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en 2013), on compte 7568 blessés. Soit 
trois fois plus qu’à Madurai, compte 
tenus de la superficie et de la population. 
Les accidents se font plus rares, mais 
demeurent plus dangereux que dans 
l’hexagone.

La conduite en Inde effraie les étrangers 
par son apparente anarchie. Dans 
ce pays le code de la route et les 
assurances ne vous protégeront de rien 
en cas d’accident. On ne se repose pas 
sur une priorité grillée dessinée sur un 
constat. Il faut donc conduire avec une 
assiduité particulière et avoir le cœur 
bien accroché. Chacun doit redoubler 
d’attention pour ne pas se blesser, ni 
causer d’accident. Sous ce chaos se 
cache une certaine organisation, forgée 
au fil du temps par les conducteurs. Si 
vous choisissez de commencer la partie 
en vous jetant dans ce champs de 
bataille, sachez qu’au retentissement 
du « Game Over » vous ne bénéficierez 
d’aucun « Restart ». 

VIVRE OU CONDUIRE? 

Story By Nora Roger 

France

Vivre ou conduire, il faut choisir. 
C’est ce que l’on peut penser dès 
que l’on voit le trafic à Madurai, 

en Inde du Sud. Celui qui en fait un jeu 
vidéo aura tout compris. Prenez une 
route, avec deux voies de circulation 
dans les deux sens (donc quatre voies en 
tout) séparées par une ligne continue. 
Schéma classique en Occident. Toute 
personne ayant son code sinon son 
permis de conduire – ou simplement 
dotée de bon sens – saura qu’il ne faut 
franchir cette ligne sous aucun prétexte 
; autrement vous seriez à contresens. 
Règle de base du code de la route où 
que vous soyez dans le monde.

A Madurai, même combat, ou presque. 
Les touristes utilisent souvent « chaotique 
» pour définir la conduite dans cette ville 
du Tamil Nadu. Imaginez plutôt. Les deux 
voies en question bondées, dans un 
sens de circulation comme dans l’autre. 
Ici, camions, bus, voitures, rickshaws, 
vélos et motos cohabitent dans le 
même espace. Pas de voies dédiées 
aux véhicules lents ou fragiles. Certains 
slaloment, d’autres doublent par la 
droite, la gauche, la perpendiculaire et 
la tangente. Pas de priorité, il suffit de 
klaxonner pour s’annoncer. D’où cette 
constante cacophonie rappelant un free 
jazz expérimental. Maintenant, dans ce 
bazar, focalisez sur les voies intérieures 
de chacun des deux sens, celles séparées 
par l’infranchissable ligne continue. 
Considérez cette zone comme libre 
de toutes lois. Les voitures dépassent 
sans scrupule, franchissant la ligne 
continue, roulant à contresens. Dans 
cette anarchie, ajoutez d’intrépides, 
ou inconscients, piétons souhaitant 
traverser par-ci ou par-là, s’arrêtant au 
beau milieu de la route. « Je crains pour 
ma vie à chaque fois que je dois traverser 
» nous raconte Anna, d’Allemagne, 

venue en Inde pour trois mois. Tandis que 
les locaux marchent tranquillement d’un 
bout à l’autre. « Ne courrez surtout pas, 
les conducteurs ne s’y attendent pas » 
lui conseille une vieille dame à Periyar, au 
centre-ville de Madurai. « Choisissez le 
bon moment et marchez tranquillement, 
ils adapteront leur conduite » termine-
t-elle confiante. Sans oublier les divins 
bovins et les chiens errants venant se 
joindre à ce joyeux tableau. 

