve irreversible 
lakhpati status, and we are planning 
to bring more people into this 
journey of layered livelihoods.” 

Another goal is for at least 17 
subdistricts in Central India to 
become empowered enough to act 
as drivers for growth in their 
particular regions. There’s also the 
intent to connect grassroots 
institutions like FPCs to bigger 
and different kinds of service 
providers -- a fertiliser, credit or 
insurance company, for example. 
“The system needs to be reinforced 
so that it can run on its own in the 

future,” says Mr Paul. 
The communities in the 

programme are soaking in the 
present and their new-found 
financial well-being. Sushma Tuti 
of Saparum village in Digri 
panchayat says she feels proud to 
have become a lakhpati kisan. 
“Despite having no formal 
education, we are successful farmers 
thanks to the training imparted by 
CInI,” she adds. “We knew nothing 
beyond growing paddy and finger 
millet. Today we are financially 
independent and can contribute to 
the household income. And now 
our husbands ask us for money, 
not the other way around.” n

Zinid Minz, a ‘model farmer’ from Murhu in Khunti district, makes an income of at 
least `120,000 ever year through pig-rearing and by growing a variety of crops



A water and sanitation programme in six Jharkhand districts is 

tackling issues of access and quality, while also bolstering the 

government’s ambitious Jal Jeevan Mission

It’s all about water

Jagannath Purti feels for the 
women of his village. “Till 
recently a river that’s 

almost a kilometre away was our 
nearest and only source of water,” 
says the secretary of the Gajgaon 
village council in Jharkhand’s 
Khunti district. “Our wives and 
daughters had to travel that 
distance to bring back water for 
cooking, washing, everything.” 

Gajgaon’s women were forced 
to juggle chores, and sometimes 

leave their clay ovens burning or 
infant children unattended, just to 
go and fetch water. Since they could 
carry only 10-15litres at a time, they 
had to make several trips. “And this 
didn’t even take into account the 
water required for bathing, for the 
toilet or for cattle,” adds Mr Purti.

During the dry season, when 
the river’s water level went down, 
Gajgaon had to depend on its wells 
and small tanks (called chuas) 
constructed on farm lands. The 

water here was not clean, leading to 
diarrhoea and other water-borne 
diseases becoming rampant. 

Gajgaon is in better shape 
today. Thanks to the central 
government’s Jal Jeevan Mission 
(JJM) — which aims to provide 
tap-water connections to every rural 
household in India by 2024 — some 
sections of Gajgaon are now served 
by borewells with connections 
pulled to the nearest homes. 

JJM is implemented on the 

Sham Kumari (left), a director with the Murhu Nari Shakti Kisan Producer Company, and Solomi Kandir (right), a jal sahiya  
(water warrior), test the locally available water for fluoride content in Sidu village in Jharkhand’s Khunti district  
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hemanti Topno, a trainer with 

the menstrual health 

management (MHM) programme 

run by Collectives for integrated 

Livelihood initiatives (Cini), an 

associate organisation of the Tata 

Trusts, in jharkhand’s Khunti 

district, says the hardest thing 

about her job isn’t getting women 

to talk about menstruation. “it’s 

getting them to look beyond 

myths and taboos.” 

“The euphemisms used to 

describe periods show the stigma 

attached to it,” says Ms Topno. 

“some call it chandu rog, or an 

illness that mimics the cycles of 

the moon. others call it gadasa, 

or going down to the river.” 

Therein lies the problem. 

For generations women in 

the tribal belt of jharkhand have 

believed that throwing their used 

sanitary pads in the river will 

perpetuate their menstrual flow 

and improve their chances of 

childbirth. “This is unhygienic. 

Women’s health trumps the taboos
We need to break free from such 

behaviour and teach women 

about the safe disposal of pads,” 

says Ms Topno. 

Destigmatising periods 

means ensuring women speak 

up when they face menstrual 

or reproductive health issues. 

Having worked for four years as 

a trainer, Ms Topno travels from 

village to village in the Murhu 

block of Khunti trying to get 

women to open up. 

“i first approach the local 

self-help group (sHG) serving a 

cluster of villages and request 

them to invite women to a 

designated place,” says Ms 

Topno. Then she sets about 

talking to the gathering, armed 

with a host of learning tools. 

The most useful of these is 

an apron with overlapping flaps 

that explains, through diagrams 

on the flaps, how menstruation 

takes place. Cini has designed a 

four-module programme, each to 

run for one-and-a-half hours once 

a week, that covers the gamut 

from how periods happen to what 

menopause is. There are separate 

modules for adolescent and 

teenaged girls, teenaged boys 

and married couples. 

The MHM programme, which 

was launched in 2019, has 

seen 21,703 people across six 

districts in jharkhand receiving 

training. it has been welcomed 

mainly because menstruation is 

deemed such a taboo topic that 

even mothers don’t speak to their 

daughters about it. 

according to Eleseba nag 

of Bhursu village, thanks to the 

MHM programme, women now 

understand that menstruation is 

nothing to be ashamed of. The 

disposal problem has been taken 

care of, with most village homes 

now having clay pot incinerators 

to burn used pads. Till now, 1,265 

such incinerators have been 

installed in Cini’s project areas. n
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A group of women from Khunti district take a pledge to break the uncomfortable silence around menstrual health
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ground by village water and 
sanitation committees (VWSCs) 
formed specifically for this 
purpose. They assess the village’s 
requirements, liaise with the 
government and resolve problems. 
Spreading the word about JJM in 
the field are jal sahiyas (women 
water warriors), who are selected 
from among the younger members 
of the community. 

The Tata Trusts, through its 
partner organisation Collectives for 
Integrated Livelihood Initiatives 
(CInI), is lending a hand to JJM, 
while also implementing a water, 
sanitation and hygiene programme 
that is slated to reach in excess of 
7,000 village households across six 
districts of Jharkhand. 

CInI is a partner for the state 
and district-level water and 
sanitation missions under JJM, 
supporting the government’s work 
in 220 villages. “Our effort is to 

strengthen VWSCs, identify local 
sources of water, calculate each 
household’s need and, most 
important, mobilise and motivate 
people to opt for these benefits,” 
says Sandeep Dungdung, field 
coordinator with CInI. 

Community is crucial
The larger objective is to eventually 
create community-managed systems 
that will provide adequate and safe 
drinking water, and take care of 
sanitation needs as well. Connecting 
with village communities is crucial 
for this to be turned into reality. 

“CInI’s trainers came and 
spoke to us about a solution to 
our water problems,” says Sandhya 
Devi, a jal sahiya from Hassa 
village in Khunti. “They taught us 
how to map our village, showing 
where each house, field and 
existing water source is located. 
We also prepared a detailed village 

action plan report to submit to 
the government.” 

Says Sushma Karait, another jal 
sahiya: “Each tola [village zone] is 
supposed to have its own borewell. 
So far our petitions to the 
government have yielded two 
borewells. We have nine tolas, so we 
need another seven.” CInI, working 
closely with VWSCs, helps keep the 
pressure on the local administration 
to deliver on its promises. 

For instance, in a few months 
Gajgaon will get its first overhead 
tank that, depending on capacity, 
could provide water to at least 50 
households in its vicinity. There is 
more. VWSC members are given 
testing kits to check the quality of 
the water and see if it is fit to drink. 
This requires a fair amount of 
training, which is imparted by 
government officials, but there are 
gaps and CInI fills these. 

The training organised by the 

Kalyan Char, a community mobiliser from Collectives for Integrated Livelihoods Initiatives’ on-ground partner, Nav Bharat 
Jagriti Kendra, shows villagers from Binda in Khunti how to check the quality of their water using a field-testing kit 
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government takes place at 
gatherings with a large number of 
people attending. It’s usually too 
crowded for personalised 
attention. CInI provides additional 
training for smaller groups, 
especially those who are new and 
may need some practice. 

When the overhead water tanks 
are installed, many more 
households will receive water 
through a tap. But it won’t be 
cheap. “The connection will incur 
a one-time cost of `310, but we will 
have to pay `50 every month for 
electricity, which is expensive for 
us,” says Ms Devi. On CInI’s 
urging, VWSCs are now 
considering solar-powered 
borewells and water tanks. 

Water wellness
When the taps are installed 
CInI’s trainers will again play 
an important role in advising 
villagers on where in their homes 
the connections should be placed, 
how frequently they should test the 
water, and how much runoff they 
should allow to recharge the water 
table. Also in the mix are soak pits 
and kitchen gardens. 

“Our lives and our health will 
become better with easier access to 
water,” says Lalita Surin, a jal sahiya 
from Mahil village in Khunti. “We 
won’t have to fetch water from great 
distances, so we’ll be able to get our 
children ready for school on time. 
We will get clean drinking water 
and, perhaps, finally be able to use 
those toilets that were constructed 
under the [central government’s] 
Swacchh Bharat Mission but are 
now being used as storerooms.” 

Gajgaon’s residents, like 
countless people across the country, 
received funds under the Swacchh 
Bharat Mission to construct 
permanent toilets in their homes, 
and they did. The hope that 
running water would follow was 
dashed, though. In the project areas 
that CInI operates in, the idea of 
the lakhpati kisan — the farmer 
with an irreversible income of at 
least `120,000 per annum — is tied 
to the idea of an improved quality 
of life. Which is where permanent 
toilets come in. 

Across Jharkhand, CInI’s 
efforts have resulted in 8,432 toilets 
being constructed with the active 
participation of the community, 
drawing on more than `110 
million from government funds. 
Furthermore, 12,060 existing toilets 
that were lying unutilised have 
been brought into use and 612 

lakhpati kisans have contributed 
their own money to construct 
toilets in their homes. 

The desire is for the 
community to take these initiatives 
forward and that’s already 
happening. At a recent meeting 
about the proposed overhead tanks, 
while most of the gathering was 
debating the merits and 
specifications of the home 
connections they will soon get, 
77-year-old Basanti Purti had a 
different view. 

The village elder and VWSC 
member, who has for decades seen 
the hardships faced by her 
community owing to the lack of 
water, says: “We need to visit other 
villages where tanks have been 
installed to see if it will suit us. 
These amenities are being planned 
for our village, so it’s time we took 
ownership of the process.” n

Sunit Tiru of Pokla village in Murhu now has a tap connection at her doorstep



Farmer producer companies in the Lakhpati Kisan programme  

are improving every aspect of life for beneficiaries, and the  

money they have in hand proves it

The company 
of women

even if the Murhu Nari 
Shakti Kisan Producer 
Company Limited 

(MNSKPCL) did not have the 
words ‘women power’ in its name, 
there would have been no doubt 
about what fuels this collective 
with a difference in Jharkhand’s 
Khunti district. 

Formed in 2018 to lead the 
Lakhpati Kisan Smart Village 
programme supported by the Tata 
Trusts in Khunti’s Murhu 
subdistrict, the all-women 
MNSKPCL is one of eight farmer 
producer companies (FPCs) in 
Jharkhand created and nurtured by 

the Trusts’ partner organisation, 
Collectives for Integrated 
Livelihood Initiatives (CInI). 

The numbers notched up by the 
eight FPCs are impressive. They have 
a total of 13,293 shareholders, who 
have contributed to a cumulative 
capital of `75,46,000. The total 
turnover of the FPCs between 2018 
and 2022 has been about `225.6 
million, of which about 70% has 
been achieved from agriculture. 

MNSKPCL itself has 3,110 
shareholders — mostly small and 
marginal farmers — who manage a 
share capital of `27,32,920. It also 
has a dynamic board of directors 

who are all themselves lakhpati 
kisans, which means they earn a 
minimum (and irreversible) income 
of `1,20,000 per annum. 

These women are not 
boardroom-bound directors. One 
of their many responsibilities is to 
go from village to village, educating 
farmers about how they, too, can 
become lakhpatis by diversifying 
their sources of income. 

