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BUILD: India 
Project Description 

 
I. Background  

BUILD (Building Understanding through International Learning and Development) is an 
interdisciplinary student-led program of the Institute for Global Leadership at Tufts University. BUILD seeks 
to educate and immerse students in the theory and practice of sustainable development by partnering with 
rural communities in the developing world to research and implement sustainable initiatives for human, 
social, and economic development.  

In an effort to realize the program mission, BUILD functions on a four-pillar model: Education, Action, 
Solidarity, and Leadership. 

Education: BUILD strives to educate students about sustainable development — a process 
combining economics, anthropology, political science, and principles of social and environmental 
justice. Students involved in the program attend weekly pre-trip meetings to discuss various political, 
social, and economic issues our partner communities may face considering their specific history, 
geography, culture, and socioeconomic status. This knowledge is integral to ensuring that the 
partnership we create is lasting, respectful, and a collective growing experience for both the 
community and our group.  

Action: BUILD fosters direct interaction between Tufts undergraduates and those living in 
developing communities, to give students the responsibility of acting in the sustainable development 
process itself by collaboratively implementing sustainable solutions. BUILD students spend time 
working, interacting, and researching with community members in order to deepen their knowledge 
of local needs and histories, with the ultimate goal of creating a comprehensive human needs 
assessment which will serve as the basis for a Community Development Plan (CDP) written 
conjointly by BUILD students with community leaders. As the partnership matures, students are 
expected to participate in the planning and execution of the projects in direct collaboration with 
community members and if necessary, in conjunction with contracted NGOs and outside partners.  

Solidarity: Direct interaction and collaboration with the partner community produces a crucial 
sense of solidarity between Tufts students and those in the developing world. BUILD students spend 
substantial time with families and youth conducting personal interviews in order to assess local 
needs on a person-by-person basis. The sense of solidarity cultivated during trips is fundamental to 
the program's effectiveness and to ensuring the longevity of the community partnership.  

Leadership: Our grassroots research enables BUILD students to develop their leadership abilities in 
a context similar to that of a small, professional development organization. Grant writing, literature 
reviews, logistical planning, fundraising, and interaction with local NGOs are some of the pre-trip 
responsibilities of BUILD students. This practical experience engages a new generation of global 
citizens while at the same time providing tangible, innovative development solutions to our partner 
communities. 
 
BUILD has been able to enact amazing change through our grassroots approach to rural 

development; having most recently completed a $30,000 agricultural development project with a community 
in Guatemala, we are now looking to find a similar partnership with a community in Tamil Nadu. 
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II. Context 
 

Tamil Nadu is the southern-most state of India, a dichotomy of agricultural focus and rapid 
industrialization. The state has the highest number of business enterprises in India, with one of the highest 
literacy rates in the country. Despite significant development, increasing urbanization is producing an ever-
widening gap between rural and urban areas in the areas of education, health care, and poverty. Historically, 
multiple empires have governed the area of Tamil Nadu, including the British, French, and Dutch. In the last 
half-century ethnic conflict has caused an influx of many Tamil refugees from Sri Lanka; the political 
atmosphere of the region was especially influenced by this in the 1970’s and 1980’s, as well as in recent 
years due to the brutal Sri Lankan civil war that has only just recently come to resolution. 

The Tamil Nadu region today fulfills the role of India’s leading producer of agricultural products. 
Important crops include produce such as bananas, tapioca, mango, sapota, as well as flowers, natural rubber, 
coconut, groundnut, coffee, tea, sugarcane, livestock, poultry, and fish. The agrarian sector, however, is 
heavily dependent on monsoons, and is thus prone to severe drought when these rains do not come in 
sufficient supply. As a result there has been recent development towards industrialization and 
manufacturing, especially in textiles, automobiles, electronics, and software. This only further raises 
concerns about the future of food security in the region, especially in the wake of the devastating Indian 
Ocean earthquake and tsunami of 2004 that caused the death of 8,000 people in Tamil Nadu. Access to water 
and land continue to be basic fundamental needs, and these are tangible issues that have been the recent 
focus of aid and development. To try and create jobs for its rural citizens, the government of Tamil Nadu 
passed the National Rural Employment Guarantee Act in 2005.  Though NREGA guarantees 100 days of labor 
for every rural citizen—usually working on infrastructure projects—the implementation of the act has been 
inadequate.  

 
III. Project Description 
 
A. Objectives and Methods 

Through June, we will be finalizing plans for the summer trip in coordination with the Institute for 
Global Leadership at Tufts University, NGOs, university students in the Tamil Nadu area, the Boston chapter 
of the Association for India’s Development (AID), and family members of one of the trip leaders, Nithyaa 
Venkataramani, who still live in the state. At the beginning of the pilot trip, which will take place in July and 
part of August 2010, five team members will spend a week in Chennai to meet with various contacts who will 
help us to explore local issues in depth and to guide our relationship with potential partner communities. 
During the subsequent three weeks in Tamil Nadu, the team will live in two to three different rural 
communities conducting basic needs assessments with the purpose of finalizing a suitable partner.  

