Seva Mandir (http://www.sevamandir.org/)
On November 15 and 16, 2010 GiveWell staff members Holden Karnofsky and Natalie Stone visited a few of Seva Mandir's program sites outside of Udaipur city in Rajasthan, India.

Day one of visit

On Day 1 our main guide was Sailendra Tiwari, in charge of Natural Resource Development.

GiveWell: What is "natural resource development"?

Sailendra: It is about bringing communities together for developing the common resources like pastureland in villages. If some influential people have encroached upon a common property resource like pastureland then communities are encouraged to remove these illegal encroachments and work together on the land for the common good.  It includes advocating against encroachment on community lands, building stone boundaries to check open grazing (and working on soil and water conservation). 
The people in the area we are visiting are mostly subsistence farmers (rice, maize).  Maize is their staple diet. Malnutrition is a big issue because there aren't many vegetables in a tribal diet.

We visited the Jhadol block office, where we spoke with the head of the block. (The Block is a government administrative unit that consists of a few panchayats. Seva Mandir works in 6 such Blocks in Udaipur and Rajsamand Districts. In each of these blocks Seva Mandir may be present in few to a hundred villages.) 
Head of block: Seva Mandir has been here since 1982. There are 183 villages in the block that we are in touch with, out of 250 in the area. We are doing intensive activities in 90 villages in the block. When we first come in contact with a village, we start with institution building. We set up meetings with a group from the village and discuss problems they face. Then we initiate pilot activities. Setting up village institutions (a village corpus and village group and committee) with the core of participatory and democratic values, it takes years in any community. The programs and activities done in any village first allow people to work together for common benefits and help them to practice democracy through shared decisions and discussions. Therefore it may take a couple of years to 10 years for the majority of the members in a community to practice participation along these values and notion.  
It depends on the initial endowment of the village, the political/social situation, the synergy between the members of the community and between the villagers and staff, and the leadership within the group. It takes time also for the organization to build a rapport and trust with the community in the initial years. 
Before we undertake any project, we start by talking with the contact people and understanding the context. We organize cultural events (such as a puppet show, for example) to familiarize them with Seva Mandir. We then try to have regular meetings and discussions with the community. Once 75%  of households are paying members (pay a token amount), we hold elections for the head of the group and open a bank account for the village. Then more formal procedures can be used to make decisions about which projects to pursue in the village. Program decision making is mutual. Membership varies from 50 to 100 households. 

GiveWell: what sorts of programs do people usually want first?

Head of block: Villagers generally wish for livelihoods programs—land or water development, improving the availability of water. 

We then traveled to a "non-formal education" (NFE) center.
Sailendra: NFEs are for school dropouts or for kids who never enrolled in school. We also have learning camps, which are for the working kids who have either dropped out early from schools or were not able to go to the schools due to working as laborers. Each block sends 40-50 kids for 45 days. After that we try to get them to go to government school. About 30% re-enroll and 15% end up staying in school.

There are three levels: level A can read and write fairly proficiently, while level C has very little knowledge (B is in between).  Students at level A can re-enroll in government school at the 5-6 grade level.  

NFEs generally run 22-25 days per month.  Teachers are from the local area; their salaries are determined by the # of days of attendance. Attendance is monitored through the use of a digital camera with a timer (the teacher takes a dated picture of himself/herself present with the students).  The target is 22 days per month; the pay is 100 INR per day, then increases to 150 INR per day past 22 days.  Before the use of digital cameras, attendance was poor; now it has improved.  The use of digital cameras was suggested by the Poverty Action Lab (MIT).

Adolescents will often migrate to cities. With some literacy skills they can get a job as a shop attendant or agent. If you can't read or write, you can still get a job as skilled labor: doing research, being a watchman, door-to-door sales. An unskilled wage in Udaipur is about 150-200 INR per day, whereas a skilled job pays 5000-7500 INR per month to start. With no skills it isn't always possible to find a job, especially a steady job.

