Vision in Social Arena (VISA; http://www.visa.org.in/)

GiveWell staff member Natalie Stone visited VISA, an organization composed of three children's shelters in Mumbai, and spoke with John Abraham, Founder, and Anil D’souza, Administrator, on November 10, 2010. Below are her notes from her visit.
John picked me up at the train station in an old Jeep. One of the girls from the shelter was in the car. She was 16 years old and had lived in the shelter for 7 years.

GiveWell: John, how did you get into this line of work?

John: I was communist before coming to Mumbai and converting to Christianity. I began working in a hotel and received cooking training. I began bringing food to pavement dwellers. After 6 years, God called me to do this full time. I joined the organization Intermission and spent 10 years picking up destitute people on the street. I left that organization because I wanted to change the attitude about the percentage of expenses that should be spent on administration.

GiveWell: How many girls' live in the older girls' shelter?

John: 13.

We visited the shelter for older girls first. The shelter was had few decorations, furniture, or personal belongings visible. While I was there, the girls sat on the floor to eat their meal. There were 6-8 girls in the shelter at the time. There was one girl in a wheelchair. There were two steps leading up to the rest of the apartment from the room we were sitting in.

GiveWell: How did these kids come to be here?

Anil: John started VISA 10 years back. He would visit railway platforms. Over time he formed friendship with a boy who later brought in other boys. Off all 6 boys said they wanted to come and stay, children kept adding and now down the time we even got references from other organizations. 

GiveWell: How many children can you have and do you have HIV infected children?
Anil: The Indian government has regulations regarding the space each child requires (55 square feet per child). In total, we have around 39 children. The government has regulations about sheltering HIV positive children with other children. 

GiveWell: How do you get these children and what are your criteria for taking them in?

Anil: 
Our age criteria are 6-18.  

We get volunteers calling us and letting us know that they have seen a child. We also get referrals from Child Line. Someone calls in and says, "I found a child." 
Some can be referred form the Government if they are complete orphans. Other criteria are if they are semi-orphan (one parent) whose parent is on the streets and can't give the child education or a place to stay or if they have parents but neither can support them. The last one is very rare if a parent is working but cannot take care of the child.
Most NGOs ignore the government rules about which children to take in, but the government is waking up now and now the NGOs have to follow the rules. It also depends on what government official you get and everything works with money. Our works gets stagnated…if you don't give them money, nothing gets done. There are many NGOs that are corrupt, where they have a website and take donations, but then you go to see them and there's nothing there Hence you cannot blame the Government fully for their rules.
GiveWell: Could you tell me some of these girls' stories?

John: B. was living with her brother in Bandra train station. Her father was in and out of prison for petty crimes. If she had stayed on the streets, she would have been eloped. They were being cared for by the woman who cleans the station. Their father brought them here. They've been here for 4 years. She's now 10. Her father comes to visit once in a blue moon. There's been no trace of her mother. She will live here until she's 18 then she has to decide. My desire is that they will study further stand on their own feet even get married and settle down.
C. is 19 years old. She has been living here for 7 years. 

C.: I'm in college doing B.Sc. in nursing. Nursing jobs are easy to get, as long as you have good knowledge. VISA pays for my college. I used to stay in Borivali. I like it here; it is my family; John is my father. My college is in Grant Road. It’s a four year course. I wanted to be a cardiologist, but that is too hard. After school I have to work as a nurse for two years. Then I want to go to the U.S. and become a lecturer. I also want to get married.

John: She'd get married tomorrow if the right guy came along. (Joking)
Nursing school is difficult to get into and it's very expensive.
GiveWell: What are the current ages of the girls living here?

John: 9 to 22. The young woman in the wheelchair is 22.

GiveWell: Could you tell me more about the girls here?

John: D. came at age 4. She was left out by her parents at a railway station because she was a girl child. The police handed her over. Now she's 10. She doesn't know who her parents are. Officially, I am her father. Her name is D. John Abraham.

K. has a father who hasn't visited for 4 years. Her father came to me. Her mother had left and her father couldn't manage. She came at age 2 and now is 10 years old.

S.'s father brought her here. She was living on the pavement. She was 8 when she came and has been here for 8 years. Her father passed away. Her mother is dead. She is very sick. She's a good singer. She's in the 9th standard. She'll go to college next.

Two German volunteers came in. I was told that they had been here 2 weeks and would be staying for 2 months total. Soon after, one of John's three daughters came in with another German woman with a bag of food. There was a fourth Westerner sleeping in the back, who I was told had a migraine.

 John: [speaking to the volunteers] You can't drink the water. Even my kids don’t drink the water. They did before but once they come into my fold they become like you, foreigners. (Joking)
The older kids go to school in the morning and then to tutoring. The younger kids have tutoring in the morning and school in the afternoon.

Each shelter has two staff ladies. Right now one is sick; that's why she's not here. We are looking for more staff right now. They leave often because of the workload. They are referred to us from another NGO that works with destitute women from broken homes. 

All of our girls are very smart. They fool around a lot. This is a free home. They take advantage of their freedom. They have the liberty of asking for whatever they want and they get it.

GiveWell: Have any children left your shelters?

John: Seven have left in total. Three have left because they turned 18. Two were taken back by the NGO that brought them. Two were given to us by their HIV positive parents, but then the mother found a man and wanted the children back.

Of the 3 that turned 18, one got married and is working at an office. He was the first to come here. I found him on the train platform. 

