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Introduction


The Employment Guarantee Scheme (EGS) of  Maharashtra has been a unique experience in the history of development programming in India. It earns this distinction not merely because it is the longest surviving programme of its kind in the field – a field crowded by many different experiments and approaches to poverty reduction. The EGS is unique because its design and execution exhibit a greater clarity of goals and consistency in approach, than do the other public works programmes that have been implemented in the country. The EGS seems to have a relatively more coherent political and economic philosophy regarding the state’s responsibility towards the poor. It is this aspect that sets it apart from other latter day programming, and which constitutes its true significance.


The philosophical roots of the EGS are to be found in the progressive thinking of men like VS Page, and VM Dandekar, the economist. They not only had a deep understanding of the agrarian situation in the state, and a realistic appreciation of the state’s administrative machinery, they were idealistic and progressive in their outlook, espousing a rights-based approach, as early as 1979.  It is this rare combination of  practical sense, derived from a strong understanding of grassroots reality, mixed with a sense of idealism, and a genuine concern for the poor, that is so necessary to developing a robust programme design. And in its essential design, the EGS was almost elegant in its simplicity.

The historical significance of the EGS should thus be seen in the dual processes within which it operated: it was both the outcome of strong political mobilisation and a commitment to reduce the distress of the poor, and it also became, in turn,  the vehicle for further political mobilisation - because it guaranteed a right. The right to employment which it gave and guaranteed, enabled the poor and their representatives to agitate and mobilise in order to realise that right
. A whole generation of young legislators and district and block  level panchayat leaders in Maharashtra came up, and made their careers through the opportunities for learning the art of political mobilisation in a democracy, that the EGS provided
.

The Political Context

It is often said that the success of the EGS is attributable to the extraordinary circumstances of the severe drought in Maharashtra from 1970 to 1973, when the state’s administration rose to its challenge, by putting together a famine relief operation on a massive scale
. It is true that the drought affected 15 to 30 million rural people (roughly 43 to 86 percent of the total rural population), and that at its peak, close to 5 million people were employed daily on the relief works
.  It is entirely plausible, therefore, that the fact that this effort did  succeed in averting large scale migration, distress sale of assets, and starvation deaths, contributed to the State’s confidence that a large-scale employment programme like this could be implemented.

However, the real underpinnings of the EGS are to be found in pilot experiments, conducted almost a decade earlier, in Sangli district. As Krishna Vats notes:

“The EGS in Maharashtra grew out of pilot experiments conducted in Tasgaon block of Sangli district in 1965. Initially known as Page scheme, named after V.S. Page, the Gandhian leader and Chairman of State Legislative Council, it was expanded to cover 11 districts of the state in November 1970.  The scheme was finally launched for the entire state on May 1, 1972. Soon after its statewide adoption, the EGS was suspended during the peak drought period of late 1972 to early 1974. During this period, EGS was superseded by central government programs, particularly the Crash Scheme for Rural Employment. The EGS was resumed two years later, when the state leadership felt the need to set up a permanent scheme for protecting vulnerable groups and creating assets that would reduce the effects of future droughts. 

The Government undertook to provide statutory support to the EGS through the enactment of the Maharashtra Employment Guarantee Act, 1977, which came into force on January 26, 1979.”
 (italics added).

 Therefore, the belief that the origin of the EGS is to be found in the famine relief codes of the pre-Independence era, is only partially correct.
  It is true to the extent that the failure of the monsoons for three consecutive years at the start of the decade posed the immediate administrative challenge. But the quality of  the government’s response also had a lot to do with the political context and leadership in Maharashtra at the time. It is perhaps this, which explains the relatively superior design of the EGS - as compared to the other public works programmes implemented from time to time in India. 