Farmers in Jharkhand have for 
generations subsisted on paddy and 
millets, and they rarely had enough 
to sell in the market. Now they are 
being urged to rear livestock and 
grow vegetables alongside their 

The all-women board of directors of the 
Murhu Nari Shakti Kisan Producer Company 
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traditional crops. “If you are open 
to cultivating new things, using 
more scientific ways of farming, 
better fertilisers and pesticides, your 
earnings will increase,” says Shanti 
Nag, a FPC board member from 
Lupungdih village in Khunti. 

Says Mithila Devi of Mahil 
village, who is also on the 
MNSKPCL board: “We pass on the 
training we receive from CInI to 
farmers. It’s impossible for the 
trainers to visit every village, so we 
do that instead. Also, by training 
people over and over again, we have 
become experts ourselves.” 

The FPC agenda
CInI started with 2,500 farmers in 
Khunti. It soon realised that its core 
team couldn’t cover all stakeholders 
and that’s when the task was 
handed to the FPC, which does the 
end-to-end work, from motivating 
farmers and helping them with 
planning, to deciding how many 
households would be involved in 
what kind of cultivation. 

FPCs also help with sourcing 
saplings, fertilisers and other 
materials the farmers require. As a 
bulk buyer with access to a large 
number of farmer-shareholders, 
they get the best materials through 
a robust supply-chain network, and 
at reasonable prices. 

With a growing number of 
households aspiring to become 
lakhpatis, greater coordination is 
required to make things easy and 
affordable for all. For instance, most 
saplings need to be transplanted in 
the field within 10 days of reaching 
the farmer. “If the entire village 
synchronised its sowing patterns, 

Mukta nag and her 

husband lived in 

Delhi for many years, 

far away from their 

village of saparum in 

the Khunti district of 

jharkhand. “There was 

no work for my 

husband in our native 

place so we were 

forced to migrate,” says 

the 39-year-old Ms 

nag. “i hated it there, 

and i often thought of 

coming back.” 

The nags got the chance to return in 2015, when Cini 

launched its Lakhpati Kisan smart Village programme in 

jharkhand. “We heard that the initiative would double our 

earnings by diversifying our sources of income, so we decided to 

try it out,” says Ms nag. “My in-laws used to cultivate paddy and 

finger millet in the small family holding. But we quickly learnt that 

we could grow other vegetables and rear pigs, chicken and fish 

as well.” 

Ms nag decided to start rearing pigs and received two 

piglets, a male and a female, from Cini. “That changed our life,” 

says Ms nag. “in the first litter, we had nine piglets; in the next 

there were 13 and we started making money. 

“i was able to buy a bicycle to take my daughter to school. 

Before that i had to walk her to the school, which was a kilometre 

away, with my infant son strapped to my back. it was particularly 

difficult during the rainy season.” as her earnings grew, Ms nag 

purchased a scooter. “The money for it was entirely from my 

tomato business.” 

Financial independence has given Ms nag confidence.  

“i used to attend mahila mandal [women’s committee] meetings 

and not utter a word,” she says. “When the Cini trainers came to 

speak to us, i felt i didn’t know enough to even ask questions.  

But now i do.” 

Having found her voice — and after becoming a  lakhpati 

kisan — Ms nag is now on a mission to bring others on this path 

to a better life, especially those who have had to migrate to other 

states for work. “i want to make sure they never have to leave 

their home again.” n

‘no one should have to  
leave their home again’
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tomatoes have 

changed the fortunes 

of 55-year-old Dayamani 

nag’s village of Bhursu in 

jharkhand’s Murhu 

subdistrict. “Previously, 

we would grow tomatoes 

only in certain seasons, 

and never during the 

monsoons because of 

pests,” she says. But it’s 

been different since 2017, 

when Cini’s trainers 

began teaching Bhursu’s 

villagers how tomatoes 

could be cultivated all 

year round using the correct techniques. 

“in the beginning only five farmers opted to grow tomatoes, 

then seven, and now it’s the entire village,” adds Ms nag. “We 

learned about a package of practices, among them using soilless 

saplings, creating small embankments for excess water to drain 

away, and using appropriate fertilisers and pesticides.” 

it was a challenge initially to grow anything at all in Bhursu’s 

barren soil. “Large tracts of land were left fallow and there wasn’t 

even a blade of grass for cattle to graze,” says Ms nag. “But the 

soil’s fertility improved after we started cultivating tomatoes.” 

The soft-spoken Ms nag is a respected ‘elder’ in the Murhu 

nari shakti Kisan Producer Company and she’s on its board of 

directors. “our primary responsibility is educating the villages 

about the farmer producer company [FPC] and its work,” she says. 

in the early days of the lakhpati kisan programme, Ms nag and 

others in her FPC would go from village to village illustrating the 

success they’d had from cultivating crops other than paddy.  

More money in hand translates into a more convenient way 

of life, like having proper toilets in the house. “There are 24 self-

help groups in my village and two of them received funds from the 

government to construct toilets in 30 homes,” she says. “But they 

did such a shoddy job that the toilets were unusable. our FPC has 

fixed these problems.” n 

tomatoes have turned  
the tide for this village 

then only one truck would be 
enough to carry the saplings,” says 
Ms Nag, “and the farmers can share 
the transport costs.” 

Similarly, if harvesting takes 
place at the same time, only one or 
two vehicles need be used to pick 
up the produce for the market, 
making the operation cheaper 
again for growers. FPCs like 
Murhu Nari Shakti facilitate the 
entire process, keeping an eye on 
costs and new technology. 

Buyer and seller
One vehicle can carry 2.5 tonnes of 
tomatoes, a typical yield from seven-
eight farms. But if a village doesn’t 
have enough tomato cultivators, the 
FPC connects them with farmers 
from another cluster of villages to 
share the expenses. The company 
also acts as a marketplace for 
farmers, buying directly from them 
and selling in the market. 

“Earlier, we had to take our 
produce to the market ourselves and 
sit all day there till it was sold,” says 
Gomatri Mundu of Bari village in 
Khunti. “The transport costs alone 
were prohibitive, not to mention 
the losses we incurred if we couldn’t 
sell our perishables. And we never 
got a good price, either.” 

The FPC’s intervention on all 
these fronts, from sourcing to 
selling, has eliminated the need for 
middlemen. This ensures that the 
farmers get the best price for their 
produce. “Our FPC is 
instrumental in bringing the 
demands of the farmers to the fore 
and making sure they are met,” 
says Rajmani Tiru of Gamhariya 
village in Khunti. “In the same 
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way we, the directors, take the FPC’s 
initiatives back to the farmers.” 

The company also helps farmers 
acquire fish fingerlings, piglets or 
chickens for rearing after keeping a 
small margin of profit. Furthermore, 
the direct purchase of inputs for 
agriculture and animal husbandry 
has created a number of nursery and 
brood entrepreneurs. “Now that 
we’ve been freed up from sitting for 
hours trying to sell our produce, we 
have more time to do other things,” 
says Ms Mundu.  

“Their primary role is connecting 
with the community,” says Somnath 
Das, coordinator, CInI. “We are now 
running health programmes through 
the FPCs. They motivate people to 
join the menstrual health 
management and cancer projects.” 

Besides health issues, Ms Mithila 
and her fellow-directors are involved 
in various water and sanitation 
programmes in their local council. 
“We’ve petitioned the government to 
set up water tanks in the villages in 
our subdivision and provide tap 
water connections to each 
household,” says Ms Mithila. “We’ve 
‘mapped’ the villages to understand 
their water requirements.” 

Though not strictly within its 
ambit, the MNSKPCL board has 
taken it upon itself to speak to 
villagers about constructing, and 
using, toilets in their homes. Every 
board member has had a pucca 
(permanent) toilet in her home for 
the last four or five years, so she is 
well suited to persuade others. “As 
lakhpatis, proper toilets and better 
access to water and other amenities 
are things all of us must have,” says 
Ms Tiru. n

Before she became a 

lakhpati kisan, Turlen 

Dhan’s family lived a 

hand-to-mouth existence. 

“We had so little money 

that we often had to 

decide between paying 

the children’s school fees 

or buying medicines for 

the household,” says the 

30-year-old farmer from 

ruitola village in 

jharkhand’s Khunti 

district. “i used to be very 

sickly and we didn’t have 

enough money for my treatment.” 

Engaged in the traditional practice of paddy farming, as most 

villagers in Khunti are, there was rarely any surplus for the Dhans 

to sell. “i had to ask my in-laws for money even though they never 

had much either,” says Ms Dhan. “or we took loans and got into the 

never-ending cycle of having to pay it back. i even borrowed from the 

local self-help group for my medical expenses.”  

in 2017, Ms Dhan and her husband decided to cultivate  

tomatoes. They took the step with trepidation, given that one bad 

harvest would wipe them out. But the first yield itself was so bountiful 

that it provided funds for them to increase the size of their tomato 

patch. “Today we have to hire labourers during the picking season,” 

says Ms Dhan. 

The family has, additionally, invested in pig, goat and  

chicken rearing. “a further source of income for us is lac cultivation, 

which alone helped us earn `200,000 last year,” says Ms Dhan. “i 

have enough money to now send my daughter to a good school in 

ranchi.” The family has also built a ‘proper’ house, with toilets and 

other amenities. 

Ms Dhan is now a picture of good health. Living in one of the 

farthest villages of the district, she travels great distances to come 

for the periodic FPC meetings. There’s no question of her feeling run 

down. “i’m grateful that we no longer have to make difficult choices,” 

she says. “To me, that’s the definition of a better life.” n 

‘We don’t have to make 
difficult choices anymore’
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Study and  
sport go well 
together

t he Tata Trusts endeavour to help enhance education 

outcomes in jharkhand began in 2008 with a ‘reading 

skill improvement’ programme. This was the lead up 

to the launch, in 2011, of an all-inclusive initiative targeting 

primary and secondary schools in Khunti district. The initiative 

was extended, in 2015, to the districts of Hazaribagh, East 

singhbhum and Lohardaga.  

The education effort has resulted in more than 36,000 

schoolchildren from 492 villages in the state having access 

to better-quality education — there has been a 30% increase in 

their learning levels since 2015 — and more than 2,000 teachers 

being trained in using digital and other tools to develop the 

literacy and numeracy skills of their wards. another feature of 

the programme is the setting up of more than 500 libraries.   

if formal education takes place in the classroom, life-skills 

lessons through training in sport are learned on the hockey 

field. The bully-off for the Tata Trusts’ hockey project happened 

in 2015. The objective was to, through a layering of sport with 

education, provide avenues for talent to blossom.  

The hockey initiative is two pronged. at the grassroots, 

coaches teach children about basic techniques and tactics, as 

well as impart life-skills education. The best of the grassroots-

level players make it to the regional development centres in 

Khunti and simdega. The most promising of this lot are then 

encouraged to participate in the selection trials of academies 

such as the naval Tata Hockey academy in jamshedpur.   

since inception, the hockey programme has been able to reach 

10,128 students from 94 centres in Khunti and simdega. 
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A curious villager takes a 
peek as a teacher shares 
educational videos with 
children from Tengaria 
village in the Lohardaga 
district of Jharkhand
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An inter-school league match (above) being played at the Birsa College ground in Khunti (the district hosts a popular 
hockey festival every year). coach hemant Aind with his young trainees at a ‘hockey clinic’ at the Birsa College ground. 
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Students from St Mary’s School 
in Murhu in Khunti district rush 
to grab hockey sticks for a 
post-class training session



students of Buniyadi Murhu (above), a school in Murhu in Khunti district, use tablets to log on to KAI’s e-learning platform. 
children check out the books they have received from their school in Kumkuma village in Khunti district.
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A teacher (above) uses flash cards to help children with language studies in a government middle school in Surunda village in 
Khunti district. Kids with the books they selected from the library in their primary school in Bajigama village in Khunti.
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Khan Academy India’s digital technology-based education 

platform is transforming learning outcomes in rural schools across 

the states of Punjab, Uttar Pradesh and Maharashtra

Studied solution 

She’s just in standard VII 
but Seema Kumar has 
already decided she will 

become a police officer someday. 
The challenging cloud looming 
over her ambition is maths. “I 
know I have to score well in it so I 
can finish high school and then 
clear the police force entrance 
exam,” says the student of a 
government girls school in Uttar 
Pradesh’s Sambhal district. 