The second is running a furniture business. He didn't do well in school so I enrolled him in a carpentry training program. His mother died and his father remarried. His step-mother mistreated him and he ran away. I found him at the Grant Road station where he was trying to steal something. People were going to beat him up and I rescued him. I just happened to be there at the time. He was at the shelter for 10 years. He has a baby now. [John showed me a picture of the baby on his cell phone.]

 The third is working somewhere. She decided she wanted to go back to her own people. She got married. She came at age 8 and stayed for 10 years. She was a runaway. She had no mother and her father troubled her.

GiveWell: What is your budget and what are your expenses?

John: Our budget is about 24 lakhs per year, or about 2 lakhs per month [about $4,500]. This includes school fees, tutoring, transportation, food, medical expenses, electricity, home maintenance and staff salaries. 

We traveled by car to the apartment building where the younger children live. This was in a fairly upscale, though not fancy building with an elevator.  When we arrived John asked the caregivers to bring the children into the living room area, where they sat on the floor while we talked. There were 10 children, both girls and boys. Two girls from the older girls' shelter were there as well. John told me that they help out when the staff are on leave. At the end of our conversation, John asked one girl to sing what sounded like an English pop song for us. The other children joined in for the chorus. The vacation schedule was posted on the wall: 

7:30 Getting up 
8:00-9:00 Prayer 
9:00-9:30 Breakfast


9:30-10:30 Bible reading (memory verse)

10:30-11:30 Activity


11:30-1:00 TV 

1:30 Lunch 2:30-4:00 Resting time


4:00-6:30 Outdoor playing time 

6:30 Evening snacks

7:30-8:30 Practice time 
8:30-9:00 Prayer time 
9:30 Dinner 
10:30 Sleep
GiveWell: Could you tell me some of their stories?

John: F. is 4 years old. He was put on drugs so that he wouldn't ask for food. He's the brother of B. When he came he had a fever, couldn't walk, acted like he was mentally retarded, and had a chest problem. We didn't have the money to send him to a cardiologist.

R. and R. are orphans. They were brought here by their grandmother, who was a drunkard. She was referred to us by a church.

H. is the sister of two of the boys in our other shelter. Her mother was married 3 times. She was sleeping on the streets and begging. That's where I met her. Her third husband demanded that the two boys be sent away and she sent them here. H. was born and when her father saw that she was a girl, he left her mother. Her mother asked for shelter, but I told her that I could only take the daughter. H. was 1 year and 4 months old. Now she's 8.

W.'s mother is insane. Her father is OK. She was begging with her brother. She came here when she was young. Now she's 10. She has a very nice voice. [She led the song.]

J. is an orphan. He was referred by the Andheri Municipal Corporation. He's been here 3 years.

P. doesn't have a mother or a father. Her grandmother brought her. She was living on the street and rag picking.

M. has a mother but we aren't sure if she's her real mother. They look very different. She was on the street. The mother didn't want M. to come here. She was going to die soon and didn't what M. to be an orphan.

T. was born to an unwed mother and her family found her to be a burden. She came here 4 years ago.

E. is from the older girls' shelter. Her father passed away. She was taken in by her maternal uncles, but they thought she was a burden. She had a bad star reading so they thought she was going to spoil the family. They sent her away. She's been here 4 years.

GiveWell: Are all the children Christian?

John: All the children are Christians because their papa [John] is Christian. 

GiveWell: Are you worried about them being prosecuted for being Christian? 

John: It's not exactly prosecution. People assume Christians want to make everyone Christians. We haven't had any problems. There's a Muslim man who prevents our children from being ridiculed when he sees it happening in the area. 

GiveWell: Are they required to participate in prayer and Bible study?

John: Of course. They are very good children, especially in front of their father.

GiveWell: How are you funded?

John: This was a terrible month. We haven't paid the staff. Our bank account is empty. Last month we had a problem too, but then a group called and asked for the children to perform singing and dancing at a Diwali festival. They were so inspired that they gave 51,000 rupees. A church sent us 50,000 rupees. Every month is a question, but God always comes through. I kneel down and pray. I never fundraise. Fees are always paid and birthdays are always celebrated. They lack nothing.

GiveWell: What would you do with more money?

John: I would buy a new Jeep. We spend a lot on maintenance of that. Also, I would get better accommodation and move the shelters nearer to each other. That would make cooking and transportation easier.

GiveWell: How do you support yourself?

John: I have friends in the U.S. and U.K. I never ask; they just send. I also work as an assistant pastor and the church gives me an honorarium that covers my rent and electricity.

GiveWell: Do you get a regular salary from the organization?

John: Not exactly. God takes care of me.

GiveWell: How do you pay for your own children's education?

John: I look to God in Prayer. I have three daughters. Oldest is working. The second couldn’t get a job so she went back to school. The third is in high school. A church pays for part of their fees.

At times people come with groceries, bags of rice, etc.

We get about 50,000 rupees support from local people. We need 170,000 to 200,000 rupees (approximately $3750-$4500) per month. We budget for 200,000. Last year we were running on 150,000. Since then there's been inflation. We have the same number of kids.

We need to pay our workers better. Anil is paid 15,000 (approximately $333) per month. Cooks are paid 5,000, driver 7,000-8,000, and the others get 3,000 plus accommodation, food, and clothing.

GiveWell: Do you ever turn kids away due to lack of money?

John: No. Space and government regulations are the bottleneck, not money.



















