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Building futures The gleaming edifices of Gurgaon, 
Goregoan, New Town Kolkata or 
downtown Bengaluru have every 

Indian beaming with pride, and had 
Jawaharlal Nehru been alive, he would 
have certainly described them as “Tem-
ples of Modern India in the 21st century”. 
They certainly are, as they provide mil-
lions of Indians a chance to live life the 
same way had they been anywhere else 
in the world. However, as they say, the 
darkest place is under the lamp.  

It was a lazy afternoon in Mumbai, and 
I happened to walk into what appeared to 
be just another construction site, promis-
ing many amenities for the well heeled. 
In its parking lot were people we tend to 
ignore, or have taken for granted: the mi-
grant labourers and their children who 
build these edifices for you and me! But 
it took me a while to realise that I had 
chanced upon the work of the Mumbai 
Mobile Crèches (MMC), which provides 
safe and healthy living conditions for the 
children within the construction sites 
while their mothers toil all day to earn 
a living. “Mumbai Mobile Crèches was 
started way back in 1969 in Delhi and 
later in Mumbai in 1972 by our founder-
chairman Meera Mahadevan,” says De-
vika Mahadevan, chief executive of MMC. 

“Our vision is for all children to have 
a happy childhood and our mission is 
to promote ‘child-friendly sites’, where 
every child living on a construction site 
is safe, healthy and educated, and able to 
enjoy their childhood. For us, ensuring 
that the first few years of a child’s life are 
well-nourished and stimulating is essen-
tial for a happy childhood, and we have a 
special focus on children below 6,” Ma-
hadevan says. 

As the story goes, Meera saw an or-
phaned child, lying unattended and ex-
posed to the harsh heat playing with rub-
ble, under a statue of Mahatma Gandhi 
— the father of independent India — and 
soon MMC was born. In its three decades 
of operation it has run 500 mobile crèch-
es, in Mumbai, Delhi and Pune and has 
reached out to more than 650,000 chil-
dren so far. 

“Since then, MMC has developed a 
comprehensive day-care service pro-
gramme that meets children’s emotional, 
physical, cognitive and social develop-
ment needs, and has pioneered the first 
Early Child Care Education (ECCE) pro-
gramme for migrant workers’ children. 
In April 2007, Mobile Crèches split into 
three separate entities — Mobile Crèches 
(Delhi), Mumbai Mobile Crèches and Tara 
Mobile Crèches (Pune). This move has 
been to ensure administrative simplicity, 
and the commitment and focus contin-
ues unchanged,” Mahadevan adds. 

The construction industry is the single 
largest employer of migrant labourers in 
Indian cities. About 35 million men and 
women work in this sector and they are 
largely unorganised. Moving to wher-
ever they can earn an income, their lives 
are characterised by insecurity of wages, 
dangerous working conditions, and a 
lack of access to any kind of welfare. The 
children of these workers — estimated 
to be more than 50 million — are even 
more vulnerable. “Because their families 
are poor and also since their parents are 
constantly working, mothers sometimes 
go back to work within days after deliv-
ery, leaving the newborn in the care of 

slightly older siblings,” says a concerned 
Anita Veeramani, research and com-
munications officer, MMC. “They suffer 
from malnutrition, undernourishment, 
accidents and innumerable health prob-
lems. They have limited access to formal 
schooling, day-care centres or any sort of 
support system. The dangerous construc-
tion site is their only playground.” 

The crèches that MMC operate are 
within the construction sites, generally 
in the parking lot, or a partially complet-
ed section of the building. Here, children 
up to six years are left by their labourer 
mothers in the morning. The centre is 
generally divided into three sections: 
the crèche, the balwadi and the NFE. At 
the crèche you will see a few swings for 
the children and they are provided with 
cereal and milk mixture; at the balwadi, 
children learn basic skills. 