Seema is on track to achieve her 
goal thanks to a digital technology-

divide that enfeebles education in 
India, most so in rural regions, 
progress is being made as education 
technology (ed-tech) platforms offer 
a way to level the playing field, 
especially for students from 
marginalised backgrounds. There 
are many obstacles that remain, 
though, from the lack of high-
quality content in Indian languages 
to the prohibitive cost of private 
ed-tech courses and connectivity 
gaps in interior areas. 

Tackling such complications is 

based science, technology, 
engineering and mathematics, or 
STEM, education programme 
supported by the Tata Trusts. 
Maths is no longer a bugbear for 
Seema and her classmates, the big 
reason being a learning platform 
out of the ordinary, with engaging 
videos and exercises and ‘stars’ and 
‘energy points’ as rewards. “Maths 
wasn’t my favourite subject but 
now I’ve really started liking it,” 
says Seema.  

Amid all the talk of the digital 

Standard VII students of 
the Kasturba Gandhi 
Balika Vidyalaya in 
Malihabad in Uttar 
Pradesh’s Lucknow 
district have found it 
much easier to navigate 
maths since Khan 
Academy India’s 
platform was rolled out 
at their school in 2021

30 centre StAge



the business and the passion of 
Khan Academy India (KAI), the 
Indian arm of the United States-
based nonprofit, Khan Academy. 
The learning platform giving a 
boost to Seema was created by 
Khan Academy, which works in 
partnership with states and public 
school systems. Large-scale and 
meaningful impact is the quest and 
KAI has taken a studied pathway to 
realising it.            

‘Hinglish’ included
KAI has contextualised and adapted 
Khan Academy’s vast and free 
online library of learning resources 
into Hindi, English, Punjabi, 
Marathi, Gujarati and Assamese, as 
also ‘Hinglish’, that captivating 
blend of two languages as dissimilar 
as can be. 

These resources, specifically 
maths and science videos and 
practice lessons, are being used by 
nearly 390,000 students from 
standard VI and upwards in 7,376 
government schools across Punjab 
(including the union territory of 
Chandigarh), Uttar Pradesh and 
Maharashtra, and the central 
government’s Jawahar Navodaya 
Vidyalaya (JNV) network. For many 
of these students — and their 
teachers — this was the first brush 
with ed-tech.  

The back story of the Tata 
Trusts’ connection with the 
programme stretches to 2015, when 
the philanthropy forged a long-term 
collaboration with Khan Academy 
to adapt the organisation’s content 
to India’s schooling system. This 
resulted in the 2016 launch of the 
Indian platform for learners. The 
joining of hands was based on the 

Implemented in 
Punjab (including 

Chandigarh), 
Uttar Pradesh 

and Maharashtra, 
and in the central 
government-run 

Jawahar Navodaya 
Vidyalayas

LeArnIng LeAP
A snapshot of the Khan Academy India 

programme’s reach and impact

387,428 
students from

7,376  
government  

schools use the  
learning platform

15,499 
teachers given 

digital education 
training under the 

programme

Share of learning  
time spent on  

vernacular content  

has risen to  

26%

Seven 
languages

are used on the  
platform:  

English, Hindi,  
Punjabi, Marathi, 

Assamese, Gujarati  
and ‘Hinglish’

Around 

700,000 
learners overall 
(including self-

directed learners) 
use Khan Academy 

India’s resources
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belief that technology could provide 
the scaling-up solution the country 
needed to fulfil the mandate of the 
landmark Right to Education Act 
2009: to deliver quality education to 
all of India’s school-going children. 

“KAI is not merely about 
providing learners free resources in 
Indian languages,” says Amrita 
Patwardhan, head of the Trusts’ 
education portfolio. “The 
platform’s pedagogic strength lies 
in its modular structure and the 
scope for personalisation for users 
at different skill levels.” 

From Khan Academy’s 
perspective, backing from the 
Trusts has enabled it to unlock the 
potential of partnerships and 
customise its offerings. “We have a 
great product and working with the 
Trusts has helped us make our 
resources accessible to poor 
students and improve their 
learning,” says Shubhra Mittal, 
head of state partnerships at KAI. 

time a student needs to spend on 
KAI’s website or app to learn maths 
and science effectively. The answer 
to this question came from a 
26-week pilot programme 
conducted in 2017 in Rajasthan. 
“We found that 120 minutes per 
month, the globally recommended 
dosage, correlates with better 
learning outcomes in India, too,” 
says Ms Mittal.

The team had to find ways to 
tackle shortfalls in digital 
infrastructure and connectivity in 
rural schools. As a rule, KAI doesn’t 
distribute devices to schools; that is 
the responsibility of the partner 
state (typically, its educational 
body). However, the team does help 
schools figure out how to use their 
existing technology. 

“We recommend the optimal 
ways for them to use their available 
laptops, tablets, mobile phones and 
even projectors to achieve the 
120-minute monthly target,” says 

The objective of KAI’s effort is 
to provide a free, world-class 
education to anyone, anywhere, and 
to bridge the learning gaps in 
maths and science in Indian public 
schools. The canvas is vast and 
complex. The country’s public 
school system comprises an 
estimated 256 million students of 
diverse backgrounds, and it is 
plagued by poor teacher-student 
ratios, inadequate infrastructure 
and literacy levels that leave much 
to be desired. 

 
Rural canvas
Dealing with such barriers requires 
a nuanced approach. The KAI 
team had to invest significant 
time and effort in figuring out 
how to maximise the effectiveness 
of its maths and science content 
and its teacher tools in real-world 
classroom scenarios in rural India. 

One of the first steps was 
determining the ideal ‘dosage’: the 

A class in progress at a KGBV 
school in Uttar Pradesh
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In 2021, following an agreement with the state 

government, Khan Academy India (KAI) rolled out 

its maths module at the Kasturba Gandhi Balika 

Vidyalayas (KGBVs) across Uttar Pradesh. The 

targeted students needed the leg-up more than most. 

KGBVs are residential schools run by the 

government for girls from marginalised backgrounds 

in subdistricts with a female literacy rate of under 

50%. Many of their students are either dropouts 

from regular schools or new learners with little to no 

exposure to formal education. 

A lot of these students have a phobia of maths, 

a phobia so pervasive in India that education 

authorities have had to spell out that all children 

should, and can, learn the subject. Emboldening 

the girls there to learn maths was a priority for the 

KGBVs, too. Says Sarita Singh, state consultant for 

gender equity, UP-KGBV: “We constantly fight this 

maths myth and show the world that girls can learn 

it easily. That’s where KAI’s resources come in.”

To fight the maths bogey, the programme 

employs videos and exercises that are self-paced 

girls for maths
and engaging. The intent is not just to banish 

the fear of maths but also to inculcate a lifelong 

love for the subject. “Maths is seen as boring. By 

making it interesting we want our students to opt 

for it in higher grades,” says Shailja Mishra, district 

coordinator with UP-KGBV in Sambhal. Schools are 

mandated to make students spend at least 25 hours 

per annum on KAI’s platform.

To date, nearly 44,000 students between 

standards VI and VIII at 650 UP-KGBVs have used 

KAI’s maths exercises and videos — in Hindi and 

‘Hinglish’ — to supplement their classroom learning. 

The resources are also beneficial for teachers, 

who can assign customised assignments to bridge 

different pupils’ learning needs. 

“The KAI platform makes it easier for us to bring 

every student up to speed with the syllabus by 

standard VIII,” says Goldy Baliyan, a maths teacher 

at KGBV-rajpura in Sambhal. Digital upskilling is 

yet another advantage. “In the process of learning, 

students hone their computer skills, which is an 

asset for their future,” says Ms Singh. n

Students of VI and VII practise their 
maths assignments at a KGBV 
school in Uttar Pradesh
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based training — through a six-hour 
certification course, Khan for 
Educators. KAI also trains district-
level education coordinators, who 
then train teachers at local schools. 
Other support initiatives are a 
first-of-its-kind helpline for teachers, 
WhatsApp groups and other 
interaction channels. 

India has plenty of for-profit 
private sector players in ed-tech 
who are trying to make inroads in 
non-urban areas by establishing 
themselves as one-stop shops. KAI 
has not taken that approach. It has 
been clear from day one that 

stakeholders for KAI. They do 
everything from creating virtual 
classrooms and login credentials for 
students to handing out 
assignments, tracking individual 
progress and scheduling remedial 
lessons. That’s why the 
programme’s structure is as teacher-
friendly as possible and teacher 
training is a priority. 

Hybrid training 
KAI has trained 15,500-plus 
teachers through its hybrid 
training programmes — including 
synchronous in-person and web-

Prachi Luthra, KAI’s programme 
head for Uttar Pradesh. 

KAI seeded the idea of self-
paced concept mastery for students 
while managing the concerns of 
teachers about completing their 
syllabi on time. The entire 
repository of exercises and videos 
was mapped, not just to the 
prescribed syllabus for each region, 
but also to the schools’ annual 
academic calendars. “Our aim was 
to give schools and teachers a ready 
solution they could adopt easily,” 
says Ms Luthra.

Schoolteachers are key 

Using KAI’s videos and exercises to supplement 
their classroom experience has improved 
learning outcomes for approximately 43,000 
students across 648 KGBVs in Uttar Pradesh
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working ‘outside the system’ would 
limit its potential impact. 
Consequently, the partnerships 
with states and school systems are 
critical to reaching the most 
disadvantaged students and 
achieving desired results. 

An example of this is KAI’s 
shared approach to developing 
content in Indian languages. As 
per agreements with state bodies, 
government-nominated teachers 
contextualise the English exercises, 
videos, and tests for their pupils, 
with KAI delivering the necessary 
oversight and support. The 
teachers are trained to do more 
than just translate the American 
content; they even replace foreign-
sounding names, foods and other 
items in word problems with 
local-language equivalents.    

Indian bent
This has paid off: content in Indian 
languages today accounts for 26% 
of the overall learning time on 
KAI’s platform. In addition, one in 
four of the programme’s ‘highly 
engaged’ users (including self-
directed learners) accesses the 
platform in an Indian language. 

The bonds crafted with states 
and schools have had another 
benefit: for the programme: a high 
degree of grassroots-level trust and 
ownership. This has increased the 
programme’s usage, particularly so 
during the Covid lockdowns, when 
students were confined to their 
homes. “Seeing the lengths to 
which school authorities went to 
get students to use the platform — 
even visiting their homes during 
the lockdown to get them to 
register — showed us the impact we 

are making on the ground,” adds 
Ms Mittal. 

In the post-pandemic world, 
ed-tech has come to play a massive 
role in skilling, especially in the 
context of marginalised 
communities. From that lens, KAI’s 
ability to build a free and 
multilingual online education 
platform at scale is nothing short 
of remarkable. The programme’s 
growth trajectory proves that.

The KAI platform has 
expanded from 6,000 school 
students in 2017 to a level where it 
will soon touch 400,000 (those 
using the content on a monthly 
basis). Most of the students on the 
platform are from Punjab, where 
KAI’s resources are deployed in 
6,300 schools, and in Uttar Pradesh, 
where the figure is 650. The JNV 
school system has more than 350 

schools logged in, while in 
Maharashtra KAI has rolled out the 
platform for nearly 500 model 
schools. 

Having come this far, the KAI 
team is now looking to the future. 
On the immediate agenda are plans 
to launch Assamese-language maths 
content for standards VIII and IX, 
and scaling up the project in Uttar 
Pradesh to standards IX-XII. In 
mid-2023, the team will also roll 
out science content for grades 
IX-XII, marking yet another 
milestone in its journey. 