During the community visits, team members will conduct a basic needs assessment, including a 
baseline socioeconomic evaluation to collect information on issues such as sanitation, infrastructure, 
education, income sources, labor trends, and health in order to determine which community best suits 
BUILD’s mission and resources. Once a community has been selected, the team will work on drafting, in 
conjunction with local leaders, a Community Development Plan (CDP) based on the specific needs expressed 
by the residents. We expect to implement the projects as described in the plan over a 1-2 year period, ideally 
beginning in a second trip tentatively scheduled for December 2010 through January 2011.  

BUILD’s most recent project in Guatemala has proven to be a huge success and has in many ways 
informed the way we are planning to structure the trip to India. Though we do not expect our past 
experience in Guatemala to in completely dictate our work in Tamil Nadu, the Guatemala project has 
provided BUILD members with a fortified familiarity with coordinating and implementing a CDP. Our project 
in Guatemala largely focused on boosting our community’s production of coffee, but also involved the 
development of the community’s eco-tourism program as well as the creation of a community computer 
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center. We are now well versed in these areas, though we hold no preconceptions of our project in Tamil 
Nadu. BUILD has found that the best way to ensure the maximum effectiveness and longevity of a project is 
to first understand the needs of each community we visit during the scouting trip, and from there to then 
narrow our focus on an area of development dependant solely on those needs that correspond with what we 
can accomplish as Tufts University undergraduates. We expect that areas of focus may include—though are 
by no means limited to—energy, agriculture, education, land and water issues, and social empowerment. The 
interdisciplinary nature of our program furthermore ensures students with varying interests and expertise 
will be designing and creating the projects.  

Through this program, we have a unique opportunity to ameliorate cross-cultural understanding and 
create collaboration in designing a development project that ensures real improvement in the lives of our 
community partners. Our program is cost-effective in the long-run: as a volunteer undergraduate group 
operating with institutional support from the Institute of Global Leadership, all of our funding goes directly 
into project planning and execution. As university students, we also have intellectual access to various other 
higher education facilities, whose vast interaction with worldwide development institutions can connect us 
to microfinance NGOs, USAID, and the World Bank. 

B. Process/Timeline 

April-June 2010 
1. Determining Potential Community Partners 

a. Outreach to NGOs and institutional contacts in the districts surrounding Chennai who can 
facilitate initial contact with potential communities.   

b. Determining 3 communities with the greatest potential for partnership according to the 
following criteria:  

i. Rural area 
ii. Industry of the community in respect to the region 

iii. Nearby access to supplies/a city for communication purposes 
iv. A selective population under 500, or a community of this size 

2. Refinement of a trip plan under the advice of various institutional contacts. 
3. Outreach to potential educational faculties in Tamil Nadu who could help to facilitate collaboration 

with local students. 
4. Identification of a potential NGO who can serve as the lead collaboration with us. 

July ɀ Mid-August 2010 
5. Direct meetings in Chennai and elsewhere with NGOs and institutional partner organizations 
6. Visits to 2-3 selected communities to conduct needs assessment and socioeconomic evaluations. 
7. Selection of long-term partner community and potential re-visit to community. 

August ɀ December 2010  
6. Work in collaboration with the community to draft a community development plan. 
7. Refining plan with NGO insight 
8. Solicitation of funds, contacts, and sponsors 

a. Fundraising 
b. Grant Writing 

9. Logistical planning for first phase of project implementation 

December - January 2010-2011 
10. Initiating groundwork for the project phase in our partner community with BUILD scouting team and 

2-3 new Tufts students 
a. Further NGO and community meetings 
b. Appeals to Indian companies for sponsorship 
c. Individual student research to establish long-lasting relationships within partner community 
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January ɀ June 2011 
11. Collaborative work with community and NGO involved to access resources and proper planning for 

summer project implementation 
12. Secured funding 

May ɀ July 2011 
13. Execution of full community development plan by BUILD  

July 2011 and beyond 
14. Monitoring, refinement 
15. Continued contact with the community and site visits 
16. Follow-up work with NGO 

 
 
IV. Partners (place-holder descriptions and roles) 
 
Institute for Global Leadership—Tufts University  

The mission of the Institute is to prepare new generations of critical thinkers for effective and ethical 
leadership, ready to act as global citizens in addressing the world’s most pressing problems. In 2005, the IGL 
was designated as a Tufts University flagship cross-school program with the objective of enhancing the 
interdisciplinary quality and engaged nature of a Tufts education and serving as an incubator of innovative 
ways to help students understand and engage difficult and compelling global issues. Due to its unique 
approaches and ability to create unique partnerships and juxtapositions, the IGL is at the forefront of efforts 
that encourage “thinking beyond boundaries and acting across borders.” 

The role of the Institute would be one primarily of facilitation: providing institutional, intellectual, 
and human support, as well as limited financial support for the pilot trip.  
 
Association for India’s Development—Boston and Chennai Chapters 
 Association for India’s Development is a volunteer movement promoting sustainable, equitable and 
just development. AID supports grassroots organizations in India and initiates various efforts in various 
interconnected spheres such as agriculture, energy, education, health, livelihoods, natural resources 
including land and water, women’s empowerment and social justice.  

AID Boston is a large, well-established chapter that has agreed to help this preliminary project by 
putting us in contact with grassroots NGOs and communities with whom they are connected in the region.  


