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This year I have been lucky 
enough to visit India twice with 
my day job and extend my trips 
a little to visit Theni district and 
spend time with our partners. I 
am always deeply impressed by 
their positive impact on so many 
people and across such a variety 
of issues, especially considering 
their relatively small budgets.  
I was especially grateful to be 
able to visit as it has been a 
challenging time for our partner 
Vasandham. Earlier this year 
they lost their permission to 
receive money from abroad. An 
independent accountant has 
concluded this was due to a 
misunderstanding and 
Vasandham is appealling against 
the decision.  
We have been working closely 
with the Vasandham trustees 
and with Gunasekaran, 
Vasandham’s founder and 
leader, to provide support where 
we can. Gunasekaran has 
worked with VST for over four 
decades; first at Seva Nilayam, 
before going on to start 
Vasandham in the remote but 
beautiful Varasanadu valley.  
Like our other partners, his 
efforts have focused on basic 
healthcare, women’s rights, and 
Dalit rights. Guna also has a 
passion for sustainability, which 
is abundantly evident if you visit 
the Vasandham Environmental 
Research Centre where they 

practise and teach sustainable 
agriculture, growing a variety of 
crops at a site surrounded by 
jungle and where you can 
glimpse the flash of spectacular 
birds and insects. With 
Vasandham’s future uncertain 
and Guna ready to retire, we 
have been thinking about how 
we support not just the people 
our partner organisations work 
in service of, but also the people 
who dedicate their lives working 
for our partner organisations.  
I heard about the psychological 
challenges from several leaders 
of our partner organisations. 
They expressed concern for staff 
morale, especially when 
engaging in work to fight for the 
rights of the most vulnerable, be 
that women, Arunthathiyars, 
children, tribal people, those 
affected by HIV, or members of 
the LGBT community.  
Our partners are working for 
lasting societal and cultural 
change; the outcomes aren’t 
quick and they suffer many 
setbacks along with their 
successes. I am constantly 
impressed by the perseverance 
and courage that our partners, 
their staff and volunteers, and 
the people they are working 
with, display in fighting for their 
rights and I am so glad we can 
continue to fund this work. 
We’re looking at more ways to 
help our partners. We’re 

“I am 
constantly 
impressed by 
the courage 
and 
perseverance 
of our 
partners” 
 

IInn  tthhee  vviillllaaggee  ooff  TThheennaammggoodduu,,  
BBaabbuu,,  hhiiss  wwiiffee,,  aanndd  cchhiilldd  hhaadd  
bbeeeenn  ssttrruugggglliinngg  ttoo  ggeett  eennoouugghh  ttoo  
eeaatt,,  aanndd  wwiitthhoouutt  aa  rraattiioonn  ccaarrdd  
tthheeyy  ccoouulldd  nnoott  ggeett  ggoovveerrnnmmeenntt  
hheellpp..    
OOuurr  ppaarrttnneerr  NNWWTTWWSS  
iinntteerrvveenneedd  wwiitthh  tthhee  aauutthhoorriittiieess  ttoo  
sseeccuurree  tthheemm  tthhiiss  eesssseennttiiaall  
ddooccuummeenntt..  TThheeyy  wweerree  eelliiggiibbllee  
uunnddeerr  tthhee  AAnnttyyooddaayyaa  AAnnnnaa  
YYoojjaannaa  ffoooodd  ssuubbssiiddyy  sscchheemmee,,  
wwhhiicchh  ttaarrggeettss  tthhee  mmoosstt  
ddiissaaddvvaannttaaggeedd  hhoouusseehhoollddss..    
BBaabbuu''ss  ffaammiillyy  ggaaiinneedd  aa  mmoonntthhllyy  
qquuoottaa  ooff  ssuubbssiiddiisseedd  ffoooodd  aanndd  nnoo  
lloonnggeerr  ffaaccee  tthhee  bbuurrddeenn  ooff  ddaaiillyy  
hhuunnggeerr  aanndd  ffiinnaanncciiaall  ssttrraaiinn..  
WWiitthh  tthhee  rraattiioonn  ccaarrdd  tthheeyy  
bbeeccaammee  eelliiggiibbllee  ffoorr  hhoouussiinngg  
aassssiissttaannccee,,  aanndd  ootthheerr  
ggoovveerrnnmmeenntt  bbeenneeffiittss..  TThhee  
ttrraannssffoorrmmaattiioonn  iinn  BBaabbuu''ss  ffaammiillyy''ss  
qquuaalliittyy  ooff  lliiffee  sseerrvveess  aass  aa  
tteessttaammeenntt  ttoo  hhooww  aacccceessssiinngg  aa  
ssiimmppllee  ddooccuummeenntt  ccaann  uupplliifftt  
vvuullnneerraabbllee  ffaammiilliieess..  