“We have built a successful 
working model for scaling up 
technology-assisted, mastery-based 
learning in India’s public school 
system. There’s no limit to what we 
can achieve,” says Ms Mittal. n 

By Nikhil Menon

Standard VI students at a school in Kohlian in the Gurdaspur district of 
Punjab; KAI’s resources are deployed at 6,300 schools across the state
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Khursheed N Khurody wears many hats and seems perfectly at 

home in any one and all of them. The journey she has undertaken 

— from schooling in the United Kingdom and higher education in 

the United States to moving to Mumbai and experiencing rural India 

at its most plaintive — has played a part in shaping Ms Khurody’s 

worldview, her passions and her immersion in the development 

sector.

Ms Khurody is the country chairperson of the Shivia 

Livelihoods Foundation, a British NGO that works with underserved 

communities in India, and an adviser and consultant to nonprofits 

involved with a spectrum of causes. She is the force behind a 

hospitality startup, a trained musician — she plays the piano, the 

cello and the violin — who performs at music festivals around the 

world, and an outdoors person with a “deep love of reading, writing, 

history, poetry and philosophy”.

In this interview with Christabelle Noronha, Ms Khurody talks 

about the continuing vitality and relevance of the third sector, as 

she calls it, about enabling the poorest of the poor in India’s rural 

reaches, and the leadership lessons that an understanding of music 

and the humanities can impart. Excerpts: 

‘The third 
sector cannot 
be derailed’

The NGO sector in India has been hit by a host of  issues in 
recent times, from the pandemic and regulatory changes to 
funding shortages and a general sense of  uncertainty. What has 
the fallout of  all this been on the ground?
Wedged between government and the private sector, broadly speaking, the 
third sector is the underdog and it, sadly, continues to remain undervalued 
and exploited. The immediate fallout of this is that human progress and 
development slackens, but who said change was easy? 

“...many nonprofits, 
far from being 
agents of change, 
have lost their way. 
Others have placed 
themselves at the 
centre of their 
activities and have 
forgotten that their 
business is about 
beneficiaries.”
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The future, however, looks promising for the social sector. It cannot be 
derailed easily; its role is — and will continue to be — to reduce the 
imbalance of power and to decentralise it, be it monetary power in the 
private sector or bureaucratic power in governments. The social sector will 
become increasingly relevant in the context. Its role will continue to be 
human development, with a particular concern for social regeneration. 

Having said this, many nonprofits, far from being agents of change, 
have lost their way. Others have placed themselves at the centre of their 
activities and have forgotten that their business is about beneficiaries. Still 
others think that this is a suitable pastime and don’t realise that it is harder 
to manage and run an NGO than it is to head a corporation. 

What sort of  challenges does Shivia Livelihoods Foundation face 
in the current climate? 
We face many of the same challenges that not-for-profit concerns face. 
These chiefly are: harnessing resources; utilising digital technology 
(technological solutions can multiply social impact, but they are still out of 
reach for so many NGOs); finding and retaining talent; improving internal 
governance; partnering with corporate entities and other NGOs; and  
scaling up. 

There are some not-so-obvious but equally pressing challenges as well: 



38 interview

educating companies and philanthropies on how to assess, read and study 
an NGO before funding it, how to reap benefits from their partnerships 
with NGOs, and how to build symbiotic, mutually beneficial relationships 
with them. Then there’s the challenge of staying focused and never losing 
the essence and spirit of what the NGO was created for. 

What made Shivia choose livelihoods as a sphere to focus on? 
Shivia was founded by Olivia Belcher in the UK in 2009. Her grandfather 
and father had lived in Kolkata and knew Mother Teresa well. Olivia was so 
touched, when she was growing up, by the stories of Mother’s work that she 
spent her gap year between school and university living and working in the 
villages of West Bengal.  

From 2009 to 2010 Shivia’s focus was on microfinance; it was the flavour 
of the day. Olivia, however, soon discovered that microfinance put people 
further into debt. She decided that the way out of poverty was to turn 
microfinance on its head and provide, instead, ‘livelihoods with dignity’ for 
the poorest of the poor in rural areas. This became Shivia’s motto.

What Shivia does is provide underserved people with the necessary 
skills and tools to create livelihoods and become entrepreneurs in their 
own right. That is the fastest and most efficient way to help them help 
themselves out of poverty. 

As has been seen in developing countries worldwide, agriculture 
will continue to decline as a means of  livelihoods in India, fuelling 
ever more urban migration and, in our context, informal sector 
jobs. How do you see the country coping with this phenomenon?
Statistics certainly show that agriculture is declining in India and that 
public spending on agriculture has shrunk. But numbers rarely tell the 
whole story. Shivia works with small and marginalised farmers in ‘forgotten’ 
corners of India and what we have found paints a different picture.  

The widespread perception that the streets of India’s cities are paved 
with gold and, hence, urban migration — that’s just perception. We work at 
the grassroots and we see small businesses mushrooming in rural India, 
too, and we see that profits are coming to villages. Migration is in decline. 

We all need food and food depends on agriculture. Together with 
pandemics, food and water scarcities are catastrophes waiting to happen.  
Agrarian development has been hindered and thwarted by floods and 
droughts and chemical fertilisers that result in poor soil quality. 
Additionally, there’s the increasing cost of seeds, insufficient investment 
and the difficulty of securing institutional credit.

Philanthropies, NGOs and civil society have done worthy work 
in supplementing governmental efforts in social development in 
India. But are they doing enough, and how can partnerships with 
the government be crafted to ensure superior outcomes? 

“NGOs with 
solutions need 
governments to 
scale up and, god 
knows, governments 
need the services of 
the third sector.” 
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The world over we are witnessing an exasperation with the established 
order. Political and administrative practices leave a lot to be desired and 
governance has suffered. In this scenario, the third sector is burgeoning 
while reimagining our economic and social structures and, indeed, the very 
world we live in.

Civil society and philanthropies are becoming more engaged with 
NGOs, but the union between the three, to form an alliance or a coalition 
for a better world, needs structuring and honing. Above all, NGOs and the 
platforms that they have created need a great deal more exposure. Not 
enough is known about the extraordinary work that so many are doing, at 
the grassroots in particular.  

Partnerships and collaboration between NGOs and governments is the 
inevitable way forward, an imperative for development. However, the 
relationship is complicated and often fraught with problems as it involves 
the shifting, repositioning and sharing of power. But NGOs are well-
positioned to share invaluable data and resources on development, to be a 
key source of social innovation, and to even influence government policies.

The third sector has the potential to help resolve diverse social 
problems, especially when it comes to the last mile. NGOs with solutions 
need governments to scale up and, god knows, governments need the 
services of the third sector. 

This family from Jarada in Odisha’s 
Ganjam district is part of Shivia 
Livelihoods Foundation’s agri-
management services project



As somebody raised and educated in Britain and the US, what 
made you come back to India and involve yourself  in the social 
development sector? What has the experience been like? 
I grew up in the heart of the English countryside, in Surrey and 
Buckinghamshire, and finished my formal education at Harvard 
University. Ideally, I would have liked to live a life steeped in academia and 
scholarship. 

Then tragedy struck and I lost my mother to cancer. My father is a 
Tata veteran and had just taken up the reins as managing director of 
Voltas [a Tata group company] when this happened. At the time I felt he 
needed someone by his side and so I moved to Mumbai to support him 
and to take care of our heritage Parsi homes.  

Having never really lived in tall buildings and big cities, I found life 
in Mumbai challenging, not to mention the psyche of city folk. I was used 
to green fields and woodlands, to picking apples and riding horses. So I 
travelled the length and breadth of rural India with my dad in order to 
escape city life.  

You have spoken about how an education in the humanities and 
liberal arts and a deeper understanding of  music can lead to the 
nurturing of  good leaders. What’s the logic here, and why is such 
thinking not more prevalent?
I feel strongly that education can never be enlightening and transformative 
until it is sensitive and inclusive of the arts. Medieval universities took 
forward the trivium, a study of the lower division of the liberal arts 
(grammar, logic and rhetoric), followed by the quadrivium (arithmetic, 
geometry, music and astronomy).  

Together the seven liberal arts, with no polarity and delineation 
between the arts and sciences, taught students how to learn — both 
critically and creatively — rather than what to learn. Somewhere down the 
line, we lost the thread. 

The criticality of music is not new. I argue for it evermore today, for 
all the humanities in fact, as being totally and completely necessary as we 
seek to reform education and build world leaders. Since time immemorial 
the liberal arts have also deepened an understanding of ourselves and the 
world around us. Through the arts we belong to several worlds at the same 
time. The study of these subjects makes us feel alive. Without them we 
would impoverish human experience and the human spirit.  

Why is such an approach or ‘such thinking’ not prevalent? Because we 
are victims of our own trappings. Our architecture of learning has become 
concrete and we are caged by cement and mortar. Most leaders today, 
therefore, are what they are. But those who have been touched by the art 
of learning itself, by all that is abstract, have developed a consciousness 
that comprehends our complexities. If this isn’t the hallmark of 
outstanding leadership, then I ask you, what is? n
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“Through the arts 
we belong to 
several worlds at 
the same time ... 
Without them we 
would impoverish 
human experience 
and the human 
spirit.”  



Think of Ladakh and the images 
that come to mind are of apricot 
orchards, sky-blue lakes and 

streams gushing through rocky passes. 
Picture perfect these may be, but 
concealed beneath the beauty is a stark 
and barren reality — Ladakh is, 
fundamentally, a cold desert with average 
rainfall as low as 10cm a year. 

Farming in such a region would be 
impossible were it not for the springs and 
streams of glacier meltwater that sustain 
Ladakh’s population. Unfortunately, 

climate change is manifesting itself here 
too, affecting what used to be a settled way 
of life as ‘glacier retreat’ — a phenomenon 
caused by rising temperatures and 
decreasing snowfall — threatens lives and 
livelihood.

The fallout is a mounting scarcity of 
water during Ladakh’s summers, and at the 
receiving end of it are farmers such as 
Padma Sangdup, who hails from Sakti, a 
village of about 370 households in Leh 
district.  “The flow of water in our village’s 
irrigation canal would fall between April 

An ‘artificial glaciers’ project in Ladakh is enabling 

village communities in desert regions to cope with 

water scarcities caused by climate change

Icy ingenuity

Himmotthan Society team 
members and Swedish 
volunteers at the 25,000 cubic 
metre artificial glacier in Umla 
village in Ladakh's Leh district
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beginning to melt around April, in time for 
the barley- and vegetable-sowing season. 
The water released through the process is 
distributed to farmers through a traditional 
turn-based system called chures.

“With the extra supply, households get 
their share of irrigation water once every 10 
days, where earlier it was 15-20 days,” says 
Mr Sangdup. The increase in water 
availability has prompted many of Sakti’s 
villagers to grow alfalfa (as cattle fodder) 
and vegetables. “I farm water-intensive 
crops like green peas, which I couldn’t 
earlier,” adds Mr Sangdup. 

The idea of artificial glaciers was 
conceived in the 1980s by Chewang 
Norphel, a now-retired Ladakhi engineer. 
In 2016, the Tata Trusts’ Ladakh Livelihood 
Initiative engaged Mr Norphel and 
employed his expertise, and method, to 
good effect. Himmotthan identified 35 of 
Leh’s 113 villages as highly water-stressed 
and found that 20 of them had scope for 
artificial glaciers. 

Locals pitch in 
Over time, 13 artificial glaciers have 
been built by local communities with 
Himmotthan’s help. Water from the 
glaciers today irrigate more than 1,800 acres 
of cropland across Leh, serving the farming 
needs of some 1,200 households while 
providing water for 60-70 days every year 
(in the 120-day crop cycle).   

Artificial glaciers could be a sustainable 
solution, on a wider scale, for the problems 
of water scarcity fuelled by climate change, 
present as clear a danger in India’s higher 
reaches as it is along the country’s coastline. 
The glaciers of the Hindu Kush mountains, 
which feed a number of rivers in India, are 
retreating at a mean rate of about 14.9 
metres per annum. That implies that glacier 
meltwater will continue to decrease.