 At the time, Maharashtra’s agriculture was characterised by small-holder rain-fed cultivation of coarse grains and cotton (bajra, jowar and kapas)
. The three year long continuous spell of drought rendered most small and marginal farmers desperate for food and water. The debates in the state legislature repeatedly referred to the anguish and misery spreading in the countryside. The government’s swift response to the challenge is explained by the specific political context of those years. It was a Congress party government, and the Congress was then not only the dominant political party in the state, it also represented the interests of the dominant peasant caste of Maratha-Kunbis. Despite the fact that some of the Maratha landlords  owned large holdings, and were well-off, especially if they had invested in cooperative sugar factories, it should be remembered that the majority of them were medium and small scale farmers. Many, in fact, were beneficiaries of the Bombay Tenancy and Agricultural Lands Act (BTALA), which had turned erstwhile tenants into proprietors. The Congress drew its political base from this class of peasant owners. The other political parties were small socialist formations; the Muslims and Backward castes had not yet developed a strong political identity of their own, and loosely followed the Congress Party. 

The crop failures on account of this long drought meant that poverty and hunger were, for the first time, not something haunting the periphery of the village, restricted to the hamlets of the scheduled castes and scheduled tribes. Those households had been silently suffering hunger for many years. But now, the spectre of hunger was stalking even the house-holds of the small holder peasant proprietors among the Marathas. The grim reality of drought-induced poverty was hitting too close to home, and this was simply unacceptable, politically and emotionally.  This explains the high level of commitment, across the political spectrum, to introduce a guarantee of wage employment for the rural poor, such that at least no one need fear starvation.

The other significant factor in the political context that nurtured the EGS was Maharashtra’s early commitment to decentralisation. It was  one of the pioneer states to adopt the recommendations of the Balwantrai Mehta committee on establishing elected local governments, and by the 1970s, it already had a well-delineated three-tier system of  Panchayati Raj. Thus long before the 73rd constitutional amendment of 1993, the State had witnessed the devolution of  political power to the district level zilla parishad headed by the President or Adhyaksha, the block level panchayat samiti headed by the Sabhapati, and the gram panchayat at village level led by the Sarpanch. These institutions may not have been as representative as the post-73rd amendment ones, but they were elected bodies, and these local non-officials did play a very significant role in the way the EGS was run – a role which, in today’s terminology, would be described as akin to community monitoring.   

The Economic Principles

The EGS undertakes to provide unskilled manual employment, through a programme of public works that are labour intensive. The labour seeking such employment are to be directly engaged by the departments, and not through labour contractors. The aim of the Scheme is specifically stated as “to provide gainful employment – gainful to the individual as well as to the community”. This statement  subsumes two objectives: (i) employment generation and (ii) creation of productive assets. While the first objective is evident, the second can be inferred from the statement, as well as the further insistence that the Scheme should result in the creation of durable and productive assets. 

Having stated the aim, the EGS refrained from over-prescription, and offered only an indicative list of the kinds of works that would meet the criteria of being (i) labour intensive, (ii) public works, and (iii) productive assets (roads, percolation tanks, nala bunding, contour bunding, etc). By way of guidance, it stipulated the ratio of 60:40 for unskilled to skilled labour costs. Thus a work is to be considered labour intensive if the unskilled manual component cost forms 60 percent of the total cost; and the balance could be on other items (since the creation of durable assets required some limit to be placed on the unskilled component). This normative ratio was a very simple rule of thumb to be applied in prioritising works for sanction - thus, nala bunding works which generally had an 80:20 ratio, were to be preferred to other works, such as  percolation tanks, that met the 60:40 criterion, or, as in the case of certain sites with difficult underlying strata, went beyond that limit.


The wage rates for EGS works were worked out, keeping in mind the District Schedule of Rates (DSR) for the departmental works under regular plan and the minimum agricultural wages applicable to the district. Again, the stipulation was a simple formulation: the rate should be so worked out that a person working diligently for seven hours a day, should earn the equivalent of the minimum agricultural wage in that area. This derived logically from the principle that the government, having prescribed to farmers what they should pay as the minimum “fair” wage for a day’s toil in the sun, could not itself pay any less.


If this was expected to strain the State’s budget resources, the answer was not to reduce the labour wages, but to create the necessary fund.  The EGS was perhaps the first development programme for which a special fund was created, by levying a cess on professional and cash-crop incomes. The principle was that the better off groups in society should contribute to the government’s efforts to provide a “safety net” for the less well-off.   And the public that paid this cess had the assurance that this contribution did not go into the general pool from which other government expenditures are made.


