Sir Richard Warburton, Mr Brian Pickett, CSC Organisers, CSC Alumni, Friends. 

My name is James Day, and I am in the unique position of filling roles in six separate Unions simultaneously, and most proudly, I am an Alumni of the Tenth Commonwealth Study Conference, held in 2007.

Welcome to Incredible India. That’s what the sign at Delhi airport said. I had just arrived, it was 4am, it was 33 degrees. My taxi driver and I, with the latest Bollywood hits screaming at full volume, were on our way. 

We left the airport at high speed, driving straight into oncoming traffic, on the wrong side of the road, with the headlights off.

A few minutes later my Taxi driver now says we are going to a different hotel than the one I was booked into, and that its facilities are much better, and his relative could get me a discount on accommodation.

Ten minutes in the country, and “Incredible India” was exactly what I was thinking 

My difference of opinion with the taxi driver now sorted, I arrived at the proper hotel shortly after, and I was confronted with a throng of people. All of them ambitious and idealistic, as well as carrying badges and business cards from across the Commonwealth.

 The next day we began our plenary sessions, and were introduced to the Duke of Kent, and members of the Confederation of Indian Industry. It was here that the scale of the issues we were going to be exposed to began to surface.

The numbers we were hearing were truly staggering.

· 600 million people without power, or sewerage

· Over 500 million people surviving on less than $1US per day

· Public Health Care is almost non existent 

· And even the postal system relies on the phrases like NEXT TO the green building, CLOSE TO the green building , or IT IS the green building. 

And yet, the Indian economy had somehow defied all economic principles. It has moved from an agricultural base to a service base, thus forgoing large scale manufacturing in the main stream.

· Economic Growth is steady at 9% PA 

· India boasts the largest number of personal Billionaires and Millionaires in US$ 

· India plans to put a man on the moon by 2015

· And India possesses one of the worlds largest Nuclear arsenals

And yet this economic goliath has need for people like Bunker Roy. A highly educated former business man, he now dedicates himself to the welfare of the forgotten underclass of India, by teaching illiterates and tribals’ the skills needed to install solar electricity to their entire village, as well as water catchment facilities, at the aptly named “Barefoot Colleges.” 

From Delhi, we travelled to Bihar and Chhattisgarh, the two poorest states in India. Our task, to examine tribal welfare and the use of handicrafts as a source of income, in keeping with the conference theme “working together for inclusive growth.”

The areas our group toured were a study in the duality of India’s Economy. 

237 million people earn less than $1 per day, yet 60 % of India’s total mineral wealth lies directly beneath their feet.

We met with Corporate giants like Usher Martin, one of the worlds’ largest steel products companies, who showed us their mobile computer classrooms, that go into the villages to teach basic PC skills to tribes.

We met with corporate executives who say they are developing the tribals’ capitalistic values, by turning off the power to outlying villages until the village can pay proper commercial rates for the service. 

We met with tribal welfare companies, in public / private partnerships, assisting tribal farmers with crop rotation techniques and soil improvement programmes.

However, our group decided to override our host’s wishes, and actually meet with the villagers themselves, and properly investigate tribal welfare first hand. 

After all, we were the ones in Maxalite rebel territory. We were the ones in lockdown in our Ranchi hotel due to rebel violence. We were the ones that had several car loads of troops with automatic weapons following. And we were the ones, labelled leaders. 

By using our own initiative and leadership, and by ignoring our hosts’ schedule at times, we heard first hand of the hardships and triumphs of the villagers. We saw schools with 800 students, and only 1 teacher, who only bothers to work three or four days a week. We saw traditional weaving and pottery skills, passed from generation to generation over hundreds of years, now utilised to generate income. We saw villagers involved in sawmill activities on a co-op basis. 

Amid the tribal communities, in the heat of the Indian sun, we saw hope, and we looked it squarely in the eye. 

One tribal lady, from the Ushopra tribe, even showed us her tribe’s pride and joy.

It was a large pond, filled with buffalos and excrement, as well as thousands of  shrimp and fingerling fish. The lady jokes “Maybe it all will go to Tesco’s in London.” 

What we were actually seeing that day was the changing face of India itself. 

It may not have been a face we recognised immediately, but it was, truly unmistakable. 

And what did I personally take from my time attending the Tenth Commonwealth Study Conference?

· I took home perspective on issues that I would never have been able to encounter without being a participant of CSC

· I took with me a sense of achievement, and a sense of involvement, in issues that span the country, from the poorest tribal villager ploughing their fields, through to the President of India himself, and HRH The Princess Royal, Princess Anne. 

· I took home friends, memories, experience, and knowledge

· I believe that I have taken home a small slice of the spirit that is; Incredible India. 

And what did I learn from my CSC experience? 

I learned what only India can teach.

I learned what Ghandi already knew. 

I am a leader

Although the world may follow me

I am a leader

And leaders walk alone  