Ladakh has been feeling the water-
shortage pinch for decades. “Conflicts over 

and July because meltwater from the 
glaciers was insufficient,” says Mr Sangdup. 
“We had to fetch water from a subsidiary 
canal 2km away.” 

Things have got better for Mr Sangdup 
and Sakti ever since an artificial glacier was 
built to help the village community get a 
measure of water security. Supported by the 
Himmotthan Society, an associate 
organisation of the Tata Trusts, the artificial 
glaciers initiative involves the construction 
of glaciers over nearby streams.  

These glaciers are, essentially, a series of 
stone-walled pools that freeze in winter 
— they resemble icy rivers then — before 

1,800+ 
acres of 
cropland  

being irrigated 
across 13 
villages

1,200+ 
 households 
have been 

helped  
by the  

initiative

days of  
water needs 
met by an 
artificial  

glacier a year

60-70

Befriending the freeze

of Leh’s 
farmers rely 

solely on 
meltwater  

from natural 
glaciers

80% 20 
water-scarce 

villages 
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the artificial 

glacier 
intervention

13 
artificial 

glaciers built 
in 12 villages 

between  
2016 and 2021
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water have become common within and 
between villages in Ladakh. There have also 
been instances of entire villages relocating 
due to water shortages,” says Samten 
Choephel, area manager (Ladakh) at 
Himmotthan. “Artificial glaciers can never 
replace natural glaciers, but they can be a 
robust supplementary source of water for 
farming communities.” 

For Himmotthan and Mr Norphel, 
setting up the glaciers in Leh, the larger of 
Ladakh’s two districts, was a matter of 
priority. While around 20% of Leh’s 
inhabitants have access to water from the 
Indus river, the rest rely entirely on streams 
and springs coming from glaciers at 
altitudes of 6,000 metres or more. 

Mr Norphel’s ingenious system banks 
on storing the ‘winter water’ in these 
streams and springs — which may otherwise 
run off — for use in summers. 
Embankments are built within perennial 
streams close to human habitations to 
impede the water’s flow and form pools 

that freeze in late November to form an ice 
river. Unlike higher-altitude natural glaciers 
that melt from June onwards, artificial 
glaciers are lower down the slopes and, 
hence, able to deliver meltwater at the start 
of the sowing season. 

Himmotthan has tried to enhance the 
durability of the artificial glaciers project by 
roping in village communities for collective 
ownership and responsibility. The process 
begins with the Himmotthan team visiting 
a village and meeting locals to explain the 
benefits of building an artificial glacier 
within walking distance. 

Once the residents are convinced, a 
village watershed committee (VWC) is 
formed. VWCs are integral to all that 
happens from here on: selecting the glacier 
site, conducting feasibility studies, 
collecting construction material and 
building the embankments. Himmotthan 
provides technical guidance and reimburses 
locals for the labour they put in.  

Each glacier is designed to meet local 

Members of the 
project team at 
an artificial glacier 
site in Takmachik 
village in Leh



44 feATure sTories PBjanuary 2023    TaTa TrusTs Horizons    

conditions. If the stream is wide enough, 
the residents build embankments and 
gabions (wire mesh filled with stones) 
across it to partly block the flow of water 
and trap it. An alternative approach is to 
divert stream water into shaded areas of less 
sunlight to facilitate quicker freezing. 

The construction jobs are 
uncomplicated: specialised machines for 
excavation, hard to get in isolated areas, are 
not needed, and the stone used in the 
gabions is freely available on Ladakh’s 
rocky hillsides. “The ingenuity of Mr 
Norphel’s design is its simplicity, cost-
effectiveness and ease of maintenance,” 
explains Mr Choephel. 

This is a high-impact design. With each 
embankment able to store up to 2 million 
litres of water, the artificial glacier’s storage 

capacity can be as high as 50 million litres, 
depending on temperature, topography and 
the velocity of the stream water. 

The challenge with the project lies not 
in construction as much as in maintaining 
the artificial glaciers. The swell in tourist 
inflows and the availability of government 
jobs in Ladakh has meant that many 
villagers are moving away from farming. 
The result is that in some areas watershed 
committees often lack the people to 
monitor the glacier or undertake the civil 
repair work needed to keep embankments 
in fine fettle.

Substantial when smooth
In places where the project is running 
smoothly, artificial glaciers have proved 
providential for water-stressed villages. Take 
Hundri, a small settlement in Leh’s Nubra 
spread. Hundri built an artificial glacier in 
early 2021 and the benefits for its villagers 
have been substantial. “Between 30-40% of 
the water shortage we used to face has been 
eliminated,” says Tashi Puntsog, the goba 
(village head) of Hundri.  

The effectiveness of the artificial 
glaciers is clearest in the remoter corners of 
Leh. Says Sherab Angdu, the goba of Mudh 
village, which is 188km from Leh city: 
“Earlier it was a struggle to even get enough 
water to drink during the summer months. 
We could only release water for an hour or 
two a day. Now, thanks to our artificial 
glacier, there is no water shortage.” 

For Himmotthan, each glacier 
represents a small victory in its quest to 
build climate resilience among Ladakh’s 
farmers. Seven more artificial glaciers have 
been planned for Leh district by the 
organisation, but the ambition goes well 
beyond. “Our intention is to scale up the 
project to other geographies in Ladakh,” 
says Mr Choephel. n

By Nikhil Menon

Two villagers from 
Alchi village in Leh at 
an artificial glacier that 
provides water to 145 
local households
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Emergency care is the subject in a much-needed 

training programme aimed at providing life-saving 

support to Kerala’s healthcare ecosystem

Ready to respond

Ilearned about emergency care at 
medical school, of course, but this was 
an eye-opener,” says Shamsuddin PA. A 

senior resident doctor at the Government 
Medical College, Thiruvananthapuram 
(TMC), Dr Shamsuddin is referring to a 
path-breaking training programme he 
attended three months back, and the 
life-saving knowledge it has equipped  
him with.

The place where Dr Shamsuddin got to 
re-hone his skills, the Apex Trauma and 
Emergency Learning Centre (ATELC), is 
designed to deliver a service for the public 
good that is at once critical and immediate. 

Established by the Kerala government 
with support from the Tata Trusts, the 
Centre is focused on imparting an 
education in emergency treatment to 
professionals in the state’s healthcare 
ecosystem — from doctors and nurses to 
medical students and a range of first 
responders — tasked with attending to 

patients requiring instant attention.
That means anyone brought to a 

casualty ward: cardiac patients, victims of 
road accidents and cases of poisoning, 
near-drownings, burns and snakebites. 
ATELC’s three-day training incorporates 
the latest protocols and practices in 
emergency and trauma management, 
effective and appropriate use of medicines, 
and uniformity and dependability of care. 
The end goal is less complicated — to 
maximise the safety and survivability of 
patients in life-and-death situations and to 
minimise mortality and disability. 

“We get to know about systematic 
approaches and teamwork in crisis 
situations,” adds Dr Shamsuddin. “Aside 
from road accidents, this is especially useful 
with cardiac cases. I found the training 
more than useful when, for example, I had 
to attend to a stab wound victim whose 
blood pressure had dropped drastically.”

For Ashwin Ramachandran, another 

A class being conducted on 
how to deal with choking 



Having said that, this is a fine beginning.”
Dr Ramachandran is just as enthusiastic 

a votary for extending ATELC’s spread. “I 
believe the training and awareness of its 
contents should be made available to the 
general public, given that first responders in 
emergencies are rarely doctors or nurses,” he 
says. “This can surely be done because 
Kerala has a literate populace and laypeople 
are the ones who inevitably have to be 
depended on during that ‘golden hour’ 
when victims need basic life support before 
they get to a medical facility.”

Widening ATELC’s scope has been on 
the cards from the time the concept started 
getting crystalised. The emergency care idea 
itself had its genesis in a visit made by a 
health delegation from Kerala to University 
Hospitals Coventry and Warwickshire 
(UHCW) in Britain in October 2017. Led 
by then Kerala health minister KK Shailaja, 
the team was especially impressed by the 
critical care training there and the intent to 
replicate this back home got seeded.

The delegation was introduced to the 
late Sushanta Kumar Bhattacharyya, the 
Indian-origin engineer and educator who 
founded the Warwick Manufacturing 
Group. Lord Bhattacharyya — he became a 
member of the House of Lords in 2004 
— hosted a dinner for Ms Shailaja and her 
team and, during the freewheeling 
discussions that ensued, the subject of 

senior resident doctor at TMC who has 
completed the ATELC course, it’s the 
organised response to emergency care that 
has stayed in mind. “Much of the course is 
concentrated on the basic and the simple, 
but this is stuff you are likely to miss in the 
crisis moments of emergencies,” he says. 
“There is a stepwise and structured method 
you have to adopt, from assessment to 
treatment, in particular circumstances.”

Broadened horizons
None of this was new for emergency-care 
specialist Nidhi Mohan, also a senior 
resident doctor at TMC. “I’m familiar with 
the conventions of emergency care but 
that’s not how it is for people from other 
medical streams. They truly appreciate 
what the course offers and the insights 
it provides. They get to broaden their 
horizons and share their experiences.”

Dr Mohan emphasises a facet of the 
ATELC training that is not so obvious. 
“Teamwork is vital in emergency care — it 
can never be a one-man show — and the 
course reinforces the point,” she says. “I feel 
as many people as possible should receive 
the ATELC training, not just doctors, 
nurses and paramedical staff. We are, 
obviously, not as advanced in emergency 
care as developed countries but we can 
get there if the reach of the programme 
is expanded to include ordinary citizens. 

An orientation course
underway in an 
ATELC classroom
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replicating UHCW’s emergency care 
training in Kerala came up. 

Having the state government do this 
on its own would have been a long-drawn-
out process. Getting the project up and 
running quickly necessarily meant securing 
assistance from outside the system. Lord 
Bhattacharyya promised to help and he did 
that in spades, taking the idea to Tata 
Trusts Chairman Ratan Tata, an old and 
dear friend. A crucial go-between in all of 
this was Vinod Menon, a TMC alumnus 
and a doctor with UHCW. 

Financial backing
Mr Tata committed to support the 
effort and the Trusts came on board in 
2018, pledging financial backing for the 
training module. The Hyderabad-based 
Care Institute of Health Sciences, domain 
experts in emergency care, was roped in to 
implement the project and UHCW became 
the knowledge partner, with the Kerala 
government providing the infrastructure 
and allied support. 

The Covid pandemic delayed the 
initiative but that forced impediment was 
overcome and ATELC got launched in 
February 2021. The Centre hit the ground 
running and its progress since then can be 
measured by the number of doctors, nurses, 
medical students and paramedical staff 
— nearly 13,000 professionals and counting 
— who have been trained at its well-
appointed 25,000-square feet facility at 
Thiruvananthapuram General Hospital. 

The ambience of the Centre 
complements its all-round quality and the 
equipment employed to aid the learning 
methodology. This includes mannequins 
that cost around `5 million a unit, 
simulations labs and elegant classrooms. 
No expense has been spared to make 
ATELC a standout institution in looks and 
substance and those who pass through its 
portals are not hesitant to vouch for it.

It’s a public health crisis hiding in plain sight and Kerala 

has been struggling to contain it. road accidents are 

rampant here and it seems not enough is being done to 

stem the deadly tide. The state ranked fifth across india in 

2021 for the number of road accidents recorded (33,2960) 

and 17th in fatalities (3,429). More alarmingly still, Kerala 

takes second spot — behind Goa — in the list for most 

accidents per 100,000 of the population.

The causes fuelling the grim statistics are not hard to 

pinpoint: poor road infrastructure and design, inadequate 

pathways for pedestrians and cyclists, driving while 

intoxicated, distracted driving, recklessness at the wheel, 

scant respect for rules, and deficiencies in enforcing traffic 

regulations. These causes apply to india as a whole, for 

sure, which explains why the country tops the world, ahead 

of China and indonesia, in road accidents and casualties 

(412,432 and 153,972, respectively, in 2021).

