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As a small organisa�on, we have always 
maintained a strong focus to ensure 
we provide the most effec�ve support 
to marginalised communi�es. We 
have developed strong rela�ons with 
key local partners in a concentrated 
geographical area of Theni in Tamil 
Nadu.  This deep-rooted approach has 
enabled meaningful, long-term change: 
women’s federa�ons that number 
20,000 members, a reduc�on in female 
infan�cide, and successful campaigns 
to reduce caste discrimina�on.  

We know that the context in which VST 
operates is changing both in the UK 
and in southern India.  In response, we 
have started a review of our work and 
strategic priori�es that will be finalised 
at the end of 2015.  This will ensure 
VST remains appropriate and relevant 
to the communi�es we seek to support.  
The process has been conducted in 
parallel with strategic reviews in our 
key in-country partners Arogya Agam 
and Vasandham.  

Following the end of our Big Lo�ery 
Fund grant in 2014, we made the 
strategic decision not to apply for 
further funding from such ins�tu�onal 
funders due to their changing priori�es 
away from South India.  This year 
was the first year since 1990 when 
we have not had funding from BLF 
or the Department for Interna�onal 
Development.  This reduc�on in 
funding has clearly created challenges 
but it has also given us greater 
flexibility in the development of the 
projects to ensure they truly respond to 
the communi�es’ needs. 

Arunthathiyars are the most oppressed Dalit 
community and experience discrimina�on 
and extreme poverty. Our partner Arogya 
Agam has worked with this community in 
various ways over the years. New ideas are 
now being explored.
One idea has been the crea�on of a nine-
member Arunthathiyar advisory group. 
This group is working with 30 volunteers in 
the Aundipa�y area, and more volunteers 
are planned throughout the district. 
The volunteers report on incidents of 
discrimina�on and atrocity, explain village 
needs and iden�fy Arunthathiyars eligible 
for government welfare benefits and 
scholarships.
The group has forged links with networks 
in the state campaigning on issues that 
affect Arunthathiyars. Such issues include 
take-up of higher educa�on scholarships 
and reserved jobs and college places, and 

campaigns against manual scavenging. It is 
planned to inves�gate the extent of manual 
scavenging within the district and whether  
India’s recent law on the prac�ce has been 
broken.
The volunteers have been given training on 
government schemes and benefits available 
for Dalits and as a result 20 Arunthathiyar 
villages applied for government schemes for 
toilet construc�on.
Women’s federa�ons are encouraged to 
form and support Arunthathiyar women’s 
self-help groups and extra money was 
provided to assist with this. 
Efforts were also made to link the women’s 
groups with Arunthathiyar children’s groups.
A statewide Arunthathiyar movement gave 
assistance with two atroci�es - one where 
nine Dalit homes were burned out and 
the occupants received compensa�on; the 
other the rape and killing of a ten-year-old 
Arunthathiyar girl where protests led to the 
accused being denied bail and compensa�on 
awarded to the girl’s family.

Young people from an Arunthathiyar children’s group at a planning meeting

Letter from the Chair

We have been able to maintain a 
significant level of support to our 
partners due to the generosity 
of our supporters and primarily a 
legacy we received in 2013 from our 
dedicated supporter John Morrish.  We 
greatly value his commitment to the 
communi�es. His legacy has enabled 
us to plan for the future and will 
support work over the next 10 years; 
helping the most disadvantaged groups 
in Theni to overcome poverty and 
discrimina�on. 

I had the pleasure of visi�ng Theni 
this year for the first �me since 2011 
and it was great to see how the work 
was developing.  I met inspiring 
women leaders of the federa�ons 
who had ambi�ous plans to overcome 
discrimina�on at state-level; women 
and men who had come together to 
effec�vely tackle domes�c violence; 
and tribal children who were now going 
to school and excited about ge�ng an 
educa�on. With the limited resources 
we have available, we know that VST 
can’t do everything, but we want to 
do what we can do really well.  My trip 
reminded me that we are achieving this 
goal.  And it is only possible thanks to 
the generosity shown by our individual 
and founda�on supporters – on behalf 
of all the Trustees, thank you! 

 With sincere thanks for your support. 