Et pourtant. Madurai abrite 1,2 millions 
d’habitants. Presque tous conduisent. 
En 2013, la deuxième plus grande ville 
d’Inde du Sud enregistrait 139 décès 
et 7000 blessés dus aux accidents de 
la route, d’après le quotidien Times of 
India. Paris (France), avec une superficie 
à peine plus petite, 105 km2, et deux 
fois plus d’habitants – sans compter la 
banlieue – ne peut vraiment se targuer 
de sa conduite sur les routes. S’il y a 
effectivement huit fois moins d’accidents 
mortels (29 décès sur les routes de Paris 
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Conservation: eco DeveloPment 
Project inDia nov/Dec 2013

Having taken early retirement late in 
2012, one of the main items on my ‘To 
Do’ list was travel and I wanted more 
than seeing the main tourist sights 
and tying in travel with volunteering 
abroad was at the forefront of my 
mind. I researched volunteering options 
with other organizations but knew I 
had found a match after attending a 
Projects Abroad Information Event in 
Dublin early in 2013 and learned about 
the Eco Development-Conservation 
Project in a rural village in Southern 
India. After a one-to-one talk with 
Anna (their Irish representative), I 
came home full of excitement and 
anticipation as my dream to travel to 
India as a volunteer began to seem 
possible. 

During the following months family 
and friends asked ‘Why India?’ and 
as I looked at the pile of books on my 
living room table - I realized that I had 
a growing desire over a number of 
years to visit India. 

On the 15th of November 2013, I 
arrived in Madurai and was met at 
the airport by Projects Abroad staff 
members. Of course, you have no idea 
of how day to day life differs from 
home until you have spent a few days 
working on the project and living in 
the small village of Chinnapatti, which 
is an hour and a half by bus from 
Madurai city.

Before I set out on the trip, I was busy 
with the practical aspects of organizing 
the trip and making the necessary 
plans at home as I stepped away from 
‘my normal life’ for a time. However, 
once I arrived at the Model Farm I 
found that I adapted readily into life on 
the project as Project’s Abroad have the 

systems and supports in place to ensure 
this. I had already made contact with Jo, 
a UK volunteer who had been on the 
project for over a month already and I 
found contact with an existing volunteer 
very reassuring before I headed out on 
my adventure. 

 Work life on the Model Farm draws 
you in fast as you learn the daily work 
routine necessary to maintain plant and 
animal life on the farm and on other 
sites developed by the farm team. You 
will adapt quickly to the early mornings 
and find the strength within yourself 
to undertake the physical demands of 
some of the work tasks - which can 
be challenging especially in this heat - 
which you probably are not accustomed 
to!
The environment of the farm with some 
native cattle, goats, chickens and other 
fowl and of course the native dog who 
will greet you each morning - takes 
you back in time to an earlier era. The 

tools and equipment available on the 
farm are very basic and the work is 
carried out manually. However, it frees 
your mind from the day to day stresses 
that you are accustomed to and it 
enables you to be close to the earth 
as you give of your time and energy to 
a worthwhile project that is designed 
to encourage and support sustainable 
organic farming practices.

The accommodation, the host family 
(where you get really good traditional 
South Indian Vegetarian food) and 
the Model Farm are all within a few 
minutes’ walk of each other. It is a path 
that becomes familiar very quickly!

During the month I spent on the 
project the main work focus was in the 
following key areas:
 

The Model Farm: 

Story By Pauline O’ Brien

Ireland
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The farm is the core where most of the 
routine works takes place and it also 
acts as a showcase of processes which 
support sustainable organic farming. It 
incorporates an organic farming plot, 
a natural farming plot, a cattle fodder 
plot and areas planted with medicinal 
and native plants. 
It reflects the real issues that farms face 
in the Tamil Nadu region - the main one 
being the lack of a continuity of supply 
of water for farming in the region. Few 
can afford to drill a bore hole well. 

Nonetheless, the Model Farm has 
successfully established a plant nursery 
section which has a variety of container 
grown native plants and commercial 
species. These are grown for sale at 
local markets and for supply to farmers 
for planting under the agro / re-
forestation program. 
A selection is planted out on the farm 
too and the range available continues 
to expand as additional native species 

are identified and sourced. Native 
plants are naturally more adapted to 
the climate and conditions here and 
once established are more likely to 
survive during periods of drought. 
Many well established trees died in the 
last two years because of the drought 
and encouraging and supporting tree 
planting is a significant aim of this 
conservation project. 