With these resources, what the EGS undertook is to guarantee employment to all able-bodied adults who came forward for it. There is no other restriction/criteria for their eligibility, beyond a willingness to work, and this willingness is to be articulated through a simple petition to the Tahsildar, made by at least fifty people. The guarantee is operational at the block (taluka, tehsil) level, although every effort is to be made to find work within a radius of 7 to 8 kilometres of the village of residence. If the government is unable to provide suitable work within a fortnight’s time, the guarantee is to be invoked by paying the labour a modest dole (initially only a token one rupee a day, later raised by fifty paise).


These were the basic principles that guided the EGS and made for an elegantly simple design that served the interests of the poor, while providing the  district administrations with enough ‘thumb-rules’ to implement the programme with reasonable efficiency. Of course, it would be wrong to romanticise the context or period, and over-simplify the implementation issues which dogged the EGS even during its hey-day between 1973-1983; and the following section therefore discusses some of the administrative and political realities of how the EGS fared in the field.

Implementation realities


Administratively, the EGS developed a unique implementation structure. It was not a ‘scheme’ that belonged to any one department, but relied on the integration and coordination of departmental efforts across government. In the State secretariat, the Planning Department played the nodal role: making budget provision, sanctioning funds, and monitoring the programme. Because Shri Page became chairman of the State Planning Board and continued to provide the intellectual leadership for this programme, if the EGS could claim any one ‘parent’ department, it would have to be the Planning department. Although it never itself implemented any EGS projects, it remained very responsive to the problems in the field, brought to it  either through the personal observation of its own officials on tour, or the implementing departments, or even non-officials. It would promptly consider the situation, obtain the necessary approvals of Finance or Cabinet, and issue new/revised instructions to solve the problem. There were so many government orders and guidelines issued under the EGS, that the Planning Department had to periodically issue “consolidated instructions”, to reduce confusion at the field level, but this was a testament to the flexibility and responsiveness of the scheme to actual field conditions.

The other government departments, e.g. Irrigation, Agriculture, Forests, Rural Development, etc. were programme implementing departments. They implemented both their normal ‘plan’ projects, and also those under the EGS. The works to be taken up under the EGS had to be labour intensive and meet the 60:40 ratio. The departments, therefore, either separated the labour intensive parts of ‘plan’ works (e.g. the earthwork portion of medium irrigation tanks), and proposed them under the EGS. At other times, they  prepared plans and estimates for individual works, specifically for inclusion in the EGS blueprint, and executed those sanctioned by the Collector, by directly engaging the labour. 

In the field, the moral responsibility for substantiating the guarantee given by government fell squarely on the shoulders of the District Collector, and below him/her, at the tehsil or block level, on the Tahasildar. These two Revenue department officials had to maintain a ‘blue-print’ of works that could be started on  demand, and were also charged with the responsibility of assessing the need for such work. The power to sanction new works as per identified need/demand was given to the Collector. They continuously monitored the additional labour-absorption capacity of on-going works vis-à-vis the estimated or articulated demand for work, and toured their areas to ensure that EGS works were geographically well distributed to cover all (particularly remote) pockets. Along with the power to sanction additional works, they also had to visit the project sites to enforce adherence to stipulated norms, such as the 60:40 ratio, the provision of labour amenities like drinking water, crèches, first aid, etc. Although the Revenue department did not itself implement any EGS project, these two Revenue department officials, the district Collector and block Tahasildar, were clearly in charge of the programme’s implementation, and held accountable by the public for executing the guarantee of employment. To support them in their task of planning, coordinating and monitoring the scheme, EGS cells were created at both collectorate and tehsil office levels. 

For the purposes of this programme, then, the District Collector came under the administrative supervision, not only of the Revenue Secretary, but also of the Planning Secretary. Similarly, at the district level, although all departments had district level officials answerable to their line hierarchies, these officers were indirectly also answerable to the district Collector, who had overall responsibility for ensuring the guarantee given. Although the EGS was not immune from the usual bureaucratic (inter-personal or inter-departmental) rivalries and misunderstandings
, on the whole, this structure made for a clear line of authority and accountability, even while it created incentives for coordination, kept administrative costs to a minimum, and introduced much greater transparency in departmental operations.