The NFE center consisted of a covered, three-walled room and another, closed room behind. There were two groups sitting in the open air room, facing opposite walls. There were no other buildings nearby. There were 21 students in one group and 6 in the other. We were told that there were 20 girls and 9 boys enrolled. The two classes took turns with the teacher who gave them assignments to work on while he was teaching the other class.

This was a "camera center," i.e., an NFE that had a digital camera that the teacher used to take pictures of the kids a couple times a day to prove his attendance. We were shown the camera and saw that it contained many recent pictures.  
GiveWell: Who pays for this?

Sailendra: It's paid for through the village fund, which comes from membership dues and other contributions  from the village. For every public intervention in the village, Seva Mandir pays 100% but the village must contribute 10% through labor or money. The extra 10% goes into the village fund. For a privately owned development, the village has to contribute 20%. The village fund earns interest at the bank. Parents contribute 10 INR per month, or 100 INR per year if they pay upfront. 

GiveWell: Why don't these students go to government school?

Sailendra: There is high absenteeism among teachers and high student to teacher ratios at government schools and the nearest school is 2 km away. The local school has 105 kids and only 2 teachers. It is a primary school (1-5 standard).

When they get older they can go to government schools. Older students can travel further and schools serving older students are better. 

GiveWell: [to teacher] What is your background?

Teacher: I used to work as a casual laborer. I used to work as a watchman in an industrial area. In 2003 I passed the 12th standard and joined Seva Mandir. This year I will sit for a bachelor's exam. I live 1/2 kilometer away and study 10 kilometers away. I get there by biking or a shared Jeep.  My father was educated and associated with Seva Mandir, and encouraged me to study. I hope to get a job as a government teacher, which would pay better, and plan to stay with Seva Mandir until that point.  I'm willing to go far if necessary for a government teaching job, though I would prefer to stay near.

Next we visited a balwadi (pre-school). The building and setting was very similar to the NFE. There are farm animals milling near the building. The children were sitting quietly when we arrived. As we talked they started to run outside of the building and play. There were 22 children.

This was also a "camera center." We asked to see the camera. The camera had many recent pictures on it. 
Sailendra: Children who come to the balwadi get nutritious meals twice a day. Children play with toys and learn from each other. The hours are 9 to 4, which allows parents to work, and it only costs a token fee (10 INR per month). Seva Mandir pays rent and provides all the amenities; the teacher's salary is 2000 INR/month and is paid half by Seva Mandir and half by the village.

GiveWell: [to teacher] What are the children doing now?

Teacher: They just finished a meal. Children come at 9. First I clean their faces and put them in order. They start with prayer and songs and some exercise. Then different play activities are assigned depending on the age group. The youngest children get a set of toys; slightly older children are given toys that they can make things with and play games with. Then there is a group activity, then lunch, then rest time, then storytelling, then biscuits.

On Monday lunch was kachori (rice and lentils). On Tuesday, sweet porridge. On Wednesday, salty porridge.

Only children within 1 kilometer of the balwadi are eligible. 100 are eligible; 22 are enrolled.
GiveWell: What is your background?

Teacher: I have worked here since 1999. Before I was a housewife.

We were joined by the zonal supervisor.
GiveWell: What is your role?

Zonal supervisor: I am in charge of 5-6 zones. I acts as a bridge–take feedback from community, identify problems and work toward solutions. Problems I can't fix, I take to my supervisors.

GiveWell: What's an example of when you've gone to you superiors for help with a problem?

Zonal supervisor: There was time that people were not paying fees for a day care center; with my supervisors' help, we called a village meeting and convinced people to pay the fees. 6 months ago the day care center had two major problems: low attendance and low fee payments. Both have been resolved.

GiveWell: What's your background?

Zonal supervisor: I've been with Seva Mandir since 1998. This is my first job. I started in the education department. My husband also works for Seva Mandir. I live nearby. My hometown is 25 kilometers away.

GiveWell: What programs does Seva Mandir run in this village?