 ARUNTHATHIYARS



In recent years our partner Arogya Agam 
has been developing its work with children 
and young people and VST is now taking a 
bigger role in funding this programme. The 
work focuses on forming and suppor�ng 
child rights groups, aiming to secure rights, 
educa�on, life skills and self-esteem for 
disadvantaged youngsters, along with some 
direct support for families in par�cular 
hardship. Almost 4,000 children are 
involved: 340 affected by HIV, 2,788 from 
the highly marginalised Arunthathiyar 
Dalit group, and 285 tribal children. These 
children experience discrimina�on and 
extreme poverty. 

HIV-affected children
The project aims to extend and improve the 
quality of their lives, secure rights to health 
and educa�on, and to reduce discrimina�on. 
So far, 400 children infected with HIV have 
been iden�fied in Theni District. Our partner 

monitors 246 children; most of the others 
are in ins�tu�ons. In addi�on, 93 children 
affected by HIV are assisted. 

Arunthathiyar children
Dalits are “the untouchables of India” and 
the Arunthathiyar community is considered 
to be the lowest rung in the hierarchy. They 
face extreme poverty and discrimina�on and 
the children are verbally abused. Girls face 
sexual harassment and many drop out from 
school. The project works closely with 2,788 
Arunthathiyar children and aims to assist 
the younger genera�on to break the cycle of 
discrimina�on and assert their rights. 

Palliar children
Palliars are one of the indigenous groups 
living in the surrounding hills. They were 
inhabitants of forests but were driven out 
into se�lements in the hilly area with no 
basic facili�es. Very few children complete 

even primary educa�on, and many work 
in high risk occupa�ons. The project works 
closely with 285 Palliar children to secure 
rights and sustainable development for the 
community. 
VST helped fund:

• training for staff and volunteers 
on child rights such as right to 
educa�on and laws protec�ng 
children

• financial support for 147 families 
affected by HIV 

• 287 tribal children received 
addi�onal clothing and other 
educa�onal materials 

• 156 HIV-posi�ve children received 
either medical support, hostel 
accommoda�on, nutri�onal food 
or counselling support 

• 231 Arunthathiyar children 
received educa�onal materials 

• 59 children were helped with 
higher educa�on guidance and 
support

The project created an umbrella organisa�on 

RIGHTS OF THE CHILD

This project to promote school 
a�endance by tribal children in Nilgiris 
district is funded by a grant from the 
Marr Munning Trust. Our partner for 
this project is the Nilgiris Wyanaad Tribal 
Welfare Society. The project is part of 
the Tamil Nadu government’s residen�al 
special training centres scheme. The 
scheme takes dropout children from 
dysfunc�onal families for a residen�al 
course to equip them with skills needed 
to rejoin school. The aim is that a�er 
15 months of catch-up educa�on the 
children will be able to rejoin school in a 
class appropriate to their age.
In the past two years 71 children were 
admi�ed  to the residen�al centre. 
Eleven have rejoined schools leaving 60 in 
the special training scheme. 

A volunteer visiting maths teacher 
provides some extra tuition

A special education project 
for tribal children

Above and below: children at a village 
Arunthathiyar group

for the children’s groups. Some 45 
children’s leaders par�cipated and named 
it Thanambikkai (self-confidence) Children’s 
Federa�on. A federa�on flag and song were 
developed, along with a federa�on blog 
describing the ac�vi�es of the federa�on   
and its members in words and pictures            
(www.childreno�hanambikkai.blogspot.com).
The groups celebrated Children’s Day and Girl 
Child Day.



