
1

The stage was set. We had a full house for the curry 
lunch at the Sussex County Cricket Ground, the menu 
and posters were printed, the video made, the speeches 
written. Our guests of honour – JR, Ali and Jude – had 
their bags packed for departure to London on April 
25. And then disaster struck. Inexplicably and with 
no justification whatsoever, JR’s and Ali’s visas were 
refused by the British High Commission in Chennai 
after their departure date. (See back page “The Visa 
Story” for my rantings about this disgraceful decision).

It was a huge disappointment for JR and Ali as it was, 
of course, for our guests who had so looked forward to 
meeting them. Thankfully, Skype came to the rescue 
and if not quite the same as having JR and Ali there in 
person, they were able to be part of the proceedings 
while Jude, the only one allowed into the UK, played a 
brilliant role in Hove. So disaster was averted and from 
the moment people started arriving, it was obvious we 

had a winner on our hands, thanks to the extraordinary 
camaraderie that was immediately evident among our 
120 guests, all supporters of the same cause.

The place fairly buzzed and the wonderful atmosphere 
was palpable. Speeches were made by Jude and me 
in Hove and JR and Ali from Kovalam and these were 
followed by a video about our projects in Kovalam from 
the perspective of our trustees there. For those of you 
unable to be with us you can download it from our 
website, www.venkattrust.org.uk.

A very big thank you to all of you who made the effort 
to come from all corners of the country - in fact from 
England, Scotland and Wales - and for making it such 
a very special occasion. I was very pleased to meet so 
many of you whom I felt I knew but had never actually 
met - I do wish though that there had been more time for 
individual chats. But there’s always next time.

And there must be a “next time”, albeit probably in 
another guise, as I have promised JR and Ali that by 
hook or by crook, I will get them to the UK. I hope then 
it will also be possible to meet many of you who were 
unable to join us this time.
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Update from Sylvia Holder, Founder Trustee

The Venkatraman Memorial Trust, known as the Venkat Trust, was set up in 2004 in memory of Venkat, a boy whose 
education was sponsored by trustee Sylvia Holder, and who sadly was killed in a road accident at the age of 27. It provides 

and improves educational facilities for school children in the poor fishing village of Kovalam in Tamil Nadu, South India. 

Every penny donated goes to the Venkat Trust. All UK costs are met by the trustees.

The Tenth Anniversary Edition: 2004 - 2014
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Three children’s cricket bats, kindly signed by all the Sussex cricket 
team, were presented to Jude, on behalf of Team Kovalam, by UK 
trustees Nick Goslett, Sarah Da Silva and Lindsay Swan. Each will 
be on show in the appropriate age group’s classroom and a Sussex
Cricket Tournament will be held each year. The winning team’s 
details will be inscribed on the reverse side of the bat.



2

How it all beganV
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The Panchayat School is now unrecognisable. New classroom buildings 
and a dining hall were put up at the school and on land bought by the Trust, 
qualified teachers brought in, desks, benches, computers, books and 
uniforms provided. The literacy rate has risen from 60% to 95% and the 
school has recently come top out of all schools in 50 villages in the area.

A Sports Ground has been built on Trust land close to the school and PE 
is now included in the school’s curriculum.

The Venkat Tuition Centre has a room of laptops for the use of our 
university students, a table tennis table for the village to enjoy and offices 
for VMT. The sponsored children meet there every Sunday for English 
lessons, letter writing and games and it is also used for extra cur r icu lar 
tuition.

Ten Years On: The Venkat Trust 2004 - 2014
The inside pages of our newsletter are dedicated to our ten years of work in Kovalam - how it began, our 
achievements in the last ten years, and where we hope to go from here. Although most of it is already known 

to many of you, I think it’s a story worth retelling. A story of a decade in which the combined efforts of
supporters and trustees have given such hope for the future to an Indian fishing village.

Some 25 years ago, on business near Chennai, I wandered from the beach of my hotel to the 
poor fishing village of Kovalam where I met Venkat, 12 years old, skinny, obviously very poor but 
quite enchanting. He took me round his shockingly poor village. He asked for £10 for his school 
fees and on impulse I offered to put him through high school AND university, a monumental goal 
for such a disadvantaged boy. But ten years later Venkat graduated from Madras University. He 
was progressing well in his career when he was killed in a road accident. He was 27.

I returned to Kovalam to see what I could do for the village in his memory. It wasn’t a difficult 
decision. The local Panchayat (village) primary school was a grim run down place with just three unqualified 
teachers for 160 pupils. Back in the UK I set up the Venkatraman Memorial Trust to provide and improve 
educational facilities in the village.

Ten years onV
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Sponsorship More than 200 of the village’s most 
disadvantaged children are sponsored by UK 
individuals giving them hope for the future.

University Scholarships are awarded each year 
and currently there are 26 undergraduates and 
postgraduates funded by VMT.

The High School is the Trust’s most ambitious project. 
Opened last year for the first 250 pupils, it is already 
a very happy place where students and teachers are 
thriving. The large adjoining sports ground has been 
sponsored by Etihad passengers using their Air Miles.

