The 10th Commonwealth Study Conference: 16-27 March 2007

Report on Group 4, by Sarosh Batliwalla

The 10th Commonwealth Study Conference was a leadership experience that entailed strangers from different countries and careers being placed in an unfamiliar cultural context to live and learn together as a team for 2 weeks.

When I first read about this conference it was stated that it would broaden my perspective.  When I asked a question of a member of parliament in open forum, he thought it relevant to point out that India’s population increases by the population of Australia every year.  Well that put matters in perspective!

India’s scale and dynamism is hard to appreciate from Australia.   

India has a vibrant democracy of a scale unprecedented in world history, with a rigorous and vocal press, where all hues of politics permeate the society.  Notwithstanding its 9% GDP growth, its many booming industries, its emerging world beating confidence, its youthful population and its large number of billionaires, there is the other India.  Close to 650 million people live in rural areas and approximately a quarter of this population is below the poverty line.  The rural sector only contributes 23% of GDP and large numbers of people work on marginal land holdings that are not considered economically viable.  47% of children are malnourished and very little of money invested in public school education actually benefits students.  
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The challenge of achieving economic growth but with social justice and protection of culture, values and the environment is a mind expanding task – for what was evident from our discussions and visits is that there is no single development path, nor can development be effective without local community involvement.

My group visited the states of West Bengal and Orissa on the east coast of India.  Orissa in particular is one of India’s poorest states. 9 million of its population constitutes 62 tribes, living in the forests, many of which lack basic infrastructure and are at the mercy of floods and drought.  Ironically this state is one of the richest in terms of natural resources, which are largely untapped.
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Our focus was the development of tourism in the region.  West Bengal and Orissa have most of what India has to offer: pristine beaches, tea tourism at the foot of the Himalyas, immense nature and tiger reserves, archeological sites, opportunities to experience tribal culture and even health tourism.  In Orissa, it is believed that some bone relics of Buddha have been discovered with reasonably strong corroborating evidence – noting that the architecture of many temples in South East Asia emanated from this region there is also strong potential for religious tourism.

What we learnt is that tourism is an industry which for every dollar invested potentially has the greatest economic benefit within the broader community.  If developed properly it can help protect the environment and would even provide income for tribal people without requiring them to radically adjust to a fully industrialized economy in a way that could destroy their culture and way of life.  We observed that there is a great need to boost transport infrastructure and encourage development of comfortable tourist accommodation together with increased marketing to really harness the potential of the hidden gems in this region.
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We visited several tourist sites from Shantinekatan (a university and outdoor school specialising in classical Indian culture which was founded by Tagore, India’s Nobel laureate) to one of the oldest museums in the world in Kolkata; from village and tribal arts to a 13th century Sun Temple which from the distance is in the shape of a chariot and close up is covered in intricate carvings.  We had the opportunity to speak to industry leaders, some NGOs and meet the state tourism ministers and department heads (incidentally, the State Tourism Minister in West Bengal had a prominent picture of Che Guevara on his wall!).

However, we had the opportunity to go beyond the tourism industry – we observed amazing examples of social entrepreneurship contributing to the community’s development.
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In Orissa, the Kalinga Institute of Social Science is a tribal school for students from Kindergarten to year 12, whose education is fully funded by the profits generated by a full fee paying University, the Kalinga Institute of Industrial Technology.  The Chancellor envisioned both these institutions and has achieved this without any external funding, starting the endeavour at the age of 27 in 1992.  Within a year the tribal school will have 5000 students.  The main criteria for admission to the school is that the students are poor and disadvantaged.  This tribal school will shortly expand to become the first University in the world for tribal people.
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On another front we visited the National Aluminium Company in Orissa.  This government controlled company invested heavily in the local community.  For families displaced by the company’s operations one member of each family was given a job and training was provided for unskilled people.  The company has created infrastructure in villages surrounding their operations for communication, education, health care, and drinking water.  Notwithstanding the fact that the local families are economically better off, one manager queried whether they were happier.  For example, since employment could only be offered to one person in each family this sometimes led to jealousy within the family as a result of competition for that job.  This highlights industrialisation challenges even where concerted efforts are made to ease the transition.

We also experienced the human values and spiritual side of India.

The most moving experience for our whole group was a visit to an orphanage run by Mother Theresa’s Missionaries of Charity in Kolkata .  We experienced the pathos of seeing malnourished children and abandoned new born babies and disabled children, yet the happiness of how the children responded to us and the appreciation of the care provided for these children.
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Another memorable experience was a tour of the Sri Radha-Krishna Hindu temple in Kolkata – a stone temple built to last hundreds of years with artisanship unimaginable in today’s day and age, yet only opened in 1996 after 25 years of construction.  The CEO of an industrial company, who was once responsible for constructing the temple, personally gave us a tour and explained the religion.  Later he went out of his way to impart his leadership values upon our group – he stressed the importance of spirituality in his life; he saw that the most important value was not to measure one’s worth based on by one’s wealth but what one does for others – he saw his wealth as simply a gift.
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As a leadership and team experience, the conference was quite unique.  In the last days of the conference we presented our experience and received feedback from a panel including HRH The Princess Royal as well as N K Singh, former Member of India’s Planning Commission – it was clear that the quality of our presentation was directly a reflection of how well we worked as a team in the preceding 2 weeks.  We were exposed to learning through dialogue rather than reading.  We learnt the importance of determining the right questions to ask to really understand an issue.  We were exposed to the challenge of casting aside preconceptions and truly looking at a problem from different perspectives, which can lead to creative solutions that balance the interests of different stakeholders if there is proper consultation.  We gained a greater appreciation of the impact of different development decisions on the community and how some paths may offer opportunity for more people to participate productively in society.  

Our Group presented in a news format with roving reporters.  Later HRH Princess Royal asked if I was actually a journalist.  I said I was an actuary – luckily I did not have to explain what one was!

Sarosh Batliwalla
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