Agro-Forestry/
Reforestation:

The bulk of plants grown on the Model 
Farm are grown to supply to farmers 
with the aim of encouraging and 
supporting a higher level of planting in 
the region. Plants are initially supplied 
free of charge, planted and aftercare 
support given to farmers to encourage 
the planting of a range of native trees - 
fruit trees, medicinal trees and trees for 
timber production. During the month 
I worked on a few of these planting 

sites. Having worked in the forestry 
business, this is an area that I could 
identify with and was interested to see 
the difference in planting techniques 
and tools. Here it is necessary to dig 
a channel around the planting area 
to ensure the roots get the benefit of 
rainfall and watering to give the plant 
the best chance of survival. 

On-going support and advice is given 
when farmers participate in a specific 
project. In many situations the follow-
on work is undertaken by the model 
farm staff and volunteers. However, 
when the farmers themselves actively 
participate in the work; these projects 
are more likely to have a successful 
outcome as they take ownership of the 
project and are more likely to continue 
the ongoing work needed to ensure 
the long term benefits. Farmers are 
the best promoters of a successful 
venture as their positive feedback will 
encourage their peers to consider a 
similar development. 

Vermi-compost:

Helping local people to implement 
farming techniques that will cut down 
on their expenses is another aim of the 
project. Setting up a vermin-compost 
unit is a good example of this. The 
unit consists of a block built structure 
2ft high x 2ft wide and variable in 
length with drainage. It uses cow dung 
and bio-waste which are layered on 
top of a base layer of coconut husks 
that save moisture. Special worms are 
added that digest and break down the 
compost over time. The unit requires a 
regular but low level of management 
to make compost that will enrich the 
soil naturally. After approximately 14 
days the top few inches of the pit will 
look like soil and it is ready to sieve 
for use as compost. This product uses 
up a normal farm waste product and 
also rewards the farmer by supplying 
nitrogen fertilizer and improving the 
soil structure, saving on the financial 
and environmental cost of using 
alternative inorganic products. The 
units are built by the Model Farm staff 
and volunteers on site for farmers 
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or community organizations who are 
interested and have the waste product 
available. Training is given on how to 
manage and maintain the unit and 
follow up visits take place to ensure the 
unit is working correctly. 

Another useful product made on the 
farm and that farmers learn to make, 
is the organic liquid fertilizer. It too 
is made mainly from bovine waste 
- both dung and urine, it adds micro-
organisms to the soil and it greatly 
reduces the transitional period from 
chemical farming to organic farming. It 
is also used as a liquid feed for plants 
some weeks after they are planted out. 
Not an attractive perfume though!

Community Awareness 
& Education: 

This is mainly undertaken through 
school visits, market visits and open 
days or in a direct visit to the Model 
Farm to view a specific process in use 
on the Model Farm. During the month, 
a class from the local primary school 
was invited to the farm to learn about 
an invasive weed called Parthenium 
which can cause health problems to 
both humans and cattle. It was very 
visible in the countryside at the time 
and needed to be removed before 
it spread further. They listened with 

enthusiasm and participated in the 
demonstration of how to remove and 
destroy the weed with even greater 
enthusiasm! Children are open to 
learning and sharing their knowledge 
and it is important to reach as many of 
the younger generation as possible with 
a view to protecting the environment 
into the future.  

Farm staff and volunteers attend local 
markets regularly as it is an opportunity 
to meet farmers and to promote 
organic farming, sell vermin-compost 
and native plant species. This is a great 
chance to see a cross section of rural 
life!
 

Medicinal Plants:

The farm source and grows traditional 
medicinal plants and have a range 
available for use in the local community 
to support good health of both humans 
and animals. This helps to re-educate 
local villagers in the identification and 
the health benefits of these traditional 
medicine plants and secures their 
availability for future generations. 
Many plants/herbs are used in food 
preparation here. In India there is a 
saying - food is medicine and medicine 
is food. 

Native Seed Bank: 

The Model Farm is developing and 
maintaining seed banks of native species 
to ensure continuity of supply into the 
future. These species are naturally better 
able to cope with local climate and soil 
types.