The increased transparency came on account of several factors. There was first the possibility of supervisory visits from touring officers of the Revenue or Planning departments. Also, as a matter of policy, the Planning Department’s instructions required the implementing agencies to disclose, on a blackboard at each project site, relevant information, such as the date of sanction and start of the project, number of workers engaged, date on which wages were last paid, etc. But most of all, greater transparency  came about from the active involvement of the elected non-officials of the panchayati raj institutions. If the EGS was successful in meeting the demand for employment in even the remote corners of the district, it was mainly on account of the ‘voice’ of the non-officials representing those constituencies. A very important role was played by the Taluka level EGS committee which was the interface between the local politicians, the implementing agencies, and the revenue department. There was also the Legislative Committee on EGS, which, too,  toured the districts, and whose visits were dreaded by all departments, for the detailed reviews they entailed. There was great fear that a group of petitioners may approach the visiting committee and complain that the administration had failed to start a work in a particular pocket, despite the long standing demand of  employment seekers there.

In fact, assessing the labour demand accurately, and planning the implementation accordingly, was one of the major challenges of the EGS, and it defied any technical or managerial solutions. At one point, in order to scientifically match the demand and supply of labour, an elaborate exercise was prescribed to prepare a manpower budget for each district. This would comprise, on the supply side, a list or inventory of projects (including the Plan works) which were technically feasible and economically viable, and met the 60:40 ratio. The employment potential on these works had to exceed the estimated demand for employment from each pocket (generally a revenue circle of ten or fifteen villages) in the district. There were difficulties in preparing the manpower budget, on both the supply and demand sides.

First, on the demand side, it was difficult to accurately estimate the additional employment opportunities required to be created under the EGS, after meeting the needs for labour, both on the regular ‘plan’ works, as well as normal agricultural operations. For this, it was initially stipulated that village-wise registers of employment seekers be maintained. But these were of little use and could not be relied upon to indicate the actual demand, because the act of registration by a person did not involve a corresponding obligation on his/her part to report for work, and in any case, it would be unfeasible to enforce the obligation. 

Therefore, in 1977, an attempt was made to systematically assess the labour demand on the basis of the actual response (attendance) of labour on projects at various distances from their villages of residence, during different months/seasons. This involved, in step one, the collection of weekly attendance figures of each project within the block, and  their dis-aggregation to identify the villages from where the workers came, and the distances between the home village and the work site. Then in step two, one had to compute the average monthly attendance from each village for four distance intervals (works within the village, those within 5 kms of the village, between 5 and 10 kms from the village, and beyond 10 kms). Finally, in step three, this analysis was to yield an accurate assessment of the demand for employment if work was provided within the village, or within the other three distance categories. The idea was based on the hypothesis that workers in more desperate need of employment would be willing to walk longer distances to reach a project site. In reality, the statistical computation involved in this exercise proved to be too cumbersome, and this theoretical model of assessing demand was never seriously operationalised.

In reality, it has to be admitted that labour demand was primarily assessed on the basis of politically mobilised demand – members of the state legislature or panchayat representatives, often including ad hoc village ‘leaders’, would meet the Tahsildar or Collector and agitate the case for starting a new project in such and such pocket. After ascertaining whether or not there was an on-going work in that area, sometimes after a visit to personally ascertain the need, by seeing the crop situation and talking to the villagers, a new project would be sanctioned. There were several ways and occasions by which the demand was articulated and assessed, ranging from written petitions (with thumb impressions of more than fifty persons) made to touring officers, to protests and arguments in EGS review meetings, to questions, calling attention notices, and no-confidence motions in the legislature on the government’s failure to meet its obligation under the guarantee. So ultimately, the need for employment was always politically articulated, and it is true that some pockets and districts with more active politicians, had greater ‘voice’, than did some others. This had its own problems and inefficiencies, of course. Often, the Collector would find that an existing project work had been closed down (for a variety of reasons ranging from land disputes to political rivalry) and a new one demanded in the same area. He/she tried to keep some order or system in managing the demand side, but there were very few practical guidelines on how to manage what was essentially a political process
.

