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Ashoka innovators for the Public is a US based non-profit organisation

which identifies and supports innovative public service entrepreneurs primarily
from developing countries. !

The organisation is named after the ancient India ruler Ashoka who was not only
a visionary but a practical reformer. The ideas that inspired Ashoka are at the
heart of the worldwide Fellowship that bears his name today.

Ashoka fully recognises the fact that the early stages of launching a new idea
in public service pose many challenges. Few people can afford to devote all of
their time and energy to an idea that does not yield them a living. Foundations
and other sources of funding usually wait until an idea has proven itself before
offering support. Ashoka's role is to bridge this gap. lts modest living stipend
gives public enterpreneurs the freedom to launch a vision for change and the
support is at a time when no one else is ready to help and when a little help
makes all the difference.

The recipients of the Ashoka Fellowship award are public service entrepre-

_neurs- individuals with original and practical ideas for bringing about social
change ; whose detemination of thought and action leads them to define
society's new issues and to demonstrate new solutions, in many areas, such as
health, environment, education, legal rights, children's issues, rural develop-
ment, and many others.

Each Fellow is elected for a period of time specifically fitted to his or her
particular start-up needs. However, on an average, a Fellow is financially sup-
ported by Ashoka for a three year period.

Ashoka's members share information, help one another and collaborate on both
local and cross-cultural levels. Some of the venues through which Fellows share
ideas, contacts and advice are via local chapter meeting, annual and regional
Fellow retreats besides publications and information exchanges among Fellows
involved in the same fields. Ashoka has over 400 Fellows worldwide, most of
whom are from Latin America, Africa and South and South-East Asia. The first
Fellows were elected in India in 1981. Since that time, Ashoka has expanded
considerably, its international scope allowing ideas that work in one area to be
shared with innovative entrepreuners in other countries.

The selection process begins with the identification of potential candidates.
Through rigorous search, screening and assessement, Ashoka identifies the
most promising of these indigenous "changemakers". Ashoka relies on a circle
of Nominators who are themselves public entrepreneurs of the first order.
Then an independent panel comprising of people already established in their
respective fields asinnovative changemakers and public service entrepreneurs
sits on a regional selection board to recommend election of candidates identi-
fied as suitable for Ashoka Fellowship award. Ashoka's International Board then
conducts one final policy oriented overview. There is no set quota, and so hence
no competition among candidates. Ashoka's selection standard is absolute, and
those who demonstrably meet it are as good as assured election to the unique
group of public services pioneers who make up Ashoka's World Fellowship.

CHOITRESH KUMAR
GANGULY

RAJAGOPALAN

Choitresh Kumar Ganguly or Bablu as he is
popularly known is a social activist turned environ-
mental enthusiast and ecological farmer. He has
successfully demonstrated at the micro levelon a
dry, degraded and undulated piece of 'Wasteland'
that Natural Regeneration is possible without any
major financial input. His idea is to build an agro-
forest habitat which attempts to answer the prob-
lems of the marginalised people who cannot culti-
vate for want of suitable survival systems that
have been earlier destroyed by chemical and
capitalist farming.

Babloo is now on to translating this tested ieda on
a larger scale at the macro level by promoting
District Environment Protection Committees among
villages and voluntary organisations to work on
the idea of forming forest management commmit-
tes to take up systematic protection of the village
wastelands. The plan includes protecting over
3000 acres in 22 villages in the first phase. Such
an attempt will in the long run take care of food,
fuel, fodder and employment needs thus ensuring
a large degree of self reliance and sustainability.
This model will also change the present strategy
and approach to costly and ineffective wasteland
treatment and command involvement of the local
people in the development and protection of af-
forested areas, reduce pressure on the last re-
maining green patches and at the same time
supply the needs of the community.

With 14 years of experience in the State Council
for Science and Technology, Rajagopal is con-
vinced thatinvestments in Science and technol-
ogy sector in this country, largely met by tax pay-
ers money have remained fruitless. The present
situation indicates poor conversion of concepts
and prototypes into marketable products.
Rajagopal is attempting to reverse this by devel-
oping an organisation that will undertake initial
product development along with market strategy
to enterpreneurs for a fee. This would encourage
further innovation in labs as well as more enterpre-
neurship/ enterprises backed by product and market
development support. Establishing links with vari-
ous science & technology labs in the country, mo-
bilising funds from grants and increasingly from
venture furids, Rajagopal will obtain and develop
concepts and prototypes that can and will be con-
verted into marketable products in today's Indian
industry / economy.

Visually impaired but with a visionary Zeal,
Rengaraj successfully founded and launched in
1988 an organisation called " Abilities " along with
other disabled to develop various rehabilitation
programs for the handicapped in Bangalore in
South India. His work is based on the belief that in-
stead of highlighting disabilities and demanding
privileges, the abilities of the hadicapped are to be
proclaimed and enabled to identify and develop
their potential for intergration into the mainstream.