These children are provided meals six 
days a week, twice a day. At the NFE, 
the older students are introduced to el-
ementary education so that they can be 
admitted to a corporation school nearby. 
MMC also has volunteers from differ-
ent centres to take care of the medical, 
entertainment and educational needs of 
the children. For their entertainment, 
they organise street theatre, puppet 

shows and even take them to picnics in 
and around the city. Though every centre 
is different mostly due to the number of 
children they cater to, all have a kitchen, 
bathroom, electricity and clean water, 
Mahadevan says. 

“If a child is a father of a man, then 
MMC is certainly building the future of 
millions of children for decades to come,” 
said Satish Rai, a sociologist. Saving one 
child from poverty means saving at least 
five people from sub-human conditions, 
he added. MMC has many success sto-
ries, and one of their students is now a 
merchant navy officer, criss-crossing the 
globe. Others may not be as lucky but 
certainly don’t follow the path of their 
parents. “Many of them are electricians 
and carpenters, and some now work for 
us as teachers or co-coordinators in our 
crèches,” Veeramani says. MMC today 
has branches in Delhi, Mumbai and Pune 
known as Tara Mobile Crèches, but they 
share the same focus and are controlled 
by the same board. 

MMC is a founding partner in the Fo-
rum for Crèches and Childcare Services 
(FORCES), a national network. Its seeks 
to champion the cause of vulnerable chil-
dren in the construction sites, and work 
towards a situation where early child-

hood education and care is included in 
the state’s education policy. The organi-
sation is also involved in citywide cam-
paigns and coalitions with NGO partners 
on issues of child labour, education and 
health to ensure that construction work-
ers’ children’s issues are heard. Finally, 
the organisation links up with the Ma-
harashtra Chamber of Housing Industries 
and the Builders’ Association to advocate 
for children’s rights on construction sites.  

“We get some grants from the Maha-
rashtra state government. Other than 
that, we are entirely dependent on the 
grants from well-wishers,” Mahadevan 
says. “But we appreciate the gesture of 
the builders, who have always supported 
us in our work. One of the primary con-
cerns of MMC is to reach out to as many 
as children as possible and for that it cer-
tainly seeks your support. I may sound 
more like a financial planner selling 
products, but if you reach out, you will 
certainly invest in the human infrastruc-
ture of India, the soft power that we boast 
of, the scripts of which are not available 
with your agent, but certainly with this 
organisation.”

■■ Archisman Dinda is a journalist based in 
Kolkata.

Mumbai Mobile Crèches provides safe and healthy 
living conditions for the children of migrant workers

By Archisman Dinda, Special to 
Weekend Review

Worthy investment Dedicated volunteers teach and play with the children at the crèches 

Good beginnings Mumbai Mobile Crèches is mindful of the importance of a well-nourished first few years of a child’s life

The organisation needs volunteers 
who can raise funds to sponsor 
events, equipment and techni-
cal guidance. Other volunteers can 
spend time at the crèches and help 
teach and play with the children or 
cook for them. “Anyone is welcome to 
volunteer as long as they are dedicat-
ed. We need people who can take an 
initiative and add to our efforts. They 
need to spend a consistent amount of 
time with us,” says Neeta Khajuria, 
general manager of Mumbai Mobile 
Crèches. Toys, books, stationery and 
clothes for babies can be donated at 
http://www.mumbaimobilecreches.
org/home.htm
Rs5,000 (Dh338) for this charity can

■■ support comprehensive develop-
ment — health, education and nu-
trition expenses — for ten children 
a month

■■ support nutrition expenses for five 
children for a year

■■ support one “balwadi” teacher for 
a month

Rs25,000 can support a child devel-
opment centre for a month

How to volunteer 
and donate

By Yusra Farzan, Staff Writer

Wave of anti-Muslim 
strife grips Sri Lanka 
A mere four years after silencing the LTTE-led Tamil separatists, 
extremist Sinhalese Buddhists find new target to vent their ire

Ameen Mohammad* sits in a 
corner of his clothes shop in 
central Colombo, Sri Lanka, 
poring over the company’s 
accounts. The numbers do 

not look good; business has been bleak 
over the last few months. He says it is 
because he is Muslim.“We have experi-
enced a steady drop in sales since Janu-
ary because the Bodu Bala Sena (BBS) had 
put up posters around the country telling 
people not to shop at our stores because 
our company is Muslim-owned. They 
threaten to take violent action against 
people who do,” says the father of three. 