Conservation & 
Biodiversity:

 Promoting conservation and 
maintaining biodiversity in the region 
is a further aim of the project. To this 
end, surveys are carried out collecting 
and recording data on the population 
and behavior of mammals and birds. 
I was involved in the Fruit Bat survey 
and in a survey of pollinator species. 
The records from the bat survey are 
fed into a national study working on 
species protection. It gives an indication 
of the routine work that has to be 
done in any base line study of a species 
population which was an interesting 
new experience for me as it requires an 
early start!

The ‘Bigger Picture’:

The ‘bigger picture’ function of the 
projects run by the Model Farm is in 
the impact of the work undertaken 
by the farm team and volunteers in 
the local / wider communities. This is 
possible through the practical work and 
also through increasing awareness of 
conservation; promoting the benefits 
of adopting sustainable methods of 
farming the land and of growing and 
managing crops in a sustainable way.  
The farm itself is the demonstration site 
for some of the practices although only 
3 acres in size, it has demonstration sites 
for most of the activities that the project 
promotes. 

In addition to work on the farm 
outreach, programs is undertaken with 
groups such as the Cheshire Home; 
Children’s Homes or Orphanages. 
This varies; greatly depending on 
what the needs of the group are. In 
one orphanage we cleared an area to 
establish a vegetable plot. We removed 
the weeds, dug it out the soil, made 
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drills and sowed vegetable seeds; all in 
one afternoon! The Model Farm staff 
showed us how to lay out the area to 
retain any water supply within the crop 
area. This orphanage also had a vermin-
compost unit up and running having 
compost ready for use in the garden. A 
member of staff and many of the girls 
living there are interested in maintaining 
the garden and this truly demonstrated 
sustainable organic farming in practice. 
In the Cheshire Home we also planted 
vegetable plants and a selection of native 
trees. Advice is also given on the care and 
maintenance needed in each situation.

We also undertook other work! We rolled 
our sleeves up and undertook a day of 
cleaning and painting at a school building 
which are being used for underprivileged 
children. This a regular feature in the 
work of Project’s Abroad and they are not 
called ‘Dirty Days’ for no good reason! The 
benefit for the community is in getting this 
work done free of cost.

Educational programs are undertaken 
through linking with schools at each level 
of the educational system - in the form of 
school visits or having school classes visit 
the farm and participate in a farm activity. 
During my last week on the project other 
options to involve students into the future 
was under consideration. I attended 
two meetings with the principals of two 
colleges in nearby towns to discuss the 
idea of how students could be involved 
in a voluntary capacity with a view to 
participating and expanding the aims 
of the conservation project. This would 
reduce the need for the Model Farm to 
depend on international volunteers to 
continue the program of work, while at 
the same time reaching the wider local 
audience through local involvement. 
Developing an awareness of the need 
to look after the natural environment is 
critical and reaching a younger audience  
would stimulate their interest for life; 
hopefully generate an enthusiasm among 
some to actively participate in work to 
support this ideal. 

The problem with waste - particularly 
waste plastic bags being disposed at 
the roadsides and in drains, is a major 

and very obvious issue in parts of 
India and the problem seems to be 
particularly bad in this area of Tamil 
Nadu. It would be a really worthwhile 
project in which to involve students 
with a view to educating them on 
the consequences of water, air and 
soil pollution, as well as to the visual 
impact and for them to get involved 
in highlighting the issue in their own 
communities and to consider how it 
might be addressed at local level.   

 Volunteers are given the opportunity 
to learn firsthand through carrying 
out processes on the farm or on local 
farm sites but in addition to that I 
had the opportunity to attend an 
information session in the nearby 
Tamil Nadu Agricultural University, 
where we learned about the health 
benefits of millet as an alternative 
to rice.  The university is aiming 
to encourage farmers to return to 
the production of millet which was 
a traditional crop in the past but 
went out of favor. The food value 
and health benefits of millet are 
substantial and as a crop it is less 
costly to grow, giving a higher return 
to the farmer for less inputs while 
being used in a variety of ways - both 
savory and sweet and to make a 
nourishing drink. We were treated to 
samples of a range of the products 
available which confirmed that the 
product is indeed versatile and tasty. 