Some of the 40 tribal children who now easily reach school thanks to the auto 

expected, but Karupaiya can be 
relied on to persevere. 
He also monitors children’s school 
attendance, and with the support of 
ARUDECS, teachers and well-
wishers arranged an auto-rickshaw 
to take children to school. This 
simple measure has taken off. A 
government agency gave a £1,400 
subsidy and a bank made a loan of 
£2,600 enabling the purchase of an 
auto. ARUDECS helps with the 
monthly loan repayments. The 
outcome: 40 students can travel 
daily to school in the nearest town.  
Now he has established good 
relationships with all the villagers his 
ambition has widened, with plans to 
bring tribal activists together in a 
district-wide tribal welfare 
association. 
  

Babu and his wife receive their 
ration card 

Tribal Projects 
VST’s partner ARUDECS works 
through village volunteers.  
Karupaiya is the volunteer in his 
village, Chellong Colony. He is 28 
and is married with three children.  
For 10 years he has lobbied 
government officials to build proper 
houses in his village to replace 
primitive thatched huts. He 
organised the villagers to approach 
the Collector, the chief local 
government officer, and present 
their petition. And eventually their 
efforts paid off.  Now a site for 48 
houses has been approved and 48 
families have been selected. 
Karupaiya finds it a slow process. 
He works with local officials but 
another official has yet to issue the 
deeds for the land. Meanwhile 
Karupaiya is working on getting 
government grants for the £3,250 
cost of building each house.  
Recently a woman cheated 30 tribal 
women, taking £10 from each, 
saying she would get them a bank 
loan. Karupaiya collected details of 
what happened and went with the 
women to lodge a complaint at the 
local police station and with the 
Collector. After this the police 
arrested the woman and recovered 
half the money. 
Karupaiya has also taken steps to 
obtain land rights under the Forest 
Rights Act for 26 families. 
Unfortunately the families live in 
Theni district, while the land lies in 

neighbouring Dindigul district. The 
Theni district rural development 
officer has forwarded the proposal 
to the Dindigul district tribal welfare 
committee and is awaiting their 
response. No quick answer is 

Karupaiya: persistence has paid off 

exploring appointing a local fundraiser 
to secure more Indian donors so 
partners  become less dependent on 
foreign funding. We’re looking at 
setting up a discretionary welfare fund 
for partners’ long term staff. And we 
have an initiative to bring partners 
together to collaborate and learn from 
each other. 
In the UK two longstanding trustees, 
Angela Russ and Gerti Wilford, have 
stepped down. Huge thanks to both of 
them for their years of support. We’re 
keen to recruit new trustees who share 
our passion for this work and can bring 
new skills and experience to VST. We 
have another graduate volunteer due to 
head out to India, and we’re hoping to 
find one or two part time volunteers to 
help with fundraising in the UK. If 
you’re interested in becoming a trustee 
or volunteering please get in touch! 
We’ve recently signed up to Global 
Giving, an online fundraising platform 
with which Arogya Agam has had 

phenomenal success in raising money 
for their work with HIVpositive 
children. The platform helps secure 
corporate donors and regularly runs 
match-funding campaigns where 
individual donations attract top-up 
funding of up to 100%.  
We’ve been fortunate in benefitting 
from several legacies recently. We 
appreciate these so much, as we do all 
gifts from our supporters – your 
contributions make such a difference to 
so many in Tamil Nadu.  
Lastly, I want to extend my thanks to all 
our partners in India, but especially to 
Guna. He has devoted his life to 
serving the most vulnerable and striving 
to leave the world a better place than 
he found it. VST couldn’t operate 
without the dedication of our partners. 
Seeing it first hand brings home how 
remarkable an achievement this is.  

