Magic Bus (http://www.magicbusindia.org/)

GiveWell staff member Elie Hassenfeld visited Magic Bus in Mumbai, India on October 19, 2010. Magic Bus asked us not to take pictures during this visit. Below are his observations from his visit and conversations with Magic Bus staff members:
What do they do?
Magic Bus runs Sport for Development programmes for children in India. They have a few different programmes:

· Sport for Development (S4D) graduation programme
· This programme runs in Mumbai

· Weekly sessions are conducted where mentors deliver developmental messages while they play soccer with the children. (This is the program I saw.)

· Specialised soccer training for kids who are particularly committed/skilled in soccer. About 25-30% of kids in the basic sessions are selected and they receive special soccer training a couple of times per week. 

· A competitive soccer team for kids who are 18+ that plays in the Mumbai city league 

· National programme: Magic Bus is expanding its operations to different parts of India, conducting S4D programme for children from various villages.

· Training of Trainers: Magic Bus trainers conduct S4D training sessions for trainers/sports coaches/physical education teachers. 

· Outdoor programme: Children on the graduation programme get an opportunity to take part in a residential camp at the Magic Bus Centre for Learning & Development, located 2 hours from Mumbai. This 25 acre space offers a host of adventure activities. The outdoors are used as medium to develop personal and social skills. 

Basic structure of the program I saw and people I met with
· Ayush: My guide. He works in the sustainability department. He is the volunteer manager and is responsible for visitors and volunteers. 
· Hassan: The mentor (soccer counselor) at the programme I saw.

· Another mentor and a ‘peer leader.’ A peer leader is a recent graduate from Magic Bus who assists mentors in delivering the sessions. A lot of peer leaders work and attend school in addition helping at the sessions.

· Reshma: She is a monitoring officer and observes the sessions.  She was observing the peer leader as he led a discussion with the kids and said that he was doing a great job. 

· Two community coordinators: They live in the community and act as a bridge between the community members and Magic Bus. They create awareness about the Magic Bus programme, meet parents and ensure that the children come to the sessions regularly. They also arrange quarterly parents meetings where parents share their concerns. The community coordinator I spent more time with had been with Magic Bus for 5 years.

· Sohan Shah: Head, Sustainability. I met Sohan at the Magic Bus office.

Visit #1 – the field

In Mumbai, the sessions are conducted in four communities, Dharavi, Bombay Port trust, Jogeshwari and Mankhurd. I saw a BPT session for kids aged between 10-13. (I also visited Bombay Port Trust, where the kids live, after the session and it struck me as similar-to-worse living conditions than what I had seen at Dharavi.)

I arrived at the ground 9 A.M. and the kids were kicking soccer balls around in groups of 6. There were a total of 24 kids and four mentors playing with them. There are normally 35-40 kids in this group, but due to exams later in the day, some of the children stayed home to study. The kids who come to these morning sessions (8:30-10:30) go to school from 12-5. 

The kids looked younger than their age to me, as many kids in India have. They were all thin.

The field was the size of a normal soccer field, so it was relatively empty because the kids were young and were only using a small portion of the field. It had rained a lot the night before, so the field was soaked – giant puddles throughout the field.  The kids ended up playing on a part of the field that didn't have too many puddles.

Because of the rain, Hassan (the mentor) told me that the kids were allowed to play barefoot that day. While the kids love playing barefoot, as a safety measure Magic Bus ensures that the kids always wear shoes while they are playing. Magic Bus provides the kids with shoes when they are on the ground.

After the initial practice, the kids split up into four teams and played one 6-on-6 soccer game on a field reasonably sized for the number of kids in the game. The mentors played as well, similar to the way camp counselors play with kids in a game at camp.

After the game, the kids all looked extremely enthusiastic, excited, and happy. The mentors seemed nice and attentive. Reshma told me that most mentors either come from a sports background or have worked in the social sector.

After the game, the kids sat in a circle and had a review session. At each session, the mentors deliver a message. At this session, the message was about healthy eating. The mentor first asked the kids about some of what had happened in the game, and they responded. After that, he went into asking them questions about their eating habits:

· When your parents give you money (apparently, parents give kids a couple of rupees spending money each day), what food do you buy? He tried to tell them that could buy healthier options (e.g., fruit) rather than less health options (candied nuts). 

