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DRAMAS AND DELIGHTS IN MANIKAJI

Last Saturday morning, David Booth (founder of the East Bali Poverty Project) received a distressing radio call from a member of his field staff, high on the slopes of Mount Abang. One of the tutors at East Bali Poverty Project’s (EBPP) most isolated village hamlet school of Manikaji was not at work because he had had a serious accident.

Nengah Sudana had been in the process of improving his house in this remote mountainous region of northeast Bali where he lives with his family. Prior to going to work, he had loaded up his wooden hand-drawn cart with volcanic rocks. Crouching down, supporting the heavy weight of the cart behind him as he was transporting the building materials back down the 40-degree steep hill, he was unable to hold back the tremendous load, and the cart ran right over him. This young man of 21 was now lying injured on his back, eight kilometres from the nearest asphalt road, as Ardika ​ the East Bali Poverty Project’s deputy team leader ​ described his condition to David from his walkie-talkie to the CB radio in Dalung office. David asked Ardika if Nengah was conscious and if he could move his limbs, and was informed that, although conscious, he was unable to move his legs. David was seriously concerned that Nengah may have sustained serious back injuries and immediately called Dr Indraguna, the EBPP’s volunteer Balinese doctor, for advice. By placing his handphone next to the CB radio, David was able to put the doctor into direct contact with Ardika. Obviously it was imperative that the young man should be taken straight to hospital, but great care would be required in handling him. The instruction from Dr Indraguna was to carefully strap his arms and legs to his body, and to make a stretcher. The next problem was how to transport him the four kilometres down the mountain to a point that would be accessible to the EBPP’s newly donated 4-wheel drive Ford Ranger XLT. David therefore asked Ardika to try and find someone with a horse. But to David’s great surprise, Ardika told him that the Ford Ranger had already been driven up the mountain, to the scene of the accident, 900 metres above sea level. He then went on to explain that the previous week, certainly without anticipating a catastrophe of this proportion, the villagers of Manikaji had worked every day until nightfall to widen the steep and previously treacherous dirt track. The route had formerly only been accessible by horse or by trail bike, but the motivated parents had wanted to do everything they could to make it possible for the EBPP staff to bring the new vehicle all the way up to Manikaji to better facilitate the EBPP in helping their children.

Amazed and delighted at this development but extremely worried about the young tutor, David directed Ardika to place a mattress in the back of the vehicle and the injured man was then taken down the mountain. It was a journey that took over an hour because Ardika had to drive very slowly and carefully. Once he reached the coast road, he then had a further 55 kilometre drive to the hospital in Singaraja.

Happily, the latest reports are that Nengah has not sustained any serious injury and, incredibly, has no broken bones. He had just been in severe shock, but is now comfortable and resting at home.

Meanwhile, this last week has brought more good news for the East Bali Poverty Project and the people of Manikaji. The Java St Andrew’s Society (an organisation of Scottish expatriates, based in Jakarta) has donated 20 million rupiah towards the building of a simple school for the, presently, 86 children of Manikaji.

Manikaji is different from the other village hamlets of Desa Ban; not only is it isolated but, apart from the bale banjar, there is no centre to this community. The solitary houses are scattered over hundreds of hectares of land - a neighbourless society in a harsh mountainous terrain. The total cost of building the new school will be almost 50 million rupiah, but this donation from the Java St Andrew’s Society is enough to get the project started. And, the exciting news is that work can begin immediately because of the initiative of the villagers in creating the new access road. The original plan did not foresee starting the building work before the rainy season, because this area is extremely dry with no rivers, and the nearest spring is 3-4 hours walk from the school site. Without vehicular access, it would have been necessary for the villagers to make their own breezeblocks and this, of course, would have required water. Now, with the new road and the Ford Ranger, the EBPP can buy the breezeblocks in Tianyar, the nearest town, and transport them from the bottom of the mountain, together with cement and oil drums full of water for making mortar. The key objective is to have a dry and safe environment for the children to study in, before the rainy season begins. When completed, the school will have four classrooms, a library, a teachers’ room, a storeroom, a kitchen and, if funds permit, a small canteen.  Labour to build the school will be provided, completely, by the whole community as their contribution, in the knowledge that when the school is finished, the ownership will be theirs.

Manikaji is totally isolated from the other village communities of Desa Ban because it is on the extreme northwest slope of Mt Abang with no direct link to the hamlets on the northeast slope. Although the community benefit from the frequent attention of the EBPP staff, they don’t receive the regular visits of the existing and new donors who want to see the power of what the EBPP has achieved. The most concentrated areas for the projects are in the hamlets of Bunga, Cegi and Pengalusan, all of which are accessed from the saddle between Mt Abang and Mt Agung.

Last year, when I wrote about Manikaji in ‘Sustainable Solutions’, the integrated education project was sponsored by the Hard Rock Hotel, Bali. Sadly, since the beginning of 2002, the Hard Rock Hotel has been unable to continue sponsorship as a financial consequence of the September 11th disaster. However, it recently donated almost 12 million rupiah from its ‘Blue Light’, under 18’s, dance party, and these funds will help towards Manikaji’s new school building project. The EBPP will also use funds from a number of individual donors who have been inspired by the visible progress of alleviating poverty in these forgotten communities and leading the people towards self-reliance.

As David says, “We can’t move mountains but my staff and the folk of Manikaji are doing the very next best thing!”

For more information on any of East Bali Poverty Project activities or if you would like to support us, please call me on (0361) 410071, email info@eastbalipovertyproject.org or check our Homepage: www.eastbalipovertyproject.org
