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Seeing Stars
As soon as Sanjay saw the number on his phone, he
knew the caller. It was Pratiksha, a little girl from
Satara, who called Sanjay once in a while, just like
that, for no reason at all, just to talk and tell him all
about her school, her friends, her parents, the new life
that she now lived. The first time she had called to
thank him. Sanjay accepted her gratitude, but forbore
to say that it was he who should be thanking her. She
was too young to understand what he was talking
about. She had been calling him for the last six months
on and off, and he knew a lot about her life. He knew
that she wanted to be a doctor, an eye doctor, she told
him once, the excitement rising in her voice as she
explained her mission – to help others the way she had
been helped. Her mother and father both told her how
lucky she was, how her life could easily have turned
into something very different. Now Sanjay explained
to Pratiksha that he was in a meeting and promised to
call her back as soon as the meeting got over. Pratiksha said
she wished to talk about the art competition in school.
At the end of the meeting, Sanjay recalled his promise
and called Pratiksha. He had another very important
meeting in a few minutes, but a promise was a promise.
He knew that the little girl would be sitting by the

phone, waiting to tell him whatever it was that she was
so excited about. 'There's an art competition in school
next Friday. The topic is fuel. I already know what I
want to draw.' Sanjay laughed at the girl's excited voice
and the way she waited for him to prompt her further.
Sanjay obligingly asked, 'So what are you planning to
draw?'
‘Sir, you're with a petroleum company. I wish to draw a
petrol pump. We've been learning about the various
kinds of fuel in class.'
'That's a good idea,' said Sanjay, keeping an eye on his
watch. He had to end this conversation before he got
late for his meeting.
'Sir, please could you take me to see a petrol pump? I
haven't seen one so far.'
Pratiksha's innocent request halted Sanjay in his
tracks. This wasn't something he'd anticipated. Now
that he thought of it, of course, Pratiksha hadn't seen a
petrol pump in her life. Until a couple of years ago, she
hadn't seen anything in her life. Born to a landless
farmer in Satara district of Maharashtra, Pratiksha was
diagnosed with blindness while still an infant. There
was literally no ray of hope for either her or her family
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when all the doctors they consulted declared that
there was no cure. It was when she turned ten that a
hospital in Pune agreed to take up her case for corneal
transplant on her parents' personal recognizance.
Pratiksha had to wait for six months before the hospital
received the first cornea for transplant. And then,
about two years later, she managed to get her second
transplant. It was like gaining a new life. Everything
had to be discovered afresh, everything had to be
experienced differently. The best part, Pratiksha told
Sanjay 'Sir', was that school, which had been a form of
torture so far, had become a really enjoyable
experience. She loved to read and had already
borrowed six books from the library in the past four
months. 'My teacher says that I'm making very good
progress and will be able to read lots of new books.' She
also loved maths and had already started finding out
how she could become a doctor when she grew up. In
school, she was a year behind but next year, if she got
an A in everything, and if she secured good marks in a
special test, they were going to place her in the next
class, and she would be in the same division as her
other three friends. All this Pratiksha had confided to
Sanjay in the several chats that she had had with him
in the last year, ever since her second eye surgery.
Sanjay had instructed his family not to call him in
office hours unless it was an emergency. It was difficult
to take personal calls in office, he had explained to
them. But Pratiksha had no such restrictions. She
knew she could call Sanjay Sir whenever she liked.
Sanjay didn't think of her calls as personal exactly.
They were more in the way of research. Sanjay wished
to inhabit the world of the blind, live their experiences,
know the kind of obstacles they encountered. There
had been blindness in his family and he had seen how it
had changed the person and affected his work. That
had been many years ago when there had been no cure
for blindness, and corneal transplants were still very
rare. Sanjay had bitterly regretted that his grandfather
couldn't be treated because his family wasn't aware
that his blindness could be cured. Back in college,
Sanjay had heard of eye donation and decided that this
would be his contribution to his country, his way of
giving back. It was such a simple thing to do but he
didn't know anyone who had done it. In spite of his
grandfather's blindness, his own family was unaware of
eye donation and corneal transplant.
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There was just one problem. When Sanjay declared his
intention of donating his eyes, his mother was
horrified. 'Absolutely not! Giving your eyes in this
birth means you'll be born blind in the next! No, we're
not going to do something so cruel to our next life. I
forbid you to do this,' she cried. Her reaction shocked
Sanjay. It had never occurred to him that donating
one's eyes had a religious aspect to it. He dismissed his
mother's fears, pleaded with her that her belief was
groundless, and that there were millions of blind
people in this country who needed the gift of sight, and
healthy people like them were in a strong position to
give them that gift. He gave her the example of their

The best part, Pratiksha told
Sanjay 'Sir', was that school,
which had been a form of torture
so far, had become a really
enjoyable experience. She loved
to read and had already borrowed
six books from the library in the
past four months.

grandfather, how losing his sight in his last years had
affected, not just his business, but also the entire family
emotionally. He asked her not to be superstitious. He
even told her that her gift would garner her and her
entire family the blessings of society and the unknown
beneficiaries who'd get their eyes. But his mother
remained unmoved. Sanjay realized that her fears were
too strong to go away.
Over the years, once in a while Sanjay would raise the
topic of eye donation with his mother. He had
convinced his wife, and his daughters, still very young,
would follow their parents' lead, but his mother
remained adamant. She had no intention of letting her
son tamper with her religious beliefs. Beyond a point,
Sanjay knew that there wasn't anything he could do to
convince his mother. He was pained that he couldn't
give such a simple gift to society. He lived in the hope
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It was frustrating to know that while he wanted to do
something that meant so much to him, there were so
many problems in getting it done.