· He told them that eating at home is healthier because mom cooks hygienically but places on the street may not be as clean.

Magic Bus promotes gender equality. Forty % of kids in this programme are girls. This was consistent with the number of girls at the program I saw. Hassan told me that after age 15, girls drop out. Initially when girls start comig on the programme, they are shy and normally keep to themselves but over time they get involved and become active participants. 

One of the reasons that Magic Bus chose soccer (rather than cricket, which is much more popular) is that all the boys have been playing cricket for years by the time they enter Magic Bus, so they’d have a big leg up on the girls, and girls couldn’t participate as well. Also, cricket has much less movement for the kids than soccer.

The kids live close to the field, but not close enough to walk. Magic Bus owns a bus that picks up and drops off the kids near home and takes them to the field. 

Visit #2 – the community office
The office the community coordinators use was up a rickety, rusty ladder. It was totally bare except for 2 desks and had a tiny fan. It was hot. It was roughly 15’ x 25’. The community coordinators told me that in the monsoon season, when it’s too wet to play outside, the kids often gather in this office. I asked if 40 kids could really fit in here and she said yes. She said the counselors make it fun and attendance isn’t a problem. 
The community coordinator took me around as she walked through the community. She was going to houses of kids who hadn’t shown up. She greeted parents she knew and wished them good luck on the children’s exams.

I saw a few kids playing cricket in the street and asked if they’re enrolled in Magic Bus. The community coordinator told me that many kids don’t enroll because they go to school all day. There’s something called ‘tuitions’ where kids can receive extra instruction in addition to school. 

The slum itself:

· The community coordinator told me that the biggest issue in the community was lack of water. There is no municipal water supply here. The “leader” of the community had hooked up a motor to plastic pipes and run them underground. He controls the motor and pumps water and charges people. He pumps water every 15 days. People have to store the water in big drums. The community coordinator said people don’t get sick because they boil the water or use tablets to clean the water, but they sometimes run out and have to carry the drum somewhere else and pay to fill it up.

· There were flies everywhere. Worse than I’ve experienced elsewhere.

· The people have no place to put trash, so they dump it on the side of the slum. There were piles of trash going into the water in the port.

· There were lights on, so I assume there was some electricity.

· Overall, it felt mildly worse than Dharavi. A little dirtier, a little more cramped. 

Visit #3 – Magic Bus main office in Lower Parel
Magic Bus has a spacious, nice office. My first impression was how much it felt like a New York office (though it didn't seem to be air conditioned). 

I met with Sohan. He said they had retained Praxis to do an RCT of their program. He also explained about the Monitoring & Evaluation process that Magic Bus follows. The organisation has worked closely with Prof Fred Coalter from Stirling University on the M&E module. 

He also said that Magic Bus monitors attrition and attendance.

Assorted questions

· Do parents ever ask Magic Bus for extra help (e.g., money, food)? Hassan said that parents are very happy for their kids to have a place to go and play sports safely once per week. 

· Hassan added that there are often fires in the homes of the community. When that happens, Magic Bus tries to help out by providing food and water. Mostly parents don’t ask for this; Magic Bus just tries to help.
· The community coordinators said that parents often come to them and say, “My kids won’t go to school” or “my kids won’t listen to me, what should I do?” The coordinators implied that they try to be nice but can’t actively help with these problems.

· Why do kids drop out? Kids need to go and work. If a family has four or five kids, and the eldest is 12, he may have no choice but to go and work and make money for the family. The main jobs are working in factories, making bags, sandals. They also work in the port on ships that come for repairs. Magic Bus tracks attrition from the programme. I did look at the attendance rolls for all age groups and they all appeared to be roughly as big as each other: i.e., the 7-9 yr olds had as many kids participating as the 15+. 
· Do kids pay any fees to participate? No, everything is free. Magic Bus gives them a snack every day; shoes (while they’re playing) and a uniform to wear (shorts and a Magic Bus t-shirt).