The first ten years
FACTS AND FIGURES

• 1000 pupil high school in the making with

• 250 students already admitted

• 3 additional buildings - the Venkat Tuition
Centre, the Ganesh Building and the
Dining Hall

• 2 sports grounds and equipment

• 350 sets of uniforms twice a year

• 350 sets of text books twice a year

• 200 school fees for St Joseph’s pupils

• 26 undergraduate and postgraduate   
  university fees

• 200 sponsored children

• 1 English teacher

• 1 Tamil Teacher

• 1 PE teacher

• 20 computers

• 50 5-pupil desk and bench sets

• 2 children’s excursions each year

Completion of the high school. The finished main 
building can accommodate 650 pupils and when the 
two wings have been added, the school will have a 
capacity for 1000 students. The Trust has also yet 
to provide physics and chemistry labs and a library.

Maintaining standards is paramount. The bar has 
been set high and VMT is determined that all students 
in both schools will receive an excellent education 
and thrive in a happy and stimulating environment.

High on the list of priorities is to give all the 
children of Kovalam an education which will 
enable them to see an end to poverty.  Ten years 
on and success is evident as our scholarship 
winners graduate and progress to good jobs but 
there are still many school leavers denied tertiary 
education for lack of funds. The Trust is determined 

What next?V
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that this gap is filled so all school leavers are 
given the opportunity to realise their potential.

Roobini, one of our first university scholarship winners, with her 
proud parents and grandmother when she received her MBA at 
the University of Madras.
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The Venkatraman Memorial Trust is a registered charity, No. 1104363
PO Box 5039, Hove BN3 5XL 

e-mail: info@venkattrust.org.uk    website: www.venkattrust.org.uk    tel: 01273 719363
UK Trustees: Sylvia Holder, Lindsay Swan, Sarah Da Silva, Nick Goslett

Kovalam Trustees:  Janakiraman (JR), M. Ali, Jude Sax

Optional and rather lengthy reading—but it may be of interest to those who were at the lunch to know why 
they were denied meeting JR and Ali. And perhaps those who weren’t there will be shocked at the arrogant 
behaviour of HM’s Government in Chennai - quite shaming for those of us who are British citizens.
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Visa applications were made by Team Kovalam well within 
the time limit.  Yet JR’s and Ali’s were refused the day after 
their London departure date, even though evidence of 
booked return flights was mandatory, (the two unused air 
tickets cost over  £1100). Jude was granted his because 
he could show monthly payslips. Financial status shouldn’t 
have come into the decision as I’d personally guaranteed to 
pay the fares and all UK expenses and sent six months’ bank 
statements to the High Commission. I was also interviewed 
by phone.

Unlike other countries which offer help lines to Indians 
seeking visas, no such facility is provided by the British 
High Commission Visa Facilitation Service in Chennai. 
Facilitation is a misnomer. With 48 hours to go before 
departure, I finally got through to the UK International Visa 
Service at a cost of £1.37 per minute, (payable by credit 
card, before I could speak to anyone!). When I stressed the 
urgency, I was told tickets should not have been booked 
until visas were granted, directly contradicting the visa 
application requirement! The promised e-mail response not 

being forthcoming, I rang again the next day, and spent a 
total of £28. For nothing. I finally got an email two weeks 
later advising me I’d be contacted “within the next few days”. 
I’m still waiting. It beggars belief.

As well as having to provide myriad documents, JR and Ali 
were subjected to a humiliating interview. Although JR holds 
a position of power and responsibility as President of a 
village of 7000, he and Ali were treated with contempt.  One 
reason given in the “refusal of entry clearance” documents 
was that JR and Ali didn’t know the sites in London they 
were going to visit! The Visa Service was “not satisfied” they 
intended to return home at the end of their visit despite all 
the evidence given. I thought our PM went to India to forge 
a “new special relationship and an enhanced partnership .” 
Hmmmm.

My MP is willing to pass my concerns to the Home Office, 
good news as long as they reach the right desk. Please let 
me know if you know anyone high up there, or elsewhere, 
who might be able to help.

This year eight of our sponsored children are leaving 
school and have passed their entrance exams to go to 
university. This is excellent news. Their courses and 
fees are not yet known. While their savings pots will 
help, and sponsors may also be able to help further, 
any contributions to our university fund will be gratefully 
received. I’ve managed to swell the coffers by £1000 by 
being one of the finalists in the Clarins/You Magazine 
Woman of the Year Award. (Shame I didn’t make the 
winner’s podium as that would have brought in £30K!)

Success for school leaversV
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For fear perhaps that the girls might get neglected, 
at present we have more boys than girls waiting for 
sponsors. Here are two of them for whom sponsorship 
would make a huge difference to their welfare and future 
prospects. Jaulaulatheen (left) is just 10 years old and 
his father is a tuktuk driver, Sanjay is also 10 and his 
father is an electrician. The income of both families is 
less than a pound a day.

Sponsorship costs £12 a month, £7 of which is paid into 
the child’s bank account and £5 goes into a savings 
account for further education.

Sponsors needed for boysV
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Our thanks go to Georgina Dunn for designing our print 
material, Sandra Huggett for administrative help and 
Haines & Co for preparing our accounts.