Zonal supervisor: There are 4 traditional birth attendants paid for by Seva Mandir; the committee pays for the NFE center, 2 balwadis, and 1 forestry worker.

Next we visited an immunization camp, which was taking place on the porch of a school. There was one nurse, a man who appeared to be keeping the records, 3 traditional birth attendants (TBAs), and 10 women, either pregnant or with infants. There were bags of lentils that are given to women who bring their infants for vaccinations and a set of dishware (plate, bowl, cup, spoon) which is given to the women when their infants have completed the full set of immunizations.
GiveWell: How does this program work?

Nurse: I visit each of the 70 villages I cover once per month. I am employed full time by Seva Mandir. I provide tetanus vaccines for pregnant women and 6 immunizations for infants: DPT, polio, measles, BCG, tetanus, and pertusis. I pick up the vaccines from a fridge in Jharhol and transport them by motorcycle. The government provides the vaccines. I also have flu vaccines, oral rehydration solution, iron supplements for pregnant women. I also check infants' weight and talk about hygiene. The TBAs tell women to come. 

GiveWell: Where were you working before this?

Nurse: I was working in another block. I've been with Seva Mandir for a total of 5 months. Before that I was working in a hospital in Udaipur. 

I live 22 kilometers from here and commute every day.

GiveWell: [to TBAs] What do you do?

TBAs: Deal with basic complications and accompany women to hospital for major complications.

We all work in this village, but in 3 different hamlets. We learned our trade from our mother-in-laws, then later attended training with Seva Mandir. People will call us when a woman is about to give birth—about 2-4 hours before birth, and then we stay until delivery. We visit again 2 days after birth and then again 8-10 days after.

GiveWell: What would you do if a woman was bleeding a lot? Or if the baby's head wasn't in the right direction?

TBAs: For bleeding, we'd refer to the hospital. We will try to deliver a baby who isn't in a great position. We know some techniques. If they don't work, we refer to hospital. We refer immediately if the baby is breech.

GiveWell: What medications and equipment do you have?

TBAs: Calcium, iron, masks, gloves, scissor, and bandages.

Next we visited a Village Development Council meeting that had been called especially for our visit. There were 30-40 men and 2 women present. The village had participated in interventions for drinking water, agriculture, seed banks, horticulture, balwadi, and social development. A man named Prabula was the president of the council. We were told by another villager that he was elected based on consensus regarding the capacity to work for the common cause, understand and give respect to others' views, give feedback, and solve problems.
Prabula: The full council meets on the 24th of each month. There are 60-100 households that come to each meeting. We sometimes meet here, and sometimes downstairs. Seva Mandir came to this village in 1986; the council committee was elected in 1998. 

We have adult education, natural resource development, watershed development, wells treated and protected with wall, 60 vermi composting beds, and a seed bank for mustard, wheat, barley, garlic, and garam. For the seed bank, Seva Mandir provides farmers with seeds based on the characteristics villagers want. They then give more seeds back at the end of the season. A committee decides how to distribute the seeds as fairly as possible. We have 20 vegetable gardens with eggplant, chili, tomato, cluster beans, radish, peas, and onion. We selected 5 wells to construct walls around, each serving 25-30 households. One well has water tanks. All wells are working; they have never broken. We have a balwadi with 25 children, 4 TBAs, and vaccinations. We don't have NFE—we have 2 primary schools and one upper primary school. We want to expand composting and do more cattle camps [Seva staff told us that Seva Mandir will only do two per year—villagers what to move up time when they can get cattle vaccinated.]

GiveWell: What do you do for a living?

Prabula: Agriculture, vegetable cultivation, government work under the 100 days of work per year guarantee. I supervise tasks for them.

GiveWell: How much of what you grow do you consume/sell?

Prabula: I grow 700 kilograms of maize: 500 kg for my household and 200 kg surplus. I wait to sell it until I can get a good price. It can go up to INR 12 per kg.

GiveWell: [to group] How many of you participate in the government's guaranteed work program?

Almost all raise hands.
GiveWell: How many households are in the village? How many are members?

