What is the nature of India's problems and what can Indians in the US do to solve them? 9 years ago, Ravi Kuchimanchi and a few other graduate students at the University of Maryland asked themselves this "simple" question. Their answer was the Association for India's Development (AID)........

Saturday, 11 AM.: The scene shifts to Room 1219 of the Physics building at the University of Maryland, College Park. A group of enthusiastic people are sitting together in this small room discussing AID's next big step. So, what exactly is it that brings this motley group of individuals-

software professionals, students, a professor, engineers, World Bank employees and others- together? It is a desire to make a change for the better however small it may be in India. AID is a channel to achieve this goal. It is an association of volunteers across the US working with a

shared objective of solving some of India's biggest problems like poverty, illiteracy, lack of education, women's empowerment, etc. AID has about 400 volunteers and 25 chapters all across the US. It also has volunteers and chapters in India. The Maryland chapter of AID is its headquarters and the place where it all began.

AID has no employees and is a purely voluntary effort in the US. AID's volunteers believe that the problems of India are inter-related and need to be tackled in a holistic fashion. Just as there is diversity in the backgrounds of AID volunteers, there is also a lot of diversity in the nature of the work that they do for AID. The Saturday meetings or "Community Service Hours" as they are referred to are the occasion for discussing "Projects" which is AID's principal method of reaching out to villages in India. Since, its inception in 1991, AID has supported almost 100 projects in 16 states of India usually by working with a non-governmental organization, by working with the AID fellows or through AID chapters in India. AID volunteers make a concerted effort to visit

projects and villages during their trips to India. Most AID projects are visited by a volunteer prior to approval by one of the AID chapters. During the project, every possible form of non-monetary support is explored. AID volunteers have helped ship computers, worked on making slides and transparencies for science projects, provided crucial information back to projects in India and have written letters of support to some of the activist movements being fought currently.

Apart from discussing and supporting projects, fund-raising and awareness about issues related to India are major activities of AID volunteers. Volunteers attend various community events to raise awareness about AID's activities. The next time you go to the Siva-Vishnu temple, a grocery store or any Indian cultural event, look around carefully and you will find some posters, information or brochures about AID or you may just find an AID volunteer enthusiastically talking about AID and how we are doing our best to solve some of India's problems. AID raised about $250,000 last

year and disbursed about $150,000 to projects in India.  Though individual donations are the main source of AID's funds, it also organizes concerts, cultural programs and other events to raise funds. AID has organized concerts by Ustad Zakir Hussain, Dr. L. Subramaniam, Pt. Vishwa Mohan Bhatt, Umayalpuram Sivaraman and other notable Indian artistes in the last two years. These events bring new volunteers to AID and are more than just fund-raisers. They illustrate how active AID is in the local Indian community. If you would like to be in the know about AID projects, subscribe to our monthly newsletter that goes out to all of our 1500 donors. AID email news is another cool way of learning about AID's day-to-day activities in MD and elsewhere in the US. This is the best way of finding out if there is an interesting talk, a movie screening or some such AID event in your neighborhood. Last year, we organized talks and discussions with some prominent Indian social activists like Medha Patkar, Dr. M.P. Parameswaran, Dr. Parameswara Rao, Dr. Sudarshan and Leo Saldanha and in the process brought people working at the grassroots level in India in touch with the Indian community in the US. 

So what exactly is it that AID hopes to achieve from these efforts? Consider an AID project in Lodhar village near Kanpur, Uttar Pradesh. Mahendra Verma, an AID volunteer and Ph.D. from the University of Maryland, College Park, returned back to India in 1994 to assume an assistant professorship at IIT Kanpur. He joined the efforts of a group of young people at IIT Kanpur to organize the construction laborers on campus and to teach their children. They found that the government school in neighboring Lodhar village was dysfunctional and that the children there did not have access to any other school.  When it was realized that efforts to revamp the government school would not succeed, Mahendra and his friends started cycling 5 kilometers to Lodhar and began to run classes for the children in an open place. Enthused by these efforts, AID provided partial financial support to Jagriti for a school in Lodhar. This financial support complemented the voluntary spirit of the IIT Kanpur volunteers who now formed an organization called Jagriti that has been working since 1994 in Lodhar. The Lodhar school has always employed local people as teachers and follows regular UP board curriculum. Most significantly, the villagers feel genuine pride and have a sense of ownership of this school as seen by their donating land and labor for construction. The school is now recognised by the UP board and runs classes up to Standard VII. In the process of establishing this school, Jagriti came up with other innovative programs like vocational training of children for making greeting cards, setting up a village library, and adult education programs. It also fought for the rights of villagers by trying to get electric connections in the village.

