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A man of great and wild extremes
Impossible, unlikely dreams
Of cleaning all of India's towns
Of solid waste from roads and drains
Within a year, or three, or ten.
Increasing bipolarity
Fueled his creativity,
Carrying before him those like me
Who shared his dreams for India, free
Of filth and dirt and poverty.

We met in Bangalore, where I
Was trying to cope with piles of waste
Dumped randomly in every place
A truck could find, leaving no space
Unsoiled in our green rural fields
And scenic peri-urban roads.

While I sought ways out of this maze
Through composting ("back to the land
The nutrients taken from it") and
Recycling wastes in many ways,
Velu had come to show the way
Exnora followed in Chennai
With door-to-door collection schemes
Replacing overflowing bins,
Solving the problem by recourse
To separating waste at source:
Keeping unmixed "wet" kitchen waste
And "dry" recyclables for those
Whose livelihoods as scavengers
Of urban trash helped them to feed
Poor migrant families in need
Of honest incomes far from home
Where unemployment was the norm.

With Velu's start, Almitra's end
We forged a message we could send
To every municipality:
 Cradle-to-grave waste management.

In '94 the Surat plague
Was triggered by the floods that came
From waste-choked drains and rain-filled holes 
That forced rats out to human homes.
Velu said "India sits atop
A time-bomb that we cannot stop
If we spend six months or a year
In every city where we hope
To demonstrate Exnora's role
In keeping waste off urban roads.
We need a Clean India Campaign
Starting right now.  We'll hit the trail
By road, driving to thirty towns
In thirty days, Delhi and back
Via Surat, where we'll stop to help
With good waste-management advice."

We set off in a high-roof van
Marketing Hope, a circus troupe.
"Clean Up and Flourish", banners read,
"Pile Up and Perish" was his ad.
We shared and learned, carrying ahead
Each good example on our route,
Draping our van with souvenirs
Of every NGO we met
LIke SEWA, working for our cause.

Town welcomes brought tears to our eyes:
"Where have you been all this long while?
We crave solutions" was their plea.
"Bad news in print is all we see,
Photos of overflowing bins
And finger-pointing rivalry.
Stay back now, please, show us the way,
Or come back soon another day."
Next year saw Velu back again
Leading a second long campaign
From Kashmir to Cape Comorin
Four months, eleven thousand miles,
Much praise but nothing really changed...

Exhausting every remedy,
Supreme Court help we had to seek
To formulate a policy
And road-map for a clean city.
Thanks to their help, a Committee
Spelt out details for all to see
How good, effective management
Of cities could soon replicate
The miracle of Surat, where
The well-beloved S R Rao
Transformed it from the filthiest
City to India's cleanest yet.
The Court went further, asking for
Solid Waste Rules for all to know
Quite clearly the right way to go.

Manic-depressive Velu, now
Freed from his demons, barely saw
His country's feet set on the road
To freedom from demonic filth.
Before we pity or condemn
Minds unlike ours, perceived as flawed,
Let us give thanks for crazy men
Like Captain Velu. Now, farewell,
Rest in well-deserved peace. Amen.

Almitra  8.1.2004