Prabula: There are 350 households in the village. 200 members of the group. We have 11 elected representative, 5 of whom are women. Some households are not members because they are new—old households divide  and the new households haven't enrolled yet. There are also households who migrate part of the year.

GiveWell: What is the biggest problem in the village?

Male villager: There is a big drain that runs across the village. It comes down from the mountains and damages our fields. It needs to be dammed. 

Female villager: We need more protected wells.

GiveWell: What will your children do when they are adults?

Male villager: We are providing them education, but we're not sure if they will find jobs. We can't get them jobs because we don't have connections. If they don't get jobs, they can do agriculture like us.

In the same village, we saw fields that had been flattened through a Seva Mandir project, a very large well that had been walled in and equipped with holding tanks for treated drinking water, a compost pile, and a male goat owned by the village for breeding purposes.

Day two of visit
We first visited the residential learning camp, which has been in existence since 2001. There were 230 total students, 120 of whom were girls. We met with Angela, the director of Seva Mandir's education programs, and Sunita, director of the camp.

We were told that the children come from rural areas up to 150 km away. They are picked up by bus. Seva Mandir provides them with lodging and clothes (not uniforms).  It's a challenge to get kids to come because their parents want them helping at home.

The children are regularly evaluated to see what learning level  they are at. In the first room we went in, there were 2 circles of about 11 students each, each with their own teacher—one level B and one level C. We were told that they study language in the morning and math in the afternoon. Instruction is in Hindi or the local language.

We also saw a adolescent girls' (12-14 years old) literacy program in the same location. It aims to teach them to read and write Hindi (they already speak it) in 45 days. It's not a residential program; there are also programs like this running in the villages. The teacher was using a software program to teach the girls. We were told that at the end of the pilot program with the original software (which has been adopted), 90% were literate. There had been no pre-program exam because the women are believed to be completely illiterate. We were told that few of these girls will go on to enroll in school. Most will get married soon.

Conversation with Angela, the director of Seva Mandir's education programs

GiveWell: What is your background?

Angela: I have worked for Seva Mandir for 17 years. I started by working with self help groups at the block level. I moved to the main office and continued to work in the self help group and income generating activities programs. I grew up in Udaipur city.

I am in charge of 186 NFE centers (the target is 200), the residential education program, teacher trainings, and 21 youth resource centers (community centers for 12-35 year olds with games, sports, etc. which are used to attract them for discussions and skill-based trainings in photography, computers, phone repair, vehicle repair, electrical work, or masonry). We also have some smaller education programs: the adolescent literacy program, English access program (funded by the U.S. embassy), and afterschool centers with tutors. 

I coordinate the program, program reports, and research. Research has included the camera project, and a migration study. Children were offered 2500 INR to stay in school the whole year, in 4 villages, rather than migrating to work in cotton fields. 100% of children stayed in villages.

Everyone in my unit reports to me. I report to the management committee, which I'm also a member of and which includes the CEO. Every month we have an education team meeting. Block level managers and above report on how program are going. We set targets for programs and have semi-annual reviews of our progress. I look at detailed reports, stories, anecdotes, statistics such as # of attendees, # of days schools are open, distances students have to travel. 

GiveWell: How is teacher performance monitored and evaluated?

Angela: Though teachers are highly motivated there is still absenteeism in Seva Mandir schools too. There may be genuine reasons for the teachers not to show up. To overcome absenteeism, we have date/time-stamped, tamperproof cameras in the schools to monitor the attendance of these teachers. The zonal officers also informally check on how things are going in the classrooms and non-formal education programs have yearly written and verbal exams. A lot of children from the non-formal education programs are able to join government schools at good levels.

When teachers aren't teaching as well, they come to the residential learning camp where they can work more closely with experienced teachers and get help.  All new non-formal education teachers start at this camp as well.

Seva Mandir education programs are widely considered to be superior to government education programs, and that's why our attendance has been increasing.

GiveWell: Why do you this it is that your education programs are superior?