Equally, there were problems on the supply side. It was incumbent to prepare a ready shelf of works that could be sanctioned at short notice. These tehsil-wise lists or inventories of  all projects (including the Plan works) of all departments, that were technically feasible and economically viable, and met the EGS norms, had to be indicated on a map of the tehsil, to see that there was a sufficient geographic spread to cover all pockets of villages. The formulation of block-wise and district-wise blueprints thus involved listing the on-going and proposed works, both under Plan and the EGS, their cost estimates, the man-days of employment likely to be generated, and which department the project belonged to. While this exercise did force and promote all implementing agencies to come together to prepare the blue-print, and monitor the situation on the supply side, it was not without its own problems.

One of these was that a third category was soon added to the two initial ones of ‘on-going’ and ‘proposed’ works. This was the category of ‘sanctioned but closed’. This was particularly the case with percolation tanks, and visits to the area often revealed that there had been ‘politics’ in the selection of the site in the first place. The farmers whose lands were in the submergence zone (the area that would impound the water), often pointed to the fact that alternate sites were more suitable, but that the engineers concerned had not followed their science strictly according to topography and underlying strata, but had been persuaded by the more well-to-do farmers to finalise the ‘wrong’, i.e. contentious site. If the district level officers could not resolve this issue, it would be referred to the technical department concerned, and entail a further visit to the site by higher level authorities to re-work the techno-economic survey data, and either endorse the original or modify the plan. This process took several months, and there was no option in the meanwhile, if the demand for employment was urgent, to start another work in the area.

Sometimes, the dispute was over the rate of land compensation. Initially, at the height of the drought, a large number of sites had been voluntarily donated by the owners, in order to get a public works programme going in the area. In later years, as government undertook to pay for the lands being acquired for EGS projects, disagreements over the rate of compensation often held up projects. Again, in the interest of providing the employment opportunities promised by government, it became necessary for the district officials to visit the site and try to settle the dispute. Quite often, it was only a few people in the village whose opposition held up the project. Sometimes, this opposition was based on good reason, (for example,  it was invariably the scheduled castes/tribes whose lands had to go under submergence, while the benefits of the project were to go to the higher caste farmers), but at other times, the motivation was rooted in mere factional rivalries.  Such disputes were sought to be settled by the district officials with the help of the local non-officials. This was possible to achieve (or at least attempt) in a context of one party dominance, for at that time, there was still some unity and discipline in the political party structure. Other than such political persuasion, there was one other instrument in the hands of the District Collector which will be mentioned later.

In the formulation of the blue-print, there was another area of constant debate and discussion. This was the weightage or preference to be given to different kinds of works, while prioritising them for sanction. Clearly, the first preference should have gone to those works already sanctioned as regular ‘plan’ schemes, since these had undergone more rigorous evaluations and cost-benefit ratio analyses, and there usually was potential to separate the labour intensive portions of such works (e.g. earth-work for medium and minor irrigation tanks and canal and ayacut excavation), and take these up under the EGS. In the initial years, a fair number of such works were taken up, but later, the concerned departments became  increasingly reluctant to do this. The reason generally cited was that the seasonal variations in labour availability under the EGS delayed their plan works, and made annual operations and budget utilisation problematic. This was a genuine concern. However, another unstated reason could also have been the greater visibility that attached to EGS works, and the consequent transparency required in the payments and management of the project, for everyone, from Revenue department officials to non-officials to journalists, could visit the site and ask questions. And given the level of political involvement in the EGS processes, many departments preferred to work through the traditional labour contract system, even in the case of jobs involving simple earth moving or other unskilled tasks. The contract system is a well entrenched culture in executing most departmental operations.

But there were other debates as well, since the different categories of works were to be listed in order of preference/priority based on the aspect of  productivity. In the 1977 Act, productive works were defined as “any works which, in the opinion of the state government, will directly or indirectly, contribute to the increase in production or the absence of which will inhibit increase in production”. This definition is not very useful, and presented many practical problems. First, the increase in productivity cannot be quantified in the absence of any bench-mark data. Moreover, productivity is difficult to quantify without a proper consideration of several factors: the costs involved in undertaking the work, the time required for completion, the gestation period of a project after which the expected benefits can begin to flow, and who the beneficiary groups are. Although it was beyond the competence of the administrative and political managers of the EGS to adequately understand and address these socio-economic issues, controversy continued to rage around two works in particular: percolation tanks and road works.

