











DIASPORA GIVING:
An Agent of Change in Asia Pacific Communities?

that can also have huge ramifications on the
socio-economic fiber of this community.
Moreover, the impact of volunteers can be
an important model for work in other vil-
lages facing their own distinct challenges.

On another level, Asha volunteers are
spearheading a mass-based movement for
greater democracy at the grassroots level
and an overall improvement in the quality
of life. The decision to expand the organiza-
tion’s agenda beyond education came after
its volunteers realized that it is difficult to
teach a hungry child, and that parents have
priorities other than their children’s educa-
tion—such as daily wages, health care, and
emotional security. Considering all these,
Asha is now bringing people together, cre-
ating awareness, and motivating them to
use the Right to Information Act and the
National Rural Employment Generation
Act to question the bureaucracy, to fight
for their rights and entitlements, and to get
their grievances redressed.

If a problem is brought to the notice of
Asha volunteers, they visit the village, call
a meeting of the community to discuss the
issue, and help develop the strategy that
will be undertaken to end the injustice-be
it filing a first Information Report (FIR) or
meeting government functionaries. A group
of volunteers is then formed from within the
village, with a membership subscription of
about 25 cents, to create a feeling of bond-
ing and also to cover expenses, such as the
travel of the group to the district headquar-
ters. Groups such as these make up Asha’s
organizational base; over the years, they
have grown in numbers and the impact of
their work is becoming increasingly appar-

ent. People are raising issues, refusing to pay

bribes, and beginning to resolve problems
through their own initiative.

When a “Down with Bribes” campaign
was organized in frontof the Kanpur District
Collectors’ Office on November 15, 2006,
the local community was quick to provide
support. Local traders collected donations
to pay for the printing of banners and for
the volunteers’ lunch, while lawyers offered
to help with the filing of affidavits and
other legalities. Over 400 complaints were
filed within four days under the Right to
Information Act. Inspired by the response,
Shanker Singh, a tout at the Road Trans-
port Department, spoke to Asha volunteers
of the rampant corruption that prevailed
in the Department and of the huge bribes
people were paying to get a driving license.
Asha consequently held several camps out-
side the department, enabling hundreds of
people to get their licenses without paying
a bribe. Asha volunteers estimate that over
200,000 people have been helped through
such camps since November 2006.

By December 2006 the department
was completely overhauled and the touts
removed, and Shanker Singh became a full-
time volunteer with Asha. Moreover, the
public has been emboldened and empow-
ered, refusing to pay bribes and threatening
to report anyone who asks for one.

As Sandeep Pande, co-founder of
Asha, said, “We may not have succeeded in
influencing policy. The Right to Education
Bill hasn’t gone through Parliament and
we haven't succeeded in closing down the
Coca-Cola plant in Varanasi which guzzles
15 to 20 lakh litres of water a day, causing
the water table fall from 1.6ft to 18ft. in
just a decade. But there have been small
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victories. Food grains are coming to the
ration shops, the quality of mid-day meals
in schools has improved, and action is
being taken against people like the Brahmin
teacher who refused to teach Dalit children
on the grounds that they were fit only to
do menial work. More importantly, Asha is
able to engage with bureaucrats and politi-
cians and they are listening to us because of
our mass base—something they did not do
earlier” (Panda, personal communication,
September 2007).

Asha volunteers in the United States
This

may be a pittance when compared to the

raise about US$ 1 million a year.

INDIA

diasporas potential, but as Pande said,
“Our sustainability does not depend on
this money because we dont need much
money for this kind of work. Campaigns
are funded through local donations because
people can see the difference our work is
making. What we need are committed peo-
ple who will work on the ground, and that
is in short supply.” In fact, “Asha is gradu-
ally moving towards making a paradigm
shift from supporting NGOs to grassroots
activities—where you need volunteers, not
money. We are proving that a lot can be
done without much money, or [without]
any money at all” (Panda, 2007).
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