Angela: We have better teacher to student ratios, better materials, and less qualified but more motivated teachers.  They might be more motivated because they are always local. Government teachers can be sent from anywhere to anywhere.

GiveWell: How would your activities likely change if more funding was available?

Angela: There's currently more demand than funding for non-formal education programs. Also there's only funding for two residential learning camps per year, even though Seva Mandir is running three.

GiveWell: What are you most proud of in your work?

Angela: We've created a forum for discussion on education, educated people on the importance of education, and the number of kids attending our programs is increasing. We're making people ask, "if an NGO can run schools so well, why can't the government?"

GiveWell: What do you think are the most important things a kid learns in school?

Angela: Self confidence, reading and writing independently with comprehension, and the desire to learn.

GiveWell: What jobs can you get with the education Seva Mandir provides?

Angela: We provide an educational base. Students will be able to write letters, read signs/books/about government programs, and keep accounts.

When we left the learning camp, we passed by a dam being constructed, and were told this was another Seva Mandir-led community project. We then went to the tofu project and interviewed one of the people in charge there.

Head of tofu production project: We started the project to provide food to the learning camp, but then shifted it to be a income-generating project.

We make tofu as an alternative to paneer (cheese). Our major customers are nearby hotels in Udaipur: Fateh Prakash, Shiri Niwas, and the Heritage hotels.  There is also a school that is a customer.

There is a bank that funded this project. The machine's capacity is 17-18kg per day at 8 hours of use. Right now it's producing 8-10 kg per week. The project is not yet profitable; the target is to produce something like 8-10kg per day.

We then visited a store and factory for Sanhna, a social enterprise that sells clothing, scarves, etc.

Sanhna representative:

Sanhna started in 1988; at that time it was 15 people. In 1998-2000 it was operating at a loss, and funders said it had to go profitable or be closed down. It achieved breakeven status in 2001.

In December 2004 it was spun off from Seva Mandir; its membership at that time was 265 women. It is registered as a mutual benefit trust and Seva Mandir has a seat on its board. The biggest customer is Fabindia (over 50% of our turnover goes there); we also export to the U.S.  

Sanhna is set up as a series of groups of 20-30 artisan members. Each is headed by a group leader. Group leaders collect raw material, distribute it among group members, collect it back, and put it to production where final finishing touches are done.  The people here, in the factory, are from around here, not from the villages.

Last year total turnover was 25 crores and profit was 25 lakh INR. Profit is post-distribution of wages. Profit is distributed equitably among members. We are a member of both Fair Trade India and Fair Trade USA. 

General impressions

· Compared to other charities we visited, Seva Mandir seems particularly diverse in its programming. It is not dedicated to any one sort of intervention, and even within a program area (for example, education) it runs many different sorts of programs targeting different needs. 

· Staff were consistently able to give sensible-sounding articulations of the needs these programs were meeting and why they existed.

· As we understand it, Seva Mandir aims to choose its programs based on the outcomes of village meetings.

· The combination of the above three points gives us an impression of Seva Mandir as an "adaptive" organization - one that is driven by the expressed needs of the people it serves, rather than by the prescriptions of donors and high-up staff.

· We were glad to see evidence that a research-based program modification (the use of digital cameras to monitor attendance and lentils and dishware as rewards for women who bring their infants to be vaccinated) was being implemented.

· We were told that the education programs are superior in quality to government programs, yet it is a bit unclear to us whether this is true and, if so, why it would be true. It's our understanding that government teaching jobs are higher-paying and more desired than Seva Mandir teaching jobs (the Seva Mandir teacher we spoke to expressed a desire for a government job himself). We were told that having teachers stay with their communities is helpful, and this may be true.

· We can't be confident in any particular Seva Mandir program based just on what we've seen. Most of what we saw was aiming to improve education and economic empowerment, and its success would depend on the quality of education provided and the economic viability of the projects pursued. However, the above points make Seva Mandir stand out to us as one of the more promising organizations we visited.