The emergency-care training that the apex Trauma and 

Emergency Learning Centre (aTELC) provides is crucial in 

the context. road accident victims constitute, alongside 

cardiac patients, the largest category of those needing 

critical care and basic life support. immediate attention 

is not the only priority in such circumstances; survivors 

in accidents have to be handled in a safe manner and 

the responsibility for this rests with first responders, who 

typically are laypeople.

“Bundling an accident victim into the nearest available 

vehicle is a strict no-no,” says Padmakumar Pillai, associate 

professor at the Wayanad Government Medical College and 

a trainer with the aTELC programme. “you should use a 

spinal board, ideally, but in its absence you have to ensure 

that the victim is laid out flat. or you risk worsening what 

could be a spinal injury. That’s the reason why the general 

public, and not just doctors, nurses and paramedical staff, 

should be made aware of emergency-care procedures, CPr 

[cardiopulmonary resuscitation] and the like.” n

rocky roads 

Kerala has a proportionately 
higher accident rate than any 
other state in India, save Goa
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“ATELC is a state-of-the-art project 
and we have had a wonderful start that 
has been enabled by the Tata Trusts,” 
says Vishwanathan KV, who heads the 
department of emergency medicine at TMC 
and is the nodal officer for trauma care in 
Kerala. “Our plan is to make this the apex 
centre, ready the course, develop ancillary 
centres and create more such facilities. We 
will achieve that in the next couple of years.”

With the Trusts having handed over 
the running of the Centre in July 2022, the 
onus is on the Kerala government to 
cement the gains made and enlarge the 
canvas of operations. The state’s 
Department of Medical Education is now 
in charge of ATELC and it has big plans to 
do exactly that. “Our first priority was the 
government machinery but we will 
certainly expand the ambit from here on,” 
adds Dr Vishwanathan. “We need to evolve 
a system for that, generate revenue, ensure 
functional autonomy and hire regular staff 
to run the institute. We are working on it.”

The potential to spread the ATELC net 
is huge. The way it is envisaged, the 
Centre’s training module will eventually 

cover the private healthcare system, police 
and fire personnel, home guards, 
ambulance drivers and attendants. “In the 
initial part of the initiative we never 
thought of the first responder in a medical 
emergency,” says KJ Devasia, a retired 
colonel who headed the project and 
continues to be associated with it. “But the 
way things are panning out the thought is 
that the layperson, in fact every citizen of 
the state, could be a first responder.”

Life-saving force
There is no overstating the value of a 
life-saving force such as this. “In medical 
emergencies you need to have proper 
systems of care where you respond 
promptly,” explains Sreeram Sistla, a senior 
consultant (health) with the Trusts who 
was closely connected with the ATELC 
initiative. “There’s not a moment to lose. 
You have to stabilise the patient and 
make sure he or she is reached, in the 
quickest possible time, to the right kind of 
emergency care facility.”

There is no doubt, adds Dr Sistla, that 
ATELC can be replicated elsewhere in 
India, though he does not recommend a 
copy-and-paste job. “We at the Trusts 
wanted to develop an emergency-care 
model that could become a proof of 
concept. My hope is that this will be put to 
work in places with a large number of 
medical emergencies, like Goa, for instance. 
We would love to work in states that are 
passionate about this.”

And passion is what the Kerala 
government has brought to the ATELC 
project. “They were deeply involved and 
they took ownership of it,” says HSD 
Srinivas, director, health, with the Trusts. 
“The Centre coming up in the manner it 
has is evidence of their commitment to 
emergency care in the state.” n

By Philip Chacko
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A trainer in the 
emergency-care 
course explains 
how a 'primary 
survey' is done 
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A breakthrough variant of the onion crop has revitalised 

farming for more than 3,750 households in Uttarakhand

Bulbs and benefits

With the onset of the rabi 
(winter sowing) season, 
Mahendra Singh, a farmer 

from Uttarakhand’s Nainital district, has 
got busy sowing onions on his farm. A 
native of Kotabagh village, Mr Singh is 
much relieved to be full-time in 
agriculture again, given that only a while 
back he had quit farming and been forced 
to migrate to the plains for factory work.  

Mr Singh’s woes of the recent past 
stemmed from drawbacks farmers in the 
region are all too familiar with: climate 
change, market volatility and plain 
ignorance. “Erratic rainfall often destroyed 
our wheat crop and sometimes we were not 
even able to produce enough seeds for 
cultivation the following year,” he explains. 

“Also, we farmers did not have the required 
knowledge about crop management 
techniques, pest and disease control and 
fertiliser application.” 

In rural Uttarakhand, low climate 
resilience and antiquated farming methods 
have created a perfect storm for the decline 
of farming, leading to rural poverty and 
outward migration. In recent decades, 
many parts of the hill state have seen 
drastic climatic shifts marked by 
unpredictable rains, receding glaciers and 
the drying up of streams. These have hit 
farm yields, especially for traditional crops 
like wheat and paddy. Consequently, many 
locals were compelled to leave their farms 
in search of work elsewhere. 

These farmers are now back doing what 

A farmer couple 
working their onion 
field in Kholsir village 
in Bageshwar district



Himmotthan’s goal is to build 
prosperous, self-sustained mountain 
communities and the agriculture initiative 
fits right in with that end. The project team 
realised that growing wheat, the traditional 
rabi crop in the region, was fraught with 
risk since local wheat varieties were plagued 
by pests and disease. There were two 
endemic challenges, besides: the depletion 
of community-based seed banks and the 
lack of scientific farming technologies. 

Way of the seed
It was in 2014 that Himmotthan planned, 
in partnership with the Vivekananda 
Parvatiya Krishi Anusandhan Sansthan 
(VPKAS), the seed-based intervention. The 
objective was to offer farmers from hilly 
regions access to hardy, climate-resilient 
seeds. “Since onion is high in value and 
consumption, it was our first choice,” says 
Mr Koshyari. 

The ace up the team’s sleeve was the 
‘VLP-3’ variety of onion seed, developed by 
VPKAS in 1991. VLP-3 is more suitable for 
hilly areas, is more immune to diseases and 
the harvested onions have a longer shelf 
life. Strangely enough, VLP-3 never left the 
lab until it caught Himmotthan’s attention. 

To convince farmers and ensure faster 
and smoother adoption, Himmotthan 
decided to fund the initial supply of these 
seeds. But local farmers were still 
apprehensive about cultivating the new 
seeds, and understandably so. “They were 
concerned about the price the new variety 
would fetch in the market,” says Yashpal 
Singh Bisht, regional manager with the 
Trusts. “Our team addressed this and every 
other query they had.” 

Santosh Goswami, a farmer from 
Chaukhutiya village in Almora district, was 
an early adopter. She sowed the high-
yielding variety of onion seeds on a small 
piece of land in 2016. Earning a good price 
for the new variety of produce in the very 

they know best, riding on the fillip provided 
by an agriculture programme supported by 
the Tata Trusts, the Hans Foundation (now 
Rural India Support Trust) and Axis Bank 
Foundation. Supported and implemented by 
the Himmotthan Society, an associate 
organisation of the Trusts, the programme 
has enabled more than 3,750 households 
from 198 villages in five districts of 
Uttarakhand to make a fair fist of farming.

Onion seeds and bulbs, of a different 
kind, are central to the programme. They 
make for a more profitable agricultural 
venture and the evidence is in the rise of 
farmer incomes — up to 300% — for 
households that have taken up the business. 
“The project has improved the lives of 
vulnerable farming communities, helping 
them increase incomes through better 
productivity and seed and bulb cultivation,” 
says Rajendra Koshyari, area manager 
(agriculture) at the Trusts. “And it has 
strengthened community-based institutions.” 

The Himmotthan 
team with an 
onion-seed farmer in 
Kholsir in Bageshwar
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the story of the Bandal Ghati self-reliant 

Cooperative (BGsrC) is embedded within the 

larger onion farming narrative. as demand for the 

VLP-3 variety grew, implementors Himmotthan 

society realised that there was an additional market 

opening in the ‘mission pulses’ project and in 

maximising the mountain agriculture effort.  

To meet demand and also create a livelihood 

opportunity, it started a seed-production programme 

in 2018-19. The programme was institutionalised and 

commercialised through the formation of BGsrC, in 

Maldevta in Dehradun. 

at the initial stage, Himmotthan made the 

seeds available to BGsrC. The rest is up to the 

cooperative, which manages the processing, 

packaging and marketing of the seeds. BGsrC also 

directly sources the latest breeder and foundation 

seeds at intervals of three to four years. 

What makes the cooperative different is that it is 

run by an all-women team of nine board members. 

“This team manages the cooperative, with technical 

support from Himmotthan,” says jagdish Chandra 

joshi, a programme officer with Himmotthan who 

oversees the seed initiative. 

BGsrC is well-equipped for seed production, 

with a lab for testing, processing, packaging and 

tagging, and decentralised, cluster-level storage 

facilities. its client list now boasts the uttarakhand 

government, farmer-producer organisations, nGos 

and individual farmers. Today, this women-led 

cooperative is an exclusive source of onion seeds in 

uttarakhand. n

Business with a gender bias

first season boosted her confidence, and she 
went on to increase the area under onion 
cultivation. “I never thought onion could 
be grown here,” she says. “Himmotthan has 
changed that.” 

Beyond seeds, the project team has 
trained the farming community on modern 
production techniques, the right methods 
of sowing and transplantation, manure and 
fertiliser application, storage and, not least, 
proper solutions for pest and insect attacks. 

Among those who have benefitted 
from the modernisation in method and 
thinking is 53-year-old Geeta Devi, who 
hails from Kotabag in Nainital district. 
“Our farm yield has doubled to 12kg per 
nali [a local land measure that works out to 
about 200 square metres]. Our quality of 
life is so much better. My family members 
no longer feel the need to migrate for 
livelihood reasons.” 

Other farmers from across the  

Farmers at a training 
session on onion 
cultivation in 
Ganeshpur village in 
Uttarkashi district
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project interventions areas have similar 
stories to tell. Average farm income in the 
project area has risen to `7,000-8,000 per 
nali from the earlier `2,000-3,000. Seed-to-
bulb production is higher than the state 
average and this translates into an 
additional income of more than  
`13,000 per household per season  
from about 2 nalis of land. 

Two-stage process
The onion farming is implemented in 
two stages. In the first, farmers cultivate 
onion bulbs, the majority of which are sold 
commercially. In the second stage, a portion 
of these bulbs — those meeting desired size 
specifications — are used to cultivate onion 
seeds. The programme has introduced 
onion production in eight village clusters 
of Uttarakhand, while seed cultivation is 
concentrated in four clusters. 

The programme has enabled farmers 
to develop climate resilience and become 
successful mini-entrepreneurs as well. For 
instance, Heera Devi and Sher Singh, 
residents of Sainj village in Bageshwar, 
reduced their acreage under wheat to 
increase onion and onion-seed farming, 

resulting in their profits rising to more  
than `58,000 a year. 

Radha Devi, a 32-year-old from 
Kotabag in Nainital has seen her annual 
income from onions rise by `12,000 to 
`36,000. From living hand-to-mouth, she 
and her family are now able to set aside 
money to develop their farm. “I am able to 
meet my needs and also save for the 
future,” she says. 

The success of the onion variety 
experiment has had a ripple effect. Since 
2018, Himmotthan has expanded the 
programme to include new variants of 
finger millet, barnyard millet, amaranthus 
(millet), kidney bean, rye, garlic and 
coriander under the ‘mission pulses’ project 
funded by the Trusts. Cabbage, potatoes 
and peas are at a trial stage. 