With confidence and experience gained from pre-
vious attempts at "Abilities” (sucessful community
participation effectively mobilised, ) Rengaraj is
now on to launching for the first time in India " Twin
Vision Books " that would revolutioniselearning
skills of disabled as well as strengthen: interface
between sighted and blind in reading these books
and in collectively producing these books. Through
workshops, demonstrations and training programs,
Rengaraj will spread the concept and practice of
producing " Twin Vision Books " beyond his print-
ing press to cover other groups in the country in
English as well as regional languages.

Gananath, a trained and practising teacher has
successfully developed strategies and tools for
improvement of education in mathematics, to make
the subject interesting and approachable. He now
has closeto a hundred math aids, models, puzzles
and games that are low cost and easily reproduc-
ible and applicable to the vast majority of children
attending the public schools in this country and
more significantly the children in outside school
situations especially inthe rural areas. He has also
conducted national level workshops and trained
hundreds of schoolteachersin his system. Gananath
is now on to a larger idea of setting up a large
number of math labs all over the country which
would include "mathcraft” as a key method.

He is making available semi-finished and easy-to-
assemble aidsthatteachers and childrenwillcomplete
and learn instead of making available ready made
and ready-to-see models. He is also working to
create an-activity based " enjoy- what-you-do"
teaching module for maths both inside and outside
the school situation especialy keeping rural chil-
dren in mind. Ganath's long term goal is to set up
aresource centre for rural science and maths edu-
cation. For a wider impact Gananath is looking at
designing reproducible low cost kits to be made
available with locally available materials. These
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can be used especially in rural schools and with
non school going children where acute scarcity of
infrastructure and funds undermine qualitative
programming.

In response to the threat of genetic erosion in ag-
ricultural crops and indigenous plant species and
the loss of community control overgeneticresources,
Rajeev Khedkar a post graduate in pharmacol-
ogy is working on promoting conservation of inde-
genous plant species which are being used by
local communities for various purposes such
as food, medicine, fruits, handicrafts, forest
species , construction etc.,

Rajeev trains farmers in techniques of selection,
cloning and hybridisation so that they become
self-reliant in their requirement of good quality
seeds by organising training and education
camps for farmers and NGO's. These camps first
try to create an awareness about the need to
conserve indigenous cultivars. They also help
understand the methodology of setting up gene-
banks at the community level.

Rajeev is particularly working to restore and up-
grade the genetic base of rice cultivation in the
Konkan Region and then move on to other rice
belts in India and other parts of South Asia.
Rajeev has founded and organisation - Indian
Society for Rural Genebanks - to promote not
merely conservation of genetic resources of that
area but also promote greater accessibility and
control of people over genetic resources in all
community gene banks through a functional net-
work of such genebanks. He works at one levelin
organising training camps for NGOs and farmers
and on the other in consolidation and producing

_.communication materials.

With Professionaltraining in Ayurvedic and Tradi-
tional " Netra Chikista " (eye care) and in use of
modern diagnostics, Dr. Gokulan from Tiruvalla
in the state of Kerala initiated a 30 bedded Trust
hospitalfor clinicaltreatment of eye problems.Having
proved atavery local that Traditional Optholmolgy
will therefore make original contributions to the
world of medicine, Dr. Gokulan is working on
popularisation of this preventive and promotive
therepy (after due validation of documented
evidence ) as an easily accessible, loco specific
and cost effective component of primary health
care in this country.

He is now on to systematic documentation on
modern parameters, traditional management of
eye diseases like retenial haemorrhage, retenial
detachment and other degenerative diseases, so
that its efficacy, strengths and limitations can be
objectively presented to and adapted by the
modern professional medical community.

As part of his larger strategy for reaching the vast
rural and poor sections of our population, Dr.
Gokulan is working through a network of health
and social organisations to spread awareness
about the system and organise training programs
forgraduates in Ayurvedic medicine, village health
workers and modern medicare practitioners. Public
Education programs in schools and communities,
audio-visual and a mobile visual examination un
are other programs on the cards that Gokulan will
take on progressively over the next few years.

Ina unique and widely acclaimed study of Kalahandi,
a chronic drought prone area of Western Orissa in
Central India, Jagdish Pradhan has successfully
demonstrated that it is the faulty sponsored devel-
opment projects and policies that have gone against
the interest of the poor people in rainfed areas.
Jagdish has on the basis of his analysis developed
an integrated approach to respond to chroxic
3 , drought prone areas without depending c;r:j exte}:—
DISH PRAD} nal aid and also to cope withthe impact of drought
it Gia.s on the economy. Jagdish is now set to apply this
model for replication in other chronic drought prane
areas of this country.

Jagdish's program would emphasise traditional
land and water management systems, farm for-
estry, and organic agricultural produce. With zde-
quate marketing support, the local people will be
helped to process their produce and sell directly to‘
the consumers. Specifically, Jagish's idea will also
spell out new directives for drought related pov-
erty, migration, unemployment and degradation of
land and water resources and ecology.

A gay activist from Bombay, Ashoka Row Kavi initiated in 1990, a collective
attempt by lesbians and gays to successfully start India's first news letter "
Bombay Dost* for Indian homosexuals and sexual minorities. Drawing fr_om
his illustrious carrer as a journalist Ashok is now working on establishing India's
first institute for sexual minorities and drop in centres for youth disturbed by
sexual dysfunctions and identities.
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