“A woman came into our store and said 
she had parked her vehicle a few blocks 
away because her husband had warned 
her it was dangerous to be seen at our 
store. Once she was done shopping, we 
had to use an unmarked bag to package 
her items because she was afraid of get-
ting attacked if she was seen carrying a 
bag with our logo.” 

After 30 years of civil war, racial ten-
sion is rearing its ugly head again in the 
picturesque island country. 

Last April, 2,000 Buddhists, including 
monks, protested and attacked a mosque 
in Dambulla, a city in central Sri Lanka, 
claiming the mosque had been built on a 
sacred Buddhist site. A spate of incidents 
targeting the Muslim population quickly 
followed, with the mostly Buddhist gov-
ernment ordering the relocation of the 
mosque, resulting in the closure of a few 
mosques around the country. 

A series of incidents has taken place 
since: Muslim community members in 
Kurunegala, in north central Sri Lanka, 
were forced to sign documents, allegedly 
by Buddhist monks, and made to promise 
they would not use the place for religious 
activities. 

Last October a group of unidentified 
men set fire to a mosque in the historic 
city of Anuradhapura. Then in Decem-
ber, protests broke out in the southern 
city of Ratnapura, calling for a boycott 
of Muslim-owned businesses and halal-
certified products and severing of ties 
with Muslims, followed by anti-Muslim 
rallies in the western city of Kulliyapitiya 
and central town of Warakapola. 

Things came to a head last month 
when about a thousand people protest-

ing in the capital against halal logos on 
packaging turned violent, injuring some 
members of the BBC crew covering the 
protests. The All Ceylon Jamiyyathul 
Ulama (ACJU), the body that issues ha-
lal logos in the country, quickly reacted, 
agreeing to remove them from all local 
products. Imported products can still 
carry halal logos.

Minority Rights Group International, 
an NGO, says the BBS, or the “Buddhist 
power force”, a hardline nationalist 
group demanding  Sri Lanka be a Bud-
dhist country, is believed to be at the 
forefront of the ongoing hate campaigns. 
“[They] have an active social media 
campaign through which they publicise 
stories about Muslim-owned businesses 
and hate campaigns,” says Mohammad. 
“They have ensured that beef is not sold 
in the central city of Kandy and because 
of this around 200 families have lost their 
livelihood. If business does not pick up, I 
too will have to let go of some staff. Even 
though we are a small community, we are 
easy to identify — girls walk around in 
the hijab and abaya, the mosques call out 
the azaan and you can easily spot boys in 
white with the fez cap leaving madrasas. 
This has angered them.”

Muslims make up close to 10 per cent 
of Sri Lanka’s 20 million people, while 
Buddhists make up 70 per cent, accord-
ing to the latest statistics released by the 
Department of Census and Statistics. 
The BBS says its campaign is to protect 
the predominant Sinhalese race, who, 
they claim, are dwindling. Thousands of 
Sinhalese and Tamils were killed during 
the 30-year-old conflict started by the 
Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE), 
whose purpose was creation of an inde-
pendent Tamil state. The LTTE was de-
feated in 2009. 

The underlying tensions signify a wor-
rying trend, says aspiring lawyer Akiel 
Deen, a Muslim: “They now seem to be 
trying to continue their campaign with a 
new push for abolishing the abaya. While 
we don’t know how successful their ef-
forts will be, as a whole, their actions 
thus far have resulted in a feeling of social 
discomfort for the Muslims.” 