Sophie Walker,  
VST chair 
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Women’s programme 
The 3,600 strong women’s 
federation linked to our partner 
Arogya Agam is called Then Sudar 
Pengal Iyyakkam. The name roughly 
translates as Honey-bee Shining 
Women’s Federation.  The name 
implies “energetic work to move 
from darkness to light”. 
That was certainly the case in March 
when the federation of women’s self-
help groups staged a huge silver 
jubilee celebration, and launched a 
booklet listing their achievements 
over the 25 years. 
It was some celebration. More than 
3,000 women joined a massive 
function. Guests included local 
government officials, NGO leaders, 
other federation leaders, members of 
the District Dalit Women Forum, 
journalists and the Arogya Agam 
team. A huge rally started from the 
centre of Andipatty ending at the 
TSPI office just outside the town. 
On the stage there was singing and 

dancing, and speeches by the 
federation leaders. Every one of the 
260 self-help groups affiliated to the 
federation made a small donation 
towards the cost of the event, and 
along with donations collected from 
others raised so much money that 
they had a surplus of £1,400. That 
will be spent on tree planting and 
community needs. 
The federation states its aims as 
“organising oppressed women, 
especially from the Arunthathiyar 
community, for empowerment and 
equality in social, educational, 
economic, health and political status 
in the Andipatty area”. 

 

“Each of our women works 
as thenni (honey-bee) and 
builds the huge honey 
cavern, serving the 
community” - TSPI first 
president, Panchavarnam  

Thousands of 
self-help 
group 
members 
came 
together to 
celebrate 25 
years of 
solidarity 

“In this function we felt as one family, as our own village 
festival, our unity has become much stronger. There is 
more work to do, so, together, let us bring gender equality 
and empowerment today for a more sustainable 
tomorrow” - TSPI President Saritha 

Arogya Agam director Dr Sabu Simon presents a jubilee award to Panchavarnam, 
the first president of TSPI, pictured with the current president, Saritha 

 Greater role for women in 
decision-making in the family 
and in their village 

 More women elected to local 
councils and active in public life 

 Near elimination of illegal high 
interest money lending 

 Economic empowerment 
through micro-enterprise. Self-
help group savings of £800,000 

 Literacy programme for Dalit 
women 

 Reducing school drop-outs and 
confronting child exploitation 

Highlights from the list of achievements booklet 
(entitled “March towards change, firm in our beliefs”) 



ttoo  bbeeccoommee  ssaanniittaattiioonn  wwoorrkkeerrss  aanndd  kkeeeepp  
tthheemm  wweellll  aawwaayy  ffrroomm  iitt..  SSoo  tthheessee  
ddiissccrriimmiinnaatteedd  cchhiillddrreenn  wweerree  nnoott  uusseedd  ttoo  
tthhee  bbaadd  ssmmeellllss  aanndd  uunncclleeaannlliinneessss  iinn  tthhee  
bbaatthhrroooommss  aanndd  ttooiilleettss..  TThheeyy  wweerree  jjuusstt  
ggiivveenn  hhaanndd  bbrruusshheess  mmaaddee  ooff  bbuunnddlleess  ooff  
ttwwiiggss  tthhaatt  aarree  bbaarreellyy  5500ccmm  lloonngg  ssoo  tthheeyy  
hhaadd  ttoo  bbeenndd  oovveerr  ttoo  sswweeeepp..  OOfftteenn  tthheerree  
iiss  nnoott  eennoouugghh  wwaatteerr..  SSoommeettiimmeess  tthheessee  
cchhiillddrreenn  ccoommppllaaiinn  tthhaatt  tthhiiss  ppuuttss  tthheemm  
ooffff  tthheeiirr  ffoooodd..  

IItt  iiss  iilllleeggaall  ttoo  rreeqquuiirree  aannyy  cchhiillddrreenn  ttoo  
cclleeaann  ttooiilleettss,,  lleett  aalloonnee  ppiicckk  oonn  oonnee  
ccoommmmuunniittyy  ttoo  ddoo  iitt..  SSaaddllyy  tthheessee  
tteeaacchheerrss  wwhhoo  aarree  wweellll  ppaaiidd  ttoo  ooppppoossee  
ddiissccrriimmiinnaattiioonn  aaccttiivveellyy  pprrooppaaggaatteedd  iitt..    