Women’s self-help groups are at the core of 
our women’s empowerment programme. 
They discuss village issues and provide 
loans for buying animals or star�ng a small 
business. These groups have united in 
federa�ons with more than 20,000 members 
that protect the rights of women and link 
with our partner NGOs.
TMPI used to stand for Theni Mava�a 
Pengal Iyyakkam or Theni District women’s 
movement – the umbrella body for women’s 
federa�ons in Theni district. This year it 
renamed itself Tamil Manila Pengal Iyyakkam 
– Tamil State Women’s Movement - to 
reflect its aspira�on to take on a state-
wide role. This might sound like a big move 
for a rela�vely young local organisa�on, 
but it results from a feeling among TMPI 
leaders that there is a gap to be filled in 
women’s movements in the state, and it 
demonstrates the breadth of their ambi�on 
and confidence.
TMPI has been ac�ve in state networks on 
caste and domes�c violence, child marriage 
and in demanding closure of government 
liquor shops which the women see as a 
cause of domes�c violence.
The movement has 10 member federa�ons 
while another eight federa�ons want to join,  
including six from other districts.
Within Theni district TMPI has built a strong 
rapport with chief officials such as District 
Collector and District Superintendent of 
Police, their depu�es, and departments for 

health, women and children welfare. TMPI 
gets good coverage in local newspapers 
and TV channels and the TMPI president is 
now a well known figure in the district. It 
staged a number of campaigns on domes�c 
and sexual violence against women, child 
marriage and against liquor shops. The 
movement stepped in a�er the rape and 
killing of a young girl with the result that the 

men accused of the atrocity were prevented 
from ge�ng bail and the parents received 
compensa�on. 
An�-violence commi�ees are ac�ve in 
most member federa�ons. TMPI has 
trained the commi�ees and conducted an 
“Eradica�on of Violence against Women 
Day” on November 25th.  Some 231 
cases of domes�c violence were taken 

up. Federa�ons took up 25 cases of child 
marriage and managed to stop 22 of them. 
TMPI forged links with government 
agriculture and veterinary services and with 
banks providing skills training. Nine training 
sessions were held for 360 beneficiaries. 
Credit support was extended to 1,154 
women for new micro-enterprises and 
to 1,087 women for upscaling exis�ng 
enterprises. Loans were taken for rearing 
cows and goats, agriculture, small shops 
and tailoring and a number of individual 
projects. Some 1,213 Dalits benefi�ed. The 
government’s Na�onal Bank for Agriculture 
and Rural Development was an important 
new source of credit. 
TMPI con�nued to strengthen its financial 
base by building up subscrip�ons and 
obtaining grants. It is developing a cadre 
of capable trained leaders and forming 
new women’s self-help groups especially 
among Dalits. Federa�ons also helped their 
members obtain welfare benefits such as 
pensions and subsidised food.
VST paid for staff support and training 
to help TMPI and some of its member 
federa�ons in Theni district; leaders of 
VST’s partner NGOs acted as an advisory 
group for TMPI. VST also funded a women’s 
empowerment programme at World Society 
in Vellore district and supplied a loan for 
micro-enterprise credit.
People trained included federa�on leaders 
and staff, self-help group leaders and 
members, an�-violence commi�ee members 
Training topics included:

• Leadership 
• Child rights and law 
• Sexual harassment issue
• Right To informa�on act
• TB, leprosy
• Micro-enterprise
• Role of an�-violence commi�ee 
• Self-help group concept, group 

dynamics and func�ons 
• Accounts and book-keeping 
• Vermi compost and Azolla fodder 

cul�va�on

WOMEN’S EMPOWERMENT

The women’s campaigns get extensive coverage from local TV and newspapers

Saritha works as an accountant in six self-help 
groups in her village Mayandipa�, as well as 
running a �ny shop, open in the morning and 
evening. She earns Rs.50-100 a day in this 
shop.

Saritha became interested in tailoring so she 
joined a tailoring course and then obtained 
a loan from a government bank through TSPI 
to buy a sewing machine. Now she is earning 
an extra Rs. 150-300 a day. With Rs. 100,000 
(£950) profit from this business she has 
upgraded her �ny shop to a grocery store and 
now she plans to rebuild her old house. 

A�er Ramya’s mother died her father decided to 
arrange her marriage. The groom’s family asked for 
dowry of 25 gold sovereigns but her father could 
only give 20. Nonetheless, the wedding between 
Ramya and Raja took place.

A�er three months, her in-laws felt disa�sfied with 
the dowry and sent Ramya back to her father’s 
house. Ramya complained to the All Women 
police sta�on but the police refused to register 
a case. Then Ramya approached TSPI and with 
their support and a lawyer returned to the police 
sta�on. This �me the police arrested Raja and his 
parents. The case is currently being processed. 