Percolation tanks are earthen dams constructed across the beds of streams with a view to impound water. Maharashtra has a large number of monsoon fed streams that flow during the rainy season, but soon run dry and remain so during the rest of the year. By impounding the water collected during the monsoon period, it is expected that the stored water would gradually percolate and add to the under-ground water resources downstream. The benefit is thus indirect, through increasing the water levels in the dug wells downstream of the bund. This became the most sought after work under the EGS, even though a detailed techno-economic evaluation done by the Indian School of Political Economy (ISPE) concluded that only about 13 per cent of the water impounded by percolation tanks becomes available for irrigation through wells, and that even the minimum cost of irrigation through this method is prohibitive
. However, a maximum number of percolation tanks were taken up under the EGS, exhausting almost all the suitable sites in the undulating terrain of western Maharashtra. And it continued to remain a favourite among the politicians for many years. Initially, the cost norm stipulated for sanctioning a percolation tank was Rs 30,000 per cu ft of water stored, which did not include the cost of building/repairing the wells in the downstream benefit zone. A relaxation in the cost norm was allowed for the chronic scarcity areas up to Rs 40,000 per cu ft. In 1977, these limits were raised to Rs 45,000 and Rs 55,000 per cu ft respectively. In 1979, the limit was further raised to Rs 75,000 per cu ft and in 1981, to Rs 1 lakh per cu ft!  And over the years, it became increasingly difficult to complete these works within the expected 2 years, because of disputes over site selection and other problems, thus lengthening the gestation period involved. At the same time, as the best sites were used up, the demand grew for including sites with less storage capacity. In 1982, based on the ISPE study, instructions were issued that percolation tanks below 5 mc ft capacity should not be constructed. But this was relaxed almost immediately for the drought prone areas, and in many places, the demand was strong to create what were in fact mere village ponds. But before one concludes that this was a waste of resources, one has to consider the plight of those villages in the harsh geography of the state who face a daunting scarcity of water, even for drinking purposes, let alone other requirements, for several long months in the year. 
 

The other category of works that was always controversial was village roads. While there was high demand for employing labour on nearby road works, if nothing else was available in the vicinity, the EGS instructions dissuaded Collectors from sanctioning these
. Although there was a strong demand from the  people’s representatives for connecting hamlets to the main village, or small villages with the main market town/village, the economists and planners were equally convinced that this was only because this was relatively easy work. In their view, un-metalled roads were washed away annually, and metalling often allowed back-door entry to contractors.  In any case, it was argued, the roads only helped better-off farmers take their produce to market, and hence were not a ‘productive’ asset from the point of view of the interest of the poor. This seemed a mistaken view, because even the poor needed access to the main village which had the school, post-office, health-centre, angan-wadi, etc. And rural roads programmes have continued to be a staple of the centrally sponsored schemes for rural development. Today, a major concern in programmes like the Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan and the National Rural Healthcare Mission is how to improve the accessibility (physical and otherwise) of the poorest and marginalised groups to these public services, and had we this perspective then,  perhaps a different premium (weightage) might have been put on such village link roads. 

These practical problems did result in some inefficiencies: projects routinely took much longer to complete than anticipated, and worse, there were a large number of  abandoned projects as well. Although every year, instructions were issued to first complete the incomplete works, the realities in the field made this difficult, and some projects remained unfinished for a long time, and for a variety of reasons. At times, the reason may be because the projects were in fact abandoned without completion, in view of the land or compensation disputes mentioned above. But in other cases, the concerned authorities did not admit to having completed them, for there were good reasons to keep the accounts open, even after the physical completion of the work. For one, it showed that an on-going work was available in that pocket, should there be a sudden request for work. For another, closing all the completed works would imply redundancies among the muster clerks and other local staff that had become semi-permanent in the division. Also, there was no provision for maintenance expenditures, and so accounts were kept open to cater for this, at least for a year or two till the project stabilised
. 