In the area currently covered by 
Arogya Agam, the women’s 
federation and the children’s groups, 
these kind of practices have almost 
entirely stopped. Most children of 
sanitation workers complete their 

education and don’t follow their 
parents into this type of work. Arogya 
Agam has now started to work in 
Govindanagaram under a new grant 
from Village Service Trust to form 
women’s self-help groups in this area. 

JJoohhnn  DDaallttoonn  ooff  AArrooggyyaa  AAggaamm  wwrriitteess::  
TThheerree  sseeeemmeedd  ttoo  bbee  aann  aattttiittuuddee  tthhaatt  
ssiinnccee  tthhee  cchhiillddrreenn  wweerree  tthhee  cchhiillddrreenn  ooff  
‘‘sswweeeeppeerrss’’  iitt  wwaass  tthheeiirr  jjoobb  ttoo  sswweeeepp..  
BBeeccaauussee  AArruunntthhaatthhiiyyaarr  cchhiillddrreenn,,  lliikkee  
tthheeiirr  ppaarreennttss,,  tteenndd  ttoo  aavvooiidd  
ccoonnffrroonnttaattiioonn  aanndd  aarree  aaccccuussttoommeedd  ttoo  
bbeeiinngg  ttrreeaatteedd  bbaaddllyy,,  tthhee  tteeaacchheerrss  ggoott  
aawwaayy  wwiitthh  iitt..    

TThhiiss  ttrreeaattmmeenntt  iinn  sscchhooooll  hhaass  aann  aaddvveerrssee  
ppssyycchhoollooggiiccaall  eeffffeecctt  aanndd  iinnccrreeaasseess  tthheeiirr  
ffeeeelliinngg  tthhaatt  tthheeyy  aarree  iinnffeerriioorr  ttoo  tthhee  ootthheerr  
cchhiillddrreenn..  TThhee  ootthheerr  cchhiillddrreenn  mmaakkee  iitt  
wwoorrssee  bbeeccaauussee  tthheeyy  ffoollllooww  tthhee  aattttiittuuddee  
ooff  tthheeiirr  tteeaacchheerrss..  TThhee  ppaarreennttss  ddoonn’’tt  
wwaanntt  tthheeiirr  cchhiillddrreenn  aanndd  ggrraannddcchhiillddrreenn  

Women in Govindanagaram listen intently as  Arogya Agam begins work there by 
holding a focus group discussion 

Arunthathiyars 

There are 178 Arunthathiyar 
and tribal children’s clubs in 69 
villages with more than 2,000 
members. During  the year 
more than 100 students entered 
higher education. 
Now it is planned to reach out 
to Arunthathiyar children not 
yet in the clubs. 

This is a story about caste 
discrimination, and about how  
community organisations can help 
stop it. 
In the village of Solathevanpatty our 
partner Arogya Agam has formed a 
children’s club among the 
Arunthathiyar population there.  
Arunthathiyars are a highly 
marginalised Dalit community. They 
are seen as the ones to do unsavoury 
work such as burying the dead and 
working with leather. They are often 
farm labourers. All sanitation workers 
are Arunthathiyars. 
The idea of the children’s clubs is to 
encourage young Arunthathiyars to 
stay on at school, pass exams and go 
on to higher education, in the process 
lifting expectations both for 
themselves and their community. 
One day some children’s club 
members in Solathevanpatty received 
a visit from relations from the village 
of Govindanagaram. The cousins 