This project clearly illustrates what a good AID project achieves. People's participation in making the decisions that affect their lives, building of local institutions, better access to education, health care and a ripple effect in neighboring villages. Moreover, all this achieved sustainably. This is AID's vision of focus villages: villages where AID's involvement through a local non-governmental organization will result in a holistic improvement in the quality of life of the people. AID hopes to establish such focus villages in all of India's 546 districts. At present, AID is discussing involvement in a broad plan from the All India People's Science Network that aims to reach out to 100 blocks (subdivisions of districts) and implement its "Health for All" vision. We believe that a significant number of these efforts will become focus villages.

Community leaders and AID volunteers like Ravi Kuchimanchi and Balaji Sampath who are both Ph.Ds from the University of Maryland decided to go back to India and work full-time in Indian villages. In 1998, AID initiated the fellowships program to support AID volunteers returning to India to work full-time in villages. Today, AID has 4 fellows: Ravi Kuchimanchi, Balaji Sampath, Venkatesh Iyer and Aravinda Pillalamari. These volunteers have played a pivotal role in establishing deeper relationships with organizations and movements in India. The inputs that they have provided have been crucial in moulding AID's philosophy. While "Nirman" or constructive work has always been an integral part of AID's work, the idea of "Sangharsh" or opposition of destructive forces is relatively new. But, it is an idea that has been taken up with a lot of enthusiasm by all our volunteers. Association with organizations like the Tamil Nadu Science Foundation, Narmada Bachao Andolan, Bhagavatula Charitable Trust, SEWA and many other groups and individuals has resulted in a more evolved AID philosophy and a better understanding of the ground realities in India. 

Recently, AID initiated the Saathi program that will provide support for a limited period to individuals working on important development issues. We believe that this is a crucial step for reaching out to those individuals who have extra-ordinary commitment to causes that are important for India's development but whose work is not limited to a specific time-bound project. Focus villages, projects, fund-raisers, the 100 Blocks plan - AID is in an exciting phase and we really need the local community's support. 

So, all you folks in the D.C area who ask themselves the question, "What can I do for India today?", look no further. The simplest way that more than 1500 people around the US have discovered is to make regular donations to AID. You can support AID projects, fellowships or Saathis - AID depends mostly on individual donations for its funds. If you are willing to spend

some time on weekends, make a date with AID on Saturday, 11 PM, Room 1219, Physics Bldg., University of Maryland, College Park. Volunteer for AID and do your bit for India. AID is its volunteers and has depended on volunteer support for achieving its objectives.  Non-monetary support in the form of computers, books, videos, etc has also proved to be useful for some AID

projects. Professionals in the field of Accounting and Law have also volunteered their services for AID. Volunteer Krishna Kumar, who is a lawyer by profession, handles legal issues in AID together with the Board of Directors. Similarly, volunteers across the US with financial expertise

constitute the Finance committee that handles AID's investment policy. Accountant Mr. Unnikumaran provides his services every year for auditing AID's accounts. We need such commitment and support and a continuous flow of adrenalin from our volunteers and the local Indian community to make the change that we all desire in India. As Gandhiji has rightly said,

"It is not important how small your contribution is, but it is extremely important that you make it". Volunteer, donate and support AID and together we can do our best for India.

Send a check to support AID to the following address: 


Association for India's Development, P.O. Box 149, College Park, MD 20741, USA 
Click here for a contribution form!
For more information:

1. Check out our Web page at http://www.aidindia.org
2. To subscribe to AID email news, send an email aidnews@aidindia.org
3. Email info@aidindia.org if you have any questions or need more information

All donations to AID are tax-deductible in the USA. Our federal tax ID number is 52-1863480. To obtain a copy of the current financial statement please write to: AID, P.O. Box 149, College Park, MD 20741 or call (301) 513-0565. Documents and information pertaining to AID can be obtained from the Secretary of State for the cost of copies and postage. 
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Some respite for these young ones in a non-formal

education school after a hard day’s work in the

carpet-making industry in Palamau/Garwah.
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AID-India efforts promoting holistic learning

Children learn Charka at the AID-India workshop, Jan 1 2000.