Two weeks later at the Model Farm we 
cooked a range of the millet products 
and invited the local village ladies and 
children to a short information session 
on the benefits of millet and to sample 
the produce we had cooked. It was 
very well received and they enjoyed 
sampling all the food. We had an 
additional challenge as half way through 
our preparation the power supply went 
down (as it happens in India), but as 
ever the local staff being used to having 
to improvise, lit a small fire to keep one 
pot on the boil and small gas stove kept 
another dish cooking!

My second visit to the University was 
to attend an annual Agriculture Show 
attended by all farmers in Tamil Nadu. 
The Minister, with responsibility for 
Agriculture, addressed the group along 
with other dignitaries. They discusses 
the current issues and challenges facing 
the farming community - the drought 
following the second year without the 
monsoons and the impact on farming 
and crop production as well as the 
supports available to farmers.  The 
presentations were in Tamil and Raisa 
- the Conservation Program Manager 
updated us after the presentation. We 
then visited many of the business stands 
that were exhibiting their products and 
services at the show. We were warmly 
welcomed onto the stands and the staff 
enthusiastically explained their range of 
products. In fact, we felt like superstars 
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as we were in demand (being the only 
Westerners at the show) to go to each 
stand in the hope that their business 
would get coverage in the local 
newspaper. I never did find out if we 
even made the Farming Supplement! 

Linking with the university provides an 
opportunity to network with experts 
in a related form for the farm staff 
and volunteers, as well as a chance to 
learn of new products and of research 
projects underway at the university. 

Perhaps there are areas of mutual 
interest where it would be possible to 
work more closely with the University - 
the area of securing a native seed bank 
of tree and plant species into the future 
comes to mind. 

While I had little idea of what to expect 
when I arrived in India a number of 
images now flash through my mind; 
the amazing vibrant colors, the chaotic 
traffic, the speed (and efficiency) of the 
busses - with loud music or TV showing 
their favorite soaps, the constant 

blowing of the horns as they overtake, 
alongside that the wonderful smell 
of jasmine from the flowers worn by 
Indian girls in their hair, while looking 
so elegant in their colorful saris. Men 
too often appear very neat in dress 
despite the high temperatures and 
dusty conditions, while I constantly felt 
and looked like I needed a shower! I 
found people to be helpful, particularly 
if they noticed that I needed assistance, 
information or that I was not familiar 
with an area; they were always willing to 
offer assistance although we not able to 
communicate clearly through language. 
In areas where Westerners are still a 
rarity, children were curious and amused 
to notice us and waved excitedly when 
they spotted us on the bus or chat to 
find out our names and where we come 
from. 

The month I spent on the project has 
made a lasting impact on me. Living in 
a small rural village and working on the 
farm took me back to a simple way of 
living, where the basic needs of a shelter 
and food were met and the stresses 
we become accustom to in the West, 
seemed far away and it was great to 
escape from that for a while. This is not 
to say that life is easy for the people 
that live and try to make a living here. 
The challenges can be great - many are 
trying to seek out a living on one acre 
of land. All scales of farms have suffered 
serious losses because of drought in the 
last two years.  

I spent the following month travelling 
and visited Kerela and the Golden 
Triangle area in North India. Experiencing 
the backwater, seeing a Bengal tiger in 
the wild and visiting the historic sites in 
North India were all very enjoyable and 
memorable experiences. However, it is 
the time I spent in the rural village of 
Chinnupatti and on the Model Farm that 
is closest to my heart and occupies my 
thought regularly. 
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Projects aBroaD’s volunteers meet 
Pongal 

Pongal is a harvest festival of South 
India. This festival runs from the 13th to 
16th of January. Pongal signifies the end 
of the winter season and correspond to 
the time when the sun is moving from 
south to north. During these four days 
cows and bulls are thanked for their 
yearly help. 