With onions, where it all started, the 
Tata Trusts are planning to expand the 
adoption of climate-resilient variants of the 
crop beyond Uttarakhand. Trial runs for 
these seeds is underway in Uttar Pradesh, 
Arunachal Pradesh, Assam, Meghalaya, 
Ladakh and Himachal Pradesh, the 
expectation being that replicating the effort 
will bring comparable success. n
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Onion bulbs being 
sowed in Kholsir in 
Bageshwar
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Mothers and children are the concern of a collaborative 

effort in malnutrition-stricken pockets of andhra Pradesh

Mission nutrition

eighteen-month-old Akash Reddy 
from Ganapavaram village in 
Andhra Pradesh’s NTR district was 

thin for his age and often listless. His 
mother, Rukhmini, found it difficult to 
get him to eat. What she did not know 
was that Akash’s weakness and fussiness 
were caused by severe acute malnutrition 
(SAM), a condition brought on by poor 
nutrition in early childhood. 

Akash and the Reddys were lucky. The 
family received a visit from a poshan sakhi 
(nutrition friend) working with an 
exceptional programme that addresses one  

of the root causes of malnutrition in rural 
India: the lack of an adequate and diverse 
diet for women and children. 

Launched in 2021 in 35 villages across 
NTR and Anakapalli districts, the three-
year ‘Yes! To Poshan’ programme is being 
implemented by the Vijayavahini 
Charitable Foundation (VCF), an associate 
organisation of the Trusts, and it has 
reached more than 7,000 women and 
3,000-plus children in underserved 
communities, among them  
Ms Reddy and her son.      

Visiting the Reddys’ home for a routine 

Kids at a childcare centre 
in Sabjapadu village in 
Krishna district
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through capacity building for frontline 
workers at anganwadis (there are 53 of these 
centres in the initiative). 

“Yes! To Poshan’s multipronged 
approach covers behaviour-change 
communication and participation by 
frontline workers, local communities, 
mothers’ groups, children and others,” says 
P Kasee Srinivas, a programme manager 
with the Trusts.  

Bleak picture
Malnutrition in women and children is an 
endemic health crisis in India, especially 
in the country’s rural reaches. The latest 
National Family Health Survey 5 revealed 
that among children aged up to 5 years, 
35.5% were stunted, 19.3% were wasted 
and 3.12% were underweight. More than 
two-thirds of these children and about half 
of all women between the ages of 15 and 49 
were anaemic. 

Malnutrition may be largely invisible 
but its developmental, social and economic 
manifestations are clear and lasting. The 
Yes! To Poshan programme adopts a 
holistic approach to tackle this malaise by 
looking at factors beyond nutrition that 

monitoring, the sakhi found Akash to be 
severely underweight for his age. The child 
was referred to a nearby district hospital 
before being put on a feeding regimen. The 
sakhi taught Ms Reddy to prepare food 
that would help her son gain ‘healthy’ 
weight and the family received nutritional 
premixes and iron and folic acid tablets 
from the local anganwadi (childcare centre). 

Akash’s treatment plan included 
psychosocial sessions with the family to 
drive home the importance of good 
nutrition. The timely intervention resulted 
in Akash gaining 3kg in four months. The 
risk of malnutrition retreated, his energy 
levels improved and he became active and 
sociable. “I have understood the 
importance of focusing on my child’s 
nutrition for the first 1,000 days. I now 
know what to feed him,” says Ms Reddy. 

The programme is part of the Tata 
Trusts’ efforts to tackle malnutrition in 
underdeveloped regions of 13 states. Yes! 
To Poshan, which unfolds exclusively in 
Andhra Pradesh and is executed in 
collaboration with Asian Paints and P&G 
Health, concentrates on community 
awareness about nutrition and bolsters this 

Schoolchildren at 
an essay-writing 
competition 
— which is part of 
the programme — 
in Khajipalem in 
Anakapalli district
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can impact families and have inter-
generational consequences. “Addressing the 
underlying cause is crucial to improving 
the quality of life of mothers and children 
at the household level,” says Mr Srinivas. 

VCF’s project team has used a mix of 
methods to tackle the malnutrition issue. 
A big barrier here is ignorance about 
dietary nutrition and the public health 
resources available to communities. The 
team uses a participatory learning and 
action approach at the village level to build 
community awareness. 

Home visits are done by poshan sakhis 
to monitor children and to talk to mothers, 
the most crucial individuals in the 
nutrition equation. Households are 
encouraged to use existing services in the 
anganwadi network, which distributes 

take-home rations for pregnant and 
lactating women and for babies. 

The sakhis play a vital role in the 
project, gathering village-level 
information and enabling outreach in 
large numbers. They work closely with 
anganwadi workers and auxiliary nurse 
midwives, the key frontline health 
workers in rural India. Organising 
capacity-building sessions and holding 
community meetings to share recipes and 
conduct cooking demonstrations are 
some of the other activities of the sakhis. 

A lot rides on the personal connect 
these sakhis bring to the programme. 
Says Ramya, a 25-year-old mother from 
Kothagudem in NTR district: “Vani D, 
the poshan sakhi in our village, 
counselled me on the precautions to 

rampant malnutrition is an age-old concern 

in india and its effects are widespread. 

Micronutrient deficiencies cause impaired 

physical and cognitive development in children 

that can go on to affect them in later years. To 

get families to eat right means ensuring they 

have access to the right food. in many rural 

areas, however, diets revolve around what’s 

available and affordable. 

The yes! To Poshan programme has found 

a solution in the form of nutri-gardens where 

communities can grow fruits and vegetables. 

The team provides seeds of leafy vegetables, 

bottle gourd, beans, etc and also provides 

technical support to help community members 

improve the harvest quality from the gardens.

The nutri-garden model is being 

implemented at three anganwadis (childcare 

centres). These gardens provide anganwadi 

beneficiaries with fresh vegetables, rich in 

nutrients and energy, on a daily basis. Each of 

these anganwadis can grow enough to cover the 

Garden-variety kind of wellness

A nutri-garden in Ganapavaram village in Eluru district

nutritional requirements of 30-40 people. 

The Tata Trusts team has also started 

promoting homestead plantations, with 

about 200 households contributing to the 

development of vegetable gardens. additionally, 

about 60 individual households have nutri-

gardens on their plots. n
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take while feeding my child and about 
the importance of breast milk for my 
child’s overall health. And I learned 
about the vaccines my child needs over 
the next six months.” 

The sakhis also advise the community 
about the importance of handwashing for 
sanitation, they monitor the growth in 
weight and height of infants and children, 
and distribute take-home rations. The 
sakhis include men at these events, given 
that they are typically the primary decision-
makers in the household. 

The community as a whole is made 
aware of the importance of diet in the first 
1,000 days of a child’s life, the decisive 
period that decides good health. To engage 
the community, the team holds 
demonstrations of nutritious recipes that 
use local ingredients. An interesting 
concept is the idea of nutri-gardens at 
anganwadis and households (see Garden-
variety kind of  wellness on page 55). 

The Yes! To Poshan team publishes 

recipe manuals using locally-sourced food 
resources. These resources are in the local 
Telugu language and carry pictorial 
messaging for easier dissemination. The 
idea is to promote local food products and 
the consumption of germinated cereal flour 
(sprouts), which are rich in the amylase 
enzyme and good for a child’s growth. 

“The programme plays a critical role in 
creating awareness about diet diversity and 
reducing malnutrition among children and 
pregnant and lactating women,” says 
Donthu Sreenivasulu, project coordinator 
with VCF. 

The progress of the Yes! To Poshan 
programme in Andhra Pradesh over the 
last year has paved the way for the 
expansion of the Tata Trusts’ nutrition 
drive in other states. The Trusts are now 
exploring similar partnerships with state 
governments and like-minded partners to 
widen the programme’s impact. n

By Anuradha Warrier

A community meeting 
in Ganapavaram 
village in Eluru district
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Women from tribal communities in Maharashtra are the 

focus of a poultry programme with a tasty payoff

Fowl play

as Vanita Metkar can attest, life in 
the tribal belts of Maharashtra’s 
Amravati and Yavatmal districts 

is fraught with hardship. The 38-year-old 
tribal from Kharad village in Yavatmal 
used to eke out a meagre living from 
seasonal farm labour — mainly harvesting 
cotton and picking tendu leaves — that 
barely covered expenses. 

“There was not enough work in our 
village and we had to travel to a different 
village every day. Even then, what we 
earned was never enough,” says  
Ms Metkar. Not anymore. 

A year ago, Ms Metkar joined a Tata 
Trusts-supported smallholder poultry 
programme. It has been a life changer for 
her, enabling her family to earn close to  

A project staff member tends to chicks at the shed of a beneficiary in Daheli village in Yavatmal district
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`6,000 per batch of chickens (she has sold 
three batches already). “We have some 
savings finally,” says Ms Metkar.   

The smallholder poultry programme 
was launched by the Trusts in partnership 
with the Maharashtra government in 2018. 
The goal was clear: to help tribal women in 
Amravati and Yavatmal secure an income 
through activities that are not seasonal or 
agriculture-based. 

Poultry was a good fit since the women 
can manage rearing chickens along with 
their other activities. Three years down the 
line, the project has brought 880 women in 
56 villages on board as poultry 
entrepreneurs.

Leg-up logic
Tribal women are among the most 
marginalised subsets of the poor in India 
and this explains the intent behind the 
Trusts setting up supportive business 
ecosystems for them. The smallholder 
poultry programme began as a pilot with 
80 beneficiaries in eight villages of Dharni 
in Amravati district. Since then it has been 
extended to 800 beneficiaries in six village 
clusters: Achlapur and Dharni in Amravati 
district and Ghatanji, Ner, Darwha and 
Yavatmal in Yavatmal district.  

The Trusts’ role straddles the entire 
project lifecycle, from setting up the 
implementation team to surveying the 
villages for socio-techno feasibility, 
selecting villages and beneficiaries and 
establishing market linkages for producers 
to sell their birds.

It starts with a screening process to 
choose women participants who would 
gain most from the programme. 
Beneficiaries, typically in the 18-50 age 
bracket, must have access to road 
connectivity, electricity and water, and the 
space to build a poultry shed near their 
home. The women have to be residents of 
the project area.

Maya Kasdekar has gone through severe financial 

difficulties in recent years but these are now in the 

past. “Whenever someone in the family fell sick, we had to 

borrow money for treatment,” says the now better-off poultry 

farmer from Dharni in amravati district.

Ms Kasdekar uses her experience with the Tata Trusts’ 

smallholder poultry programme to help 200 other women 

in and around her village earn a living. she has been a part 

of the initiative for three years now and has reared eight 

batches of birds so far (she gets about `5,000 per batch).

Being on the board of the sipna agrricity Producers 

Company in Dharni — one of the two farmer-producer 

organisations (FPos) set up by the Trusts for the 

programme — has been an eye-opener for Ms Kasdekar. 

it has helped that she was trained for the responsibility, as 

also in poultry production, shed maintenance, bookkeeping 

and conducting weekly meetings with FPo members. 

Ms Kasdekar’s experience and training have magnified 

her confidence. she now plays a key role in mobilising 

women in and around her village. “i want to grow this 

operation and bring more women into it,” she says.  n

Birds in hand
Maya Kasdekar at her agricultural field in Dharni in Amravati district
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Once the beneficiaries have been 
selected, the project team uses state 
government grants to set up poultry sheds 
and procure the necessary equipment. More 
than 700 such poultry sheds have been 
constructed till date. The women receive 
training in poultry management, 
production and bookkeeping. 

The team organises exposure visits for 
new recruits to nearby farms to learn from 
other producers and hear their success 
stories. There is an animal health 
component built into the initiative. 
Poultry health is continuously monitored 
and records maintained. The data is 
analysed weekly and deviations are 
addressed quickly. 

The team also coordinates visits from 
the state administration’s animal 
husbandry department to provide technical 
inputs and advice. In addition, some of the 
beneficiaries receive training as poultry doots 
(para-veterinary workers). 

A crucial component of the 

programme is market linkages. Farmer 
producer organisations (FPOs) — 
community institutions that bring small 
producers together to improve their 
bargaining and marketing power — are a 
vital link in the poultry livelihood chain. 
The poultry producers have been organised 
into women-led FPOs, whose role is to 
ensure quality, competitiveness and on-time 
delivery of produce. 