that one day he would finally bring his mother round,
and then all of them, his entire family, would donate
their eyes. In preparation for that day, Sanjay began to
study how they could do the donation. And that's
when he realized that it was easier said than done.
There were a number of eye banks, both government
and privately owned, but there was a lot of paperwork

Rationally speaking, it was only a fortuitous
coincidence that Sanjay changed his job a few years
ago. But Sanjay preferred to believe that it was fate
that brought him to Reliance Industries as a senior
executive. One of the first things to happen to him,
during his induction period, was his introduction to
Reliance Foundation Drishti, or Drishti as it was
popularly called, the Reliance Foundation initiative to
ensure that the blind in India acquire sight. Drishti was
the first project to be started by the Foundation, and it
was the outcome of Mrs Nita Ambani's personal
conviction that the blind in India needed a chance at
leading a normal life. Her passion for this cause was
driving this project and Mr. Kaushik Roy assisted her in
the mission.

Sanjay preferred to believe that it
was fate that brought him to
Reliance Industries as a senior
executive. One of the first things to
happen to him, during his
induction period, was his
introduction to Reliance
Foundation Drishti, or Drishti as it
was popularly called, the Reliance
Foundation initiative to ensure
that the blind in India acquire
sight.

Her words were an inspiration and Sanjay wanted to
help in taking the mission forward. After all,
Mrs Ambani herself was an eye donor. Drishti, he
discovered much to his delight, was not only
facilitating cornea transplants across the country, but
also led a major initiative for eye donation. As soon as
he saw its passion and conviction, Sanjay also wanted
to be a part of the project in some manner. He started
to contribute his services in branding for this project.
This wasn't his job, but in some ways it meant far more
than that to him. He was aware that his life's dream, of

involved and the whole process was extremely
daunting. He felt discouraged by just the thought of
going through the entire procedure of making a
donation.
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Decision to donate eyes has
to be taken by the donor

Decision to donate eyes can be taken by kith
and kin, without prior approval of the deceased

Donating eyes disfigures the
body of the deceased

Donating eyes does not disfigure
the body of the deceased

People with poor eyesight
cannot donate eyes

Even those with poor eyesight and
cataract can be donors

Donating eyes leads to
blindness in the next life

All religious heads have confirmed that donating
eyes does not lead to blindness in the next life

Eye donation must happen
immediately after death

Eye donation must be completed within
six hours of death
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giving back to society in the best manner that he
possibly could, was yet unachieved. To be associated
with Drishti was a small step in that direction.
A few weeks after Sanjay's induction, Drishti
announced an awareness camp for the managers at
Reliance Industries. Sanjay felt that this opportunity
had been created just for him. He decided to take his
mother and wife to the seminar as well. His mother,
especially, needed to hear from the experts. Drishti had
invited a host of eye specialists and professionals from
the National Association for the Blind (NAB), to talk
about cornea transplants and the mechanisms for
donation. Mr Dinoo Gandhi, Secretary of NAB who
manages the cornea transplant program there, was also

present to talk about the program. One of the doctors
even mentioned jokingly that the main hurdle that was
faced in organ donation in India was that people were
superstitious about the next life if they donated their
organs. A range of issues was raised by the audience
and the panelists patiently addressed each one of
them. Sanjay discovered that not only was cornea
transplant a relatively simple procedure and so had
been adopted all over the world for restoring sight to
the blind, but that in India, the gap between demand
and supply was enormous. A massive initiative was
needed to bring donors and beneficiaries together and
create an enabling environment through monetary
and organ donations. Drishti, he realized, was working
in both domains.

“Your eyes can live beyond your lifetime. Donate your eyes and give the precious gift of sight to
those who are not able to enjoy the colours of this wonderful world. A large load of the world's
visually impaired population lies in the developing countries and there is no reason for this section
of the society to be deprived of knowledge because of their physical handicap. Reliance Foundation
Drishti is the first and a modest step in helping in the empowerment of the visually impaired.”
Nita M. Ambani
Founder & Chairperson
Reliance Foundation

Reliance Foundation
At the end of the seminar, the organisers handed out a
form for eye donation to all the participants. All it
needed was their signature. Sanjay looked at his
mother. Without saying another word, she signed on
the form and gave it to him. 'Quickly, sign your forms,'
she adjured him and his wife. 'They're coming round
for collection.' And then she smiled at his dumbstruck
expression.
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she said, excitement dripping from her voice, 'I know
I'm going to win this art competition. My teacher says
my drawing is excellent.'
Sanjay smiled. 'You must promise to send me your
painting afterwards. It'll be the best display in my living
room at home.' The little girl's chuckle of delight was
the best sound Sanjay had heard that day.

Sanjay's interaction with Drishti opened a new chapter
in his life. He discovered that the beneficiaries of
the cornea program often needed something
more than a cornea, they also needed a confidante,
someone they could share their life's events with.
Sanjay provided a willing ear to many beneficiaries,
including Pratiksha.
Now, Sanjay made a few calls to his network in Satara
and arranged a visit to the nearest petrol pump for
Pratiksha, a Drishti beneficiary, and her parents. 'Sir,'

Reliance Foundation organises an annual art and essay competition for children of
Reliance Group employees across India to raise awareness on eye donation.
Spreading the Light since 2003
More than 14,000 cornea transplants completed
Registered international Braille newspaper in Hindi

Over 14,000 free cornea transplants have been conducted under Reliance Foundation Drishti.

To donate your eyes, please click here: http://www.reliancefoundation.org/reliance_drishti.html