While these were ad hoc solutions to practical problems, a serious constraint was the unresolved issue of ownership of the completed works. Although eventually instructions were issued to hand over the completed works to the panchayats, in the main, the village panchayats were not financially sound to take over the responsibility, particularly in the absence of maintenance grants, and there were also assets that fell within the jurisdiction of more than one village panchayats. (Check final resolution and  zilla parishad involvement)

But despite these debates and practical problems, it is true that the EGS proved by and large effective in providing gainful employment to the poor who depended on it for their livelihood. They could depend on it because it was a statutory guarantee, backed by a genuine political commitment. This in itself had wide-ranging ramifications. For example, under the EGS, equal wages were to be paid to men and women, even though this was not the practice in respect of agricultural wages. To ensure that the out-turn (amount of earth moved, or stone broken) was the same, labour teams (called gangs) were to be so constituted that the men workers were as equally distributed in all the gangs as possible
. This aspect of equal wages would explain why the EGS was so popular among women labourers. It also became the employer’s responsibility to provide drinking water, crèche and first aid facilities. And despite the difficulties of logistics, there was a compulsion to pay the wages on time, generally on a fortnightly basis. There were several occasions, of course, when wage payments were delayed, but the important thing is that in the highly politicised atmosphere in which the programme operated, such instances did not go unnoticed or without protest. 

In the context of labour payments, a brief reference should also be made to the issue of the unemployment compensation. As mentioned above, to lend meaning to the term ‘guarantee’, a modest unemployment dole of Rs 1.5 per person per day, had been prescribed under the EGS, in case the district authorities failed to provide employment within a fortnight of receiving the demand for work. However, there was a tacit  understanding within government, that this payment should never have to be made. The scheme was not, according to the pundits who drafted it, meant to distribute cash doles; it was meant to provide a means of livelihood, by providing employment. If this was not assured, it would be tantamount to failure on the part of the district authorities (one can include, a failure of government). This was another of the governing tenets of the scheme. 

In other words, the political and economic philosophy behind the scheme, as also its administrative culture, dictated against the payment of this compensation under any circumstances – even when it was found to be administratively impossible to provide work on demand. So, for the most part, this remained a dead clause in the guarantee, except that it had a small and somewhat unexpected utility, on occasion, but this was quite crucial and significant in itself. In situations where land disputes could not be resolved through persuasion, the District Collector could threaten that since the work in question could not be re-started, and there were no other projects  possible to start in the area, given the pressure from employment seekers, there would be no option but to sanction the unemployment compensation. Since the distribution of dole was invariably seen as signifying a break-down of the system, this  threat generally worked to somehow resolve the contentious issues in the interests of meeting the demand for employment. 

Finally, a valid question to ask is how much of the benefit actually flowed to the intended beneficiaries. In the EGS, as in the case of other development programmes, there were certainly some headline scandals, particularly with regard to food coupons or concerning muster roll frauds. Given the scale of operations, and many practical constraints such as the lack of any identity cards, the impossibility of checking all the names and verifying the thumb impressions taken by way of signatures for receipt of payments, etc., it is not inconceivable that some amount of ghost workers did enter the muster rolls. There is no way to assess the real extent of the problem
.  However, the fact that this was a highly visible and decentralised programme, operating in a politically charged atmosphere, probably meant that it had more protection against fraud than did most other programmes. 

Later developments

If the EGS had become so well institutionalised in Maharashtra, one may legitimately wonder what happened to the scheme in subsequent years. In the mid-1970s,  the EGS was widely acclaimed as a uniquely successful programme, and was the pride of Maharashtra. Officials from other Indian states were sent on tour to Maharashtra to ascertain how the scheme functioned, with a view to consider its replicability elsewhere. However, after discussing the few basic principles of the EGS design, the flexibility and rapid responsiveness it required, and the various checks and balances that worked within the political and administrative system of the time in Maharashtra, they often expressed doubts on the feasibility of the scheme in their home conditions, not only in fiscal terms, but also administratively and politically. A not infrequent response from the visiting officers was, “We do not have this kind of democracy in our state”.  
As a consequence, the EGS was never replicated in  any other State in India. The only government to have attempted to replicate aspects of the EGS has been the federal government, as  large scale wage employment programmes have continued to be an important element in the Government of India’s anti-poverty strategies, since at least the seventh Five Year Plan. (We will discuss these further, especially to examine  their likely impact on the NEGP).