FPO advantage
Two FPOs — Sipna Agrricity Producers 
Company in Dharni and Sahayta Women 
Poultry Producers Company in Yavatmal — 
have been incubated and some 600 women 
have joined these organisations. The FPOs 
have brought on board a private integrator, 
Amruta Hatcheries, to provide input 
material (chicks, medicine, feed and vaccines) 
and to purchase birds from the producers. 

The Trusts have trained the 
management teams at the FPOs, teaching 
them how to mobilise more women, 

Two combined sheds, owned by 10 beneficiaries each from the programme, in Dahenda village in Amravati district
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conduct weekly meetings and resolve 
internal issues. Currently, the FPOs' 
operations are overseen by professionals 
who report to a board of directors. Going 
forward, the hope is that the FPO members 
will gain the experience and knowledge to 
run these organisations on their own.  

The smallholder poultry project has 
achieved considerable progress in the past 
three years. More than 100 batches of 
chicks are in process and some 1,100 
batches are being reared in poultry sheds. 
There are 320 producers earning money 
and the project has generated a total yearly 
revenue in excess of `3 million. Once all 
880 producers gear up to the expected 
four-five batches a year, this figure is 
expected to soar.

The amount earned by each producer is 
credited directly into her bank account. 

“These women have earned the money — and 
the right to spend it as they please,” says Asit 
Mohan, the poultry project programme 
manager with the Trusts. Financial 
independence has enabled the producers to 
earn respect from their families and others 
in the community, and they are vocal in 
convincing other women to participate in 
the project.

“The project has given me a sense of 
discipline. I now wake up early every day 
and look forward to my work,” says 48-year-
old Pushpalata Watgure from Yavatmal’s 
Ghatanji cluster.

Covid and after
The poultry initiative was one of many that 
took a hit during the Covid pandemic. The 
lockdown slowed things down for the project 
as travel was impacted. Once restrictions 
were lifted, it took time to restart training. 
Shed construction, which had come to a halt, 
was resumed in September 2020. 

Even during the worst months of the 
pandemic, the Tata Trusts team continued 
to stay in touch with the beneficiaries. “We 
would do video calls with them whenever 
possible and communicate with at least five 
of them daily to motivate them and keep 
their morale high,” says Mr Mohan. 

Getting back on track is good news as 
the poultry project has the potential to 
bring welcome relief to many more tribal 
women in rural Maharashtra. The strain of 
moving from farm to farm as seasonal 
labour could well be a thing of the past for 
these women entrepreneurs. 

“Once the project is fully operational, 
it will generate about `27.5 million 
annually in farmer wealth,” says  
Mr Mohan. “This will not only help rural 
women contribute to their household 
incomes, but also give them a voice in their 
families’ decision-making.”n

By Poorva Chavan

60 feature stories

Newly hatched chicks 
in a poultry shed run 
by a group of farmers
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LiveLy tidings 
Livelihoods is the staple theme in the spread of social development 

programmes supported by the Tata Trusts in the Northeast. In Nagaland, 

Mizoram and arunachal Pradesh, the livelihoods thrust takes in a range 

of income-generation efforts, in agriculture and horticulture, animal 

husbandry and tourism. Implemented by the North east Initiative 

Development agency (NeIDa), an associate entity of the Trusts, these 

efforts are frequently executed in partnership with the respective state 

governments and they are targeted at the disadvantaged and the 

underserved. In Nagaland, 14,000-plus households from 90 villages in 

the Kiphire, Phek and Tuensang districts are covered through different 

livelihood projects. In Mizoram, there are 13,000-plus households from 

four districts in the fold and in arunachal Pradesh the number is 6,000-

plus from three districts. NeIDa provides the backing and handholding 

with every programme, and this includes financial aid, production and 

productivity-enhancement services and market linkages. 

D Tlangmawii of Keitum village in Mizoram’s Serchhip district with her brood of pigs. Livestock development is a 
vital component of the integrated livelihood promotion programme being implemented in four districts of the state.
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(Clockwise from above) M Vizo, seen here with his family, is among the beneficiaries of NEIDA’s comprehensive livelihoods 
project in Nagaland. homestay owner M Sotuno is also part of this project, which seeks to build an enabling institutional 
framework for the scaling up of promising ventures. a farmer family with their paddy crop in Longtang village in Tuensang 
district. The livelihoods initiative has in its fold agriculture, horticulture, piggeries, forest produce and tourism. 
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Farmers get field training (above) in Tsupfume village in Nagaland’s Phek district and women farmers with their harvest of 
potatoes in Maksha village in Tuensang district. The average crop yields of more than 10,000 households in the livelihoods 
initiative has increased by at least 30%. About 600 self-help groups, 90 village-level project management committees and a 
piggery company are part of the community institutions created to enable and drive the livelihoods programme in Nagaland.  
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M Lalzemawia (above), a cabbage farmer from Zawlpui in the Serchhip district of Mizoram, faced numerous difficulties with his 
agriculture venture, from lack of access to quality seedlings to minimal labour availability. Then, in 2018, Mr Lalzemawia joined 
NEIDA’s livelihoods initiative in the state and things have got better for him. G Pangzauvi of the Chhingchhip Bungmual village 
cluster, also in Serchhip, stands next to her mango tree. NEIDA, in partnership with the Mizoram government, has helped  
Ms Pangzauvi and other farmers in the programme with agricultural inputs, technical knowledge and training.
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(Clockwise from above)  
P Zoramthangi, a livestock 
farmer; M chhandama, who 
grows oranges; N Lalvenhimi,  
seen here with her papayas and 
bananas; and c Thangluia,
another orange farmer. The four 
are among the 13,000-plus 
beneficiaries of the livelihoods 
effort in Mizoram. 



(Clockwise from above) 
an awareness campaign 
in Kiyit Village in Arunachal 
Pradesh’s East Siang 
district; Villagers from 
Upper Jumi in the Papum 
Pare district of the state at 
a livelihoods training 
programme; and women 
farmers at an orange 
cultivation demonstration in 
Kakoi village, also in 
Papum Pare district.
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As a country of more than 1.4 
billion people, almost 17% of the 
world population, India has a big 

role to play in achieving global goals 
relating to health. The country is going 
through a transition stage in terms of 
epidemiology (from communicable to 
noncommunicable diseases), demography 
(an increasing elderly population) and 
economy (a widening gap between poor 
and rich). These transitions are the key 
barriers, apart from geographical and 
cultural disparities, in catering to the health 
needs of all Indians. 

A particularly vital category that needs 
specific healthcare consideration is mothers, 
newborns and children. The news on this is 

skewed. The National Family Health Survey 
5 (2019-21) shows better maternal, newborn 
and child healthcare services and outcomes 
in the southern states, an example of which 
is ensuring at least four antenatal care visits 
for pregnant women. This is the kind of 
attention that leads to better results in 
achieving the United Nations Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) on reducing 
infant and maternal mortality. 

The past few decades have seen 
substantial progress in terms of mother 
and child health indicators. The decline in 
infant and maternal mortality rates that 
India has recorded can be attributed to 
the comprehensive approach adopted on 
what is called RMNCH+A (reproductive, 

‘Public’ is the key
The public health system in India has come a long way, but there remains plenty 

left to accomplish in providing quality medical care to all of the country’s citizens 

A woman undergoes a checkup at a 
health camp in Pakala village in the 
Chittoor district of Andhra Pradesh

Sita Rama Budaraju is a 
senior advisor with the Tata 
Trusts health team 

Satish V Khalikar is a 
programme manager with the 
Tata Trusts health team
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maternal, newborn, child and adolescent 
health), as well as various government 
initiatives.

When it comes to communicable 
diseases, government programmes have 
succeeded in eradicating polio, guinea worm 
disease and yaws. In spite of this, India still 
carries a high burden of tuberculosis and 
AIDS patients. With noncommunicable 
diseases, there is a high prevalence of 
anaemia, diabetes and hypertension in the 
country (in diabetes, surprisingly, the 
southern regions show a higher incidence 
than the central and northern states).

immediate challenges
Whether it be communicable and 
noncommunicable diseases or maternal and 
child wellbeing, there are many issues that 
dog the Indian healthcare system: low 
governmental spending on health, poor 
coordination between the public and private 
healthcare sectors — and even between the 
centre and the states in policy matters — 
unequal distribution of the health 
workforce, poor quality of services in 
government health centres and a weak 
referral system. These are the immediate 
challenges to be overcome to ensure 
enhanced healthcare outcomes and to get to 
the SDGs within the set timeframe. 

There are other issues that have slowed 
India down in attaining universal and 
quality healthcare for its people. One such 
concerns the setting up of medical colleges. 
Policy-level barriers in establishing medical 
colleges has led to a severe shortage of 
doctors, resulting in an abysmal doctor-
patient ratio (1:850, which is better than the 
World Health Organization standard of 
1:1000 but still far from satisfactory). The 
need of the hour is to encourage the setting 
up of many more medical colleges. 

Then there’s the neglect that plagues 
preventive healthcare. The new ‘health and 

wellness centres’ that are replacing the 
traditional primary healthcare centres will be 
helpful in shifting the paradigm from ‘illness 
to wellness’. 

Another point that requires addressing is 
the failure in implementing basic 
infrastructure and equipment readiness at 
government health facilities as per standards 
cemented by policy. This adds to the shift of 
patients from government to private 
hospitals, which translates into out-of-pocket 
expenses that can bankrupt poor and middle-
class folks. 

There is a silver lining, as always, 
amid all the negatives. Newly introduced 
programmes like the Ayushman Bharat 
Digital Mission and the Pradhan Mantri Jan 
Arogya Yojana certainly have the potential 
to improve the availability, accessibility and 
affordability of healthcare if implemented in 
a patient-centric manner. That’s a huge if but 
it’s possible.  

Considering the disparity in diseases and 
healthcare service delivery across the many 
states and union territories of the country, 
India can be described as many nations 

issues affecting the indian 
healthcare system

Low  
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within a nation. The SDG India index 
2020-21 for health shows Kerala, Tamil Nadu 
and Himachal Pradesh as frontrunners, while 
Bihar, Jharkhand, Assam and Uttar Pradesh 
continue to struggle. 

Kerala and Tamil Nadu have achieved 
99% institutionally delivered births. Kerala’s 
neonatal mortality rate is 6, which falls in the 
same bracket as the United States (4) and the 
United Kingdom (3). These two states, 
comparative laggards in economic growth, 
have emerged as leaders in public healthcare 
for three reasons: genuine universal 
healthcare access, innovations in frontline 
health delivery, and political will.

improved facilities
Many of the frontrunners have implemented 
a multitude of state-level initiatives, resulting 
in improved access to healthcare facilities as 
well as strengthened healthcare systems. 
There are lessons to be learned here by those 
shuffling along far behind. 
l  Health issues should be tackled with an 

integrated approach that emphasises not 
just access to basic health services, but 
also to education, sanitation, food and 
clean water.

l  The utilisation of government health 
centres improves when they are well 
staffed and well equipped. In the 
context, it is important for healthcare 
professionals to be given incentives 
for working in remote and 
underserved regions.

l  The efficient administration of drugs 
and devices can result in the 
provision of superior healthcare 
services to the masses, thus reducing 
their out-of-pocket expenses. (Kerala 
and Tamil Nadu, again, score high 
on this count.)

l  Ensuring decentralisation of health 
planning and programme 
implementation, down to the village 
level, leads to better health outcomes. 
This is a proven panacea.

l  Political will plays a critical role in 
ensuring proper healthcare for all by 
prioritising public health, and by 
crafting innovative schemes to 
improve accessibility and affordability.
The road ahead for India in healthcare 

can surely be paved with advantages, but 
there is plenty of work to be accomplished 
for that to happen. n 

Long queues and longer wait times are common at this public health centre in Waghle Estate in Maharashtra’s Thane district
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