HIV and Aids

Safe sex role models
Safe sex role models (SSRM) are men who 
are trained and mo�vated as volunteers to 
change risky sexual behaviour - their own 
and that of their peers. A sexually ac�ve 
group at risk from HIV has been missed from 
all interven�ons locally and in India. These 
are men in non-heterosexual rela�onships. 
These rela�onships are usually informal, do 
not involve paid sex and condom use is very 
low.
Our partner iden�fied poten�al volunteers 
who spoke about their own non-
heterosexual prac�ces and those of their 
friends. Selected volunteers were trained. 
Ordinary volunteers can promote safer 
sex but safe sex role models have greater 
influence and it is possible to demonstrate 
changed behaviour. They are able to 
work with a limited group closely and to 
encourage safer sex by example. Gradually 

safe sex role models emerged and were 
given special training by experts. The SSRMs 
were mo�vated for condom promo�on; 
referral for tes�ng and STI treatment; and to 
keep basic records of ‘behavioural change 
events’ for each peer. 

Some 1,290 sexually ac�ve young men were 
reached - they gained knowledge of safer 
sex. A total of 82 volunteers were selected 
and 65 were trained for promo�ng condom 
use and to iden�fy SSRM. From these, 74 
poten�al SSRMs were iden�fied. Those are 
men who are in close contact with other 
men who engage in non-heterosexual 
ac�vi�es. So far 44 have been were trained. 
The SSRM are in close contact with 540 
peers and a�empt to promote safer sex 
prac�ces among them. More than 100 men 
were referred for HIV tests. Condom outlets 
have been established and nearly 15,000 
condoms distributed. 

Posi�ve women’s networks
In January our partner began a three-year 
project which aims to reduce mother-to-
child HIV transmission and ensure proper 
care and treatment for children born with 
HIV. It is funded by Posi�ve Ac�on Children’s 
Fund with addi�onal money from VST. It 
aims to achieve sustainability by establishing 
networks of posi�ve women volunteers to 
carry on the ac�vi�es in the long term. It 
operates in eight districts in western and 
southern Tamil Nadu.
It will seek to ensure that when HIV+ women 
give birth, the deliveries are conducted 
following the best prac�ce for posi�ve 
mothers. It will monitor infants born to 
posi�ve mothers to ensure HIV tes�ng and 
treatment for HIV+ children. 
The project shares the United Na�ons’ 
‘Countdown to Zero’ goal that no child 
should be born with HIV, die from HIV or be 
orphaned because of HIV.

Theni field workers
VST also supported Theni District Network of 
Posi�ve People by funding field workers who 
follow up and assist people living with HIV 
(PLHIV). This work includes tracking people 
lost to follow-up, taking advocacy ac�on in 
cases of discrimina�on against PLHIV, and 
ensuring PLHIV obtain government benefits 
to which they are en�tled. TDNP+ works in 
close coopera�on with Arogya Agam’s HIV 
children’s programme and its medical ward.  
Some 435 PLHIV were able to receive free 
rice and 467 to access the ART scheme 
which provides Rs. 1,000 monthly. Widow’s 
pensions were obtained by 585 women. 

Young people affected by HIV at a group 
mee�ng at Arogya Agam. The photograph 
on the front page is from the same event

CASE STUDY

Kanatchi Devi is an enterprising 15- 
year-old girl who is HIV posi�ve and 
determined that no child should drop 
out of school because of HIV.  She was 
recently elected educa�on leader for a 
children’s group set up by Arogya Agam 
in her village.  She keeps a watchful 
eye out for any child roaming around 
instead of going to school, and is in 
contact with counsellors, making it 
her job to see that children who need 
counselling receive it.
She is doing well on an�retroviral 
treatment but she says she has no 
appe�te.  ‘I’ve been told to eat small 
meals six �mes a day rather than three 
main ones,’ she explains cheerfully. 
‘Ea�ng properly is important when on 
ART,’ she adds.
‘Five years ago when I used to go to the 
ART centre at the hospital for check-

ups, their a�tude was shocking.  They 
would say things like “why do you 
bother coming here?” but now things 
have improved.’
Kanatchi Devi belongs to one of the 
poorest families that receive a monthly 
allowance.  ‘My father died in 2007 and 
mum has a low paid job in a cardamom 
factory so the money we get each 
month makes all the difference to our 
lives.’