were invited to sit in on the children’s 
club meeting, and the story of what 
was happening in Govindanagaram 
unfolded. 
There, the school teachers were 
making the Arunthathiyar children 
clean the toilets. None of the other 
children were being asked to do this. 
One day, four of the Arunthathiyar 
children had felt sick because of the 
strong smell. The toilets had been 
particularly dirty and it had been hot 
that day, so they had gone home. 
They had told their parents who got 
together and had summoned the 
courage to complain. The teacher 
had told them: “If the children come 
to school, they must do what we ask 
them to do. You can go ahead and 
complain about it anywhere you like, 
I am not afraid about it.”  
When the children’s group heard this 
story, the news quickly went to the 
women’s group, the women’s 
federation and Arogya Agam. Staff 
and volunteers phoned the child 
helpline. When the helpline workers 
came to enquire, they accompanied 
them and collected evidence. They 
then made a formal complaint to the 
chief educational officer.  
After the complaint was lodged, the 
school management approached the 
families and apologised. The 
management gave a written assurance 
that such incidents would never 
happen again, and the case was 
withdrawn.  
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Health 
Tamilarasan has a barber’s shop in 
Main Road, Andipatty. His shop 
plays its part in small town life, 
sharing news and gossip, match-
making, and commenting on local 
events, politics and current affairs. 
But Tamilarasan is also a peer 
educator. Trained by Arogya Agam, 
he tells his customers about the risks 
of HIV, how to practise safer sex, 
how to get tested, and that he 
supplies free condoms. 
This is his story. 
“I used to have multiple sexual 
partners and when I got married my 
friends advised me to have a blood 
test for HIV. I tested negative, and 
now I lead a happy family life. 
However I was in touch with Arogya 
Agam, and I understood the 
seriousness of this disease after 
attending their training sessions. 
“Here in the barber shop, customers  
and my friends come to have their 
hair cut, which usually will take 20 to 
30 minutes. During that time I talk to 
them about HIV, particularly to 
unmarried youths. I share my 
previous experience and tell them I 
have condoms available in my shop. 
They ask about their doubts which I 
clarify to them. Later on many 
customers will talk openly to me that 
I motivated them to have their blood 
checked and to adopt safer sexual 
practices.  
“I referred many of my friends and 
customers to the nearby government 

hospital, for blood screening. Three 
of my customers were found to be 
positive. I kept a close check on 
them, urging them to avoid sex or 
adopt safer practices, along with 
taking their ART (anti-retroviral 
treatment).   
“In my job I use a razor blade and if I 
accidentally cut a customer’s skin he 
may bleed and there would be a risk. 
Also I am practising safer sex due to 
my previous experience and luckily I 
escaped this disease, and I wanted to 
be a model person to my customers.”  
Tamilarasan recruited his business 
partner Perumal to help with HIV 
advice. Perumal says: “When I was 
cutting the hair of college boys I came 
to know that these boys, especially 
hostel boys, were engaged in unsafe 
sex with other boys. After my 
intervention, they now use condoms, 
and tell their friends to do the same.” 

Tamilarasan at work: a health message 
with every shave  
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Donations  

Legacies                                     

Grants                                 

Investment income               

TToottaall             

      

EExxppeennddiittuurree  

Partner  support                       

Women’s programme 

HIV prevention          

Tribal projects          

Child rights             

Health programmes                                
Community organisations  

Fundraisng and publicity 

VST administration 

TToottaall    

Notes on       
spending 

Financial report 

PPaarrttnneerr  ssuuppppoorrtt  
Assistance with staff 
and establishment 
costs at Arogya Agam 
and Vasandham 

WWoommeenn’’ss  
pprrooggrraammmmee    
Training to women’s 
self-help groups, their 
federation leaders and 
support for the 
district women’s 
movement 

TTrriibbaall  pprroojjeeccttss  
Programmes to 
promote school 
attendance and 
securing the rights 
and entitlements of 
indigenous 
communities 

CChhiilldd  rriigghhttss  
Work with 
Arunthathiyar and 
HIV-affected 
children’s groups 

HHeeaalltthh  pprrooggrraammmmeess  
Detection, referral 
and monitoring of 
leprosy, HIV and 
tuberculosis. HIV 
prevention  

CCoommmmuunniittyy  
oorrggaanniissaattiioonnss  
Training and support 
for Arunthathiyar 
women’s self-help 
groups  

An unusual year 
These are not the kind of accounts we usually 
present. Our income was five times the normal level 
due to receipt of several legacies. Such gifts are rare 
and haphazard. We also received a number of  
exceptional donations, mainly for NWTWS 
following the death of its founder John Wilson. 
These donations were for the work with tribal 
communities by NWTWS. Our plan is to make use 
of the additional income by increasing the grants to 
our partners over the long term. 
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