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Chennai: In a prewous

life, 12-year-old Prashanth
made more money in a day
than most 3o-year-olds
in Chennai ¢an dream of.
Smiling as he throws mock
-punches at a social worker,
at his new ‘home’ in-Peram-
bur, the boy does net. miss
what his life'used to be. In
a previous life, as recent as
one year ago, Prashanth
was a rag-picker, trawling
the streets of Royapettah
along with his similarly

employed father. “I was re- :

ally fast,” he says-shrewdly
“My father would drive:the
vandi (garbage cycle), while
I'would spot and pick ‘good
stuff, withoot .him even

. with a twinge of fondness,

between “¥400-500 and
¥8oo on a gpod day”. All
that is a distant memao-
IV NOW.

He is one of the 20

have been picked up
and are. bemg reha-

teers from the Madras
Christian” Council * of
Social Service. “Tt ‘all

we began studying the
community who trawled

tﬁﬂ dumping g*ard at ‘Ko-

dungaiym an

lived,” explains Alexander,

a social worker who heads

‘the project. After “having

seen the pathetic. state af:

children who lived, worked,
played and even gambled
between the mountains of
refuse, they wanted to do’
something to- help: Fortu-
nately for them, in 2009,
the .Chennai Cerporation
* chose them to partner the
‘Night Shelter Project’ at
the Corporation I’nmary
School, bang gpposite the’
dumplng vard. A whole

floor was tiled and provided--

for them, lights were set
over the playground and
the scene was Tipe to bring *;
the children in. That proved
to be the difficult part,

Despite living' in' the
street or in. slums, even
the orphans were suspi-
cious of coming initially.
“These children have a
love-hate relationship with -
that yard,” opines Isabel,
Executive Secretary of the
NGO. "It was very difficult

. to keep them coming when .
‘they were used to freedom,
no adults:and vagrancy—
" most of them.gvere practi-
. cally adults in'their minds,
- though -they were barely |
past 10;” she ‘adds. Once -
they offered the children
* dinner, the numbers start-
-ed increasing. “These kids

were: irtegular, - Exert the -

slightest control and they'd

.. having to stop!” he recalls -

The sales used to yield

child rag- plckers who

bilitated by * volun- -
began in 2008, when =

how' they -
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These children
have a Eovwﬁaie
| reiaiwﬁsktp
with the dump
yard. It was

difficult to keep

them away

go back to the yar_d. ABut ‘-ve_'

“had- 60_in total,” says Al-

exander proudly: Hygiene
. was first on the agenda for -

“them: “Gne boy argued with
us ahout-why he needed to
bathe' after a day in . the
yard. He felt he looked quite
handseme!” says Isabel with
asmile. However, things be-
gan to'go wrong when they

attempted 'to. send a few of -

them to school. They bolted:

at the first chance. “Filth
;s waaa-paltt of their social mi-*

lieu,” she reasons. All was

not lost’ thankfully.: Broth-
~ ers Apand” and. Sutya had
- been trawling th yard for-.
as long as they can. mem--

ber, However, - after

_father d1ed the1r mother
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: Child rag-pickers -
school, in their new lives

nsented to lét'them be

* brought ‘to the” MCCSS
“home and be schiooled. Put
“in a rbt'1dge-sch0c,ﬂ

they
are doing. very well; so well
“they dIeam of becom-

ing ‘policemen,” “to’ round

up all the boys in the yard”!

“Anand,has infact; been in-
 vited to attend a Global Op-

portunities Conference 1n
North Carc]ma, USA:+

Just 'when ' they . were
loqkmg to -expand --and

_bring more rag-pickers ‘in

and school them, disaster
struck; the project’s sup-

port extended by the Cor-
~poration stopped suddenly.

“But we have managed to

“keep thmgs going with lo-
« ¢l funds. But therg.are so

many more and so much

: potentlal among these chil-
‘dren,”
- with hope Like many dia-

concludes - “Isabel
monds in a very big patch
of vough, . >

To._ support these rag~
plckmg children, contact
‘mail
mccss@mcss 019 '

....for more on Chlldren’s Day,
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