Still, the 23-year-old says, anti-Mus-
lim sentiments are held by only a few, 
and do not reflect those of the majority. 
“Nevertheless, the vast number of non-
Muslims opposed to the BBS is a heart-
ening sign and signifies solidarity with 

the local Muslims, which most are happy 
about,” Deen says. 

N.M. Ameen, the chairman of the Mus-
lim Council of Sri Lanka, does not think 
the issue will escalate into full-blown 
community strife.

“It is against the law for [the BBS] to 
protest against [religious attire], and the 
freedom to practise one’s religion is in 
our constitution,” he says. 

The problem, he adds, is a misunder-
standing. “Non-Muslims are not aware of 
what the term halal means and unfortu-
nately the Muslim community in Sri Lan-
ka lacks a platform to educate the public 
on what halal and haram mean,” Ameen 
says. “While the five Muslim ministers in 
the government are trying to solve this 
issue amicably, unfortunately we do not 
have that strong a voice to do so. 

“The government has taken steps to 
dispel these tensions. Anti-Muslim post-
ers have been taken down and those 
propagating hate crimes arrested. But it’s 
going to be a while for the anti-Muslim 
sentiment to change.”

Some, such as Nabeel Ahmad*, one of 
the directors of a processed food compa-
ny, say they have complied with the ban 
on halal logos on their products. 

“The only person hurt by this is the 

consumer,” Ahmad says. “If the ban will 
end all the ethnic problems in this coun-
try we are quite happy to oblige and carry 
on.” But despite being the most vulnera-
ble to the halal law, Ahmad says business 
has not been affected so far. 

Cloth retailer Mohammad believes 
outside forces are responsible for sim-
mering tensions. 

“The Tamil diaspora living abroad is 
still active in spite of the Sri Lankan gov-
ernment finishing off the LTTE and I am 
sure they are convincing the Norwegians 
to incite these problems. I have these 
suspicions because Norwegians funded a 
temple in Pallekele in the central city of 
Kandy and they also funded a school in 
the southern city of Galle owned by the 
BBS,” he said. “I don’t see any other rea-
son for the Buddhists to be angry with 
the Muslims. We have always lived in 
peace and worked with people from all 
races and religions in Sri Lanka.”

Neelu De Silva*, a 25-year-old student, 
says the BBS is not representative of Bud-
dhism or the views of other Buddhists. 

“[They] are an extremist nationalistic 
movement that’s using Buddhism as a 
shield for its activities,” she says. “I think 
it’s a brilliant scheme to deviate from the 
real underlying problems in Sri Lanka 
such as the skyrocketing prices of goods 
and services and corruption. It is a strat-
egy used by politicians all over — stir up 
something and let it boil into a massive 
issue.

“The Tamils have India, the Muslims 
have many countries that are predomi-
nantly Islamic but for us, the Sinhalese, 
it is just Sri Lanka. The moment they feel 
like they might lose this identity, they get 
worked up. The only people enjoying the 
happenings in the country and laughing 
at it are the supporters of the LTTE.”

Inura Jayasuriya, a practising Buddhist 
and well-known television personality, 
agrees: “All I know is somebody at col-
lege has told my friend’s sister to stop 
wearing the scarf to college; I want to 
find out who this someone is and tell him 
off,” he says. “Buddhism is not about 
being radical or about eradicating other 
religions. It teaches us coexistence. This 
is all the work of a few extremists who 
seem to be creating another platform for 
another ethnic conflict.”

■■ Some names have been changed to 
protect identities.
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Bridge between faiths Mufti M.I.M. Rizwi, president of All Ceylon Jamiyyathul Ulama, speaks while Aggamaha Panditha Venerable Kotugoda Dhammawasa Thero looks on

“They now seem 
to be trying to 
continue their 
campaign with 
a new push for 
abolishing the 
abaya. 

- Akiel Deen