  
Financial report
Income                             2014/15    2013/14        

Dona�ons                          46,438        52,210                    

Legacies                                   300      250,000                        

Big Lo�ery Fund                          -        57,848      

Trusts                                  14,498       10,351       
Investment income            4,892          3,206                   

Other                                        690                  -

Total                                    66,818     373,615             

Expenditure

Project partners                10,933       28,299               

Federa�ons                        37,247       54,902

Arunthathiyars                     1,171       15,395          

Tribal educa�on                  7,698          6,151               

Safe sex project                   5,000          7,842                  

Child rights                          3,529           2,250          

Chennai school project              -              844  

Health programmes           5,280                  -

Community organisa�ons 4,311                  -

Posi�ve women network   5,047                 -

Programme support           3,027          8,718            

Governance                          1,884         2,064

Fundraising and
publicity                                2,288         2,928                 
Total                                    87,415     129,393                

Balance sheet

(at 31st March)                     2015           2014              

Tangible assets                373             467             
Investments        109,481        48,575       

Debtors           33,454          6,375                   

Cash at bank                    260,403     365,853     

Liabili�es                             (6,741)      (4,609)           

Net assets                        396,970     416,661          

A detailed descrip�on of our programmes 
and full annual accounts are available on 
our website. Please ask if you would like a 
paper copy.

 HEALTH

Health work focuses on leprosy, tuberculosis 
and HIV and Aids.  
There is a strong emphasis on referral to 
government services. Volunteers are used 
for outreach work as well as staff. VST 
helped with the costs of Arogya Agam’s 
medical facility. Some 542 PLHIV out-pa�ents 
were seen and 507 PLHIV and TB pa�ents 
admi�ed to the ward.
In leprosy 21 new cases were detected but 
most of the work is in helping people with 
leprosy from developing disabili�es. 
Both Arogya Agam and Vasandham engage 
in tuberculosis control work through 
detec�on and treatment of infec�ous 
cases. Arogya Agam found 243 cases and 
Vasandham 92. There were cases of HIV and 
TB co-infec�on and a handful of hard-to-
treat cases of mul�-drug-resistant TB.
People living with HIV are monitored by 
Arogya Agam and TDNP+ to ensure good 
compliance with an�-retroviral treatment 

provided by the government hospital. 
Par�cular a�en�on to monitoring children 
saw only one child die from Aids compared 
to six in the previous year.

Above: a tuberculosis clinic at Arogya Agam, and below: pa�ents wai�ng at an HIV clinic

CASE STUDY

Ramoorthy Sudha, 38, is a  
transgender farmworker who 
tested HIV posi�ve in 2010. 
She was admi�ed in the ward 
at Arogya Agam for care and 
support.

Her sputum was tested in the 
laboratory and this showed her 
to be TB posi�ve. She started 
taking ATT (a TB drug) and was 
cured in 2012. 

But in January 2015 the disease 
returned and she had to 
resume taking ATT.  Although 
she was taking the medica�on 
regularly, she o�en fell sick and 
her sputum remained posi�ve. 
Sputum samples were sent to 
test for mul�-drug-resistant 
tuberculosis, and this confirmed 
she was MDR TB posi�ve.  
Arogya Agam enabled her to 
travel to Madurai, 40 miles 
away, where she was admi�ed 
at the MDR research and 
treatment centre for a month’s 
treatment.

Now she looks healthy and is 
taking the tablets and injec�on  
regularly at Arogya Agam’s  out-
pa�ent clinic. 

She is someone who could 
have spread MDR TB in the 
area, was detected in �me, was 
properly referred and regained 
her health through �mely 
interven�on.  

Thanks 
We would like to thank all 
the friends, supporters, 
volunteers, donors and trusts 
who helped us in 2014-15.
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VST supports organisa�ons of disadvantaged rural women, children and Dalits
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efforts where it has long experience and close local knowledge.
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