For the occasion, everybody is all dressed 
up. The volunteers of Projects Abroad 
arrive wearing sarees; for the girls, and 
pothies for the boys. “I felt so beautiful 
and feminine in it” explains Catherine 
McMaster, (22 year old from Sydney, 
Australia). Some don’t know how to 
walk in these dresses, for some the 
saree quickly come undone. “It looks 
complicated, but it seems so natural for 
them” observed Jenna (please add last 
name), (23 years old from  California, 
United States). For the boys, this 
wrapped around the waist skirt (dhoti) 
seems rather comfortable, although 
unusual for these westerners.

Let’s the celebration begins 
“I think I can make pongal now!” says 
the young American with delight. The 
name of the festival is drawn from a 
sweet rice recipe. The volunteers are 

separated into teams of four along with 
two Indian women. The purpose is to 
prepare the best pongal in a short time. 
Ceramic pots are arranged on small 
wood fires.  The first woman begins by 
crushing some sugar with a stone, while 
the other one ignites the fire. “We tried 
to help a lot, but as we progressed and 
participated I felt in their way a lot of 
the time” explained Jenna. It is indeed 
a competition, which means a lot to all 
the participants of the village.

Lunchtime came with the famous 
pongal. Young people ate this copious 
meal while sitting on the floor as 
tradition demands and then a little 
drive in a cart pulled by bulls in order 
to digest? Maatu Pongal, the third day, 
is a thanksgiving day when the farmers 
honor their cattle. Bulls and cows are 
painted with colors, wearing garlands 
of flowers and bells on their hooves.

Pongal Playground 
 
 The ground is swept then 
sprinkled with water. New teams are 
formed. Ready, steady, po! Each team 
is given fifteen minutes to draw the 
most beautiful Kolam. This is a drawing 

using rice powder, sometimes synthetic, 
to welcome the people and bring 
good luck. It is usually done in front 
of a door. Jenna states; “the women 
were so competitive. Anytime they 
were late or anytime something went 
wrong, they would just completely take 
over to win”. One of the competitors 
even stole some volunteers from the 
opposite teams. It was one of the most 
remarkable moments for the volunteers. 
“They wanted us to get involved. They 
just took our hands and show us how to 
do it” explained Catherine. To succeed 
in drawing a lovely Kolam, to fill the 
colors in correctly and make sure that 
they match is not as easy as it seems. 
The talent varies enormously from one 
girl to another. Some female villagers 
are real artists.

“I didn’t think they played a lot of 
games that I knew well, like the musical 
chairs. I didn’t think it was a traditional 
game they would play at Pongal. I 
thought there would be some weird 
games I didn’t know!” says Jenna, 
surprised. There was also an equivalent 
of the pinata: a man, blindfolded, that 
must break a pot with a stick. These two 
activities seemed reserved for men. 
Then, two teams of children performed 
a dance routine on the stage. The entire 
village gathered. Relatives, parents, 
friends, everybody are very supportive. 
Before prize-giving and farewells, a 
young woman closed the festivities by 
dancing alone on stage.
 “I think, indirectly we learned 
about lots of things... because it’s such a 
different culture. I learned about pongal, 
people, customs, the drawings, how to 
eat properly with your right hand and 
how to eat sugarcane”, says a grateful 
Catherine. 
After a heavy Pongal lunch, it’s time 
to say goodbye Salvarpatti and thank 
you for welcoming Projects Abroad 
volunteers to this holy day.
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our medical volunteer 
miss.mareta saolotoga  
from australia conducts   
workshop to the nurs-
ing students of senb-
ham hospital

volunteer from various 
projects doing yoga on 
the social event con-
ducted on thursday

our medical volun-
teer miss fariha olawi 
donates to the family 
Planning association – 
madurai 
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Dirty Day Pictures 26th February 
At  Joe Andria home 

volunteers are wel-
comed by the childrens 
of the home 

volunteers 
from various projects 
painting the class 
rooms of the childrens 

volunteers planting 
vegetables in the gar-
dens with our conser-
vation team