(Design deficiencies in GOI schemes, NREP, RLEGP, SGRY….meanwhile, in the State, Shramashaktidware Gram Vikas, EGS-linked Horticulture….BJP’s concept of employment generation)

Lessons for the National Employment Guarantee Act, 2005


There are a few lessons from  Maharashtra’s experience with the EGS, which might be of relevance to the proposed National Employment Guarantee Act, now pending as a Bill before a Select Committee of the Parliament. Keeping in mind that all contexts are unique - in time, as well as the underlying economic, social and political forces -  one should be very cautious in drawing these lessons. But a reading of history is also important, and hence some observations are hazarded below. 


As brought out above, the EGS enjoyed a very widely shared commitment to its primary goal: providing a means of livelihood to the poor, and this was its greatest asset. This commitment extended across the entire political spectrum in the State – and thus galvanised the administration with a rare sense of momentum. 

In the India of 2005, with a coalition government at the centre, and a history of failed experiments in employment generation through public works, it may be difficult to achieve the same political commitment. Yet, the case remains strong: it should be unacceptable to the political class in a democracy that, despite the country approaching middle income status, there are still close to 250-300 million poor people, desperate for work and livelihood. If there is a genuine consensus on this issue, there is a chance that the programme will achieve the objective of providing employment to those who need it. In its absence, the Bill is likely to be passed with a watered down set of goals and confused objectives. So the first requirement is a conviction, widely shared among political parties and civil society, that it is within the State’s capacity and obligation to provide them with a means of livelihood.

Given that this is proposed as a central act, while the implementation of the programme will be the responsibility of the state and local governments, the importance of this political consensus across all three levels of government cannot be over-stressed. An understanding is therefore necessary within civil society, that it is the moral obligation of the state to provide at least wage employment to the poorest households, who have no other means of livelihood, and that hunger and starvation are conditions unacceptable in the polity. 

(If this prevails, the ‘guarantee’ aspect, without stipulation of 100 days, or limiting eligibility to BPL families – will be accepted)

In administrative terms, it is clear that the programme needs a strong departmental input in terms of planning, budgeting, technical supervision. At the same time, it needs to be responsive to the poorest, and requires the involvement of local governments –to articulate demand, hold officials responsible, sort out disputes.

Reetika’s Qs

1. What has been happening in the 90s with the EGS ‑ is it still

relevant, does it still perform the function of a "safety net", etc.?

2. The question of assets: is there any evidence that would prove

"roads that get washed away" and "digging a hole only to fill it up"

wrong? This seems to be an important concern of the urban middle

class.

3. Relatedly, the horticulture scheme: you mentioned in your talk that

you had been very actively involved in the design of this. some

success stories from here?

4. While EGS may not directly reduce poverty, it is still very

important ‑ containing migration, helps keep families rooted, healthy

and helps children's education. Any evidence on these lesser stuided

aspects would also help.

5. Improvements in the EGS: there have been reports from some activist

groups in Maharashtra regarding the undermining of the scheme ‑

delayed payments, opening works only for 2‑3 so that the obligation is

formally fulfilled, arbitrary closure of worksites. These undermine

the "security" function of the EGS. If you have an administrators

"wishlist" to improve the implemention of the scheme, that would be

useful.

If anyone has travelled across a parched country-side, and come upon a project site where 20,000 labour, men and women, are engaged in moving earth by head-loads (or breaking stone manually), under a relentless sun, in the hope of earning Rs 25-50 for seven hours of toil - the money to be received not daily, but at the end of the fortnight or even 4-8 weeks - the question of the opportunity cost of this investment gets easily resolved. The EGS is an essential safety net for the poorest.

� The Lal Nishan Party was quite active in mobilising labour at the work-site on specific issues of timely payments, etc. and the Revenue department administration in Ahmednagar did feel under pressure from this organisation. (The author’s field experience is based on implementing the EGS in  Ahmednagar and  Poona districts in Western Maharashtra, and Jalna district in Marathwada, besides supervisory visits elsewhere.)


� Shri Babanrao Dhakne is a typical example –as a young person, he began his political career in the zilla parishad system by agitating on behalf of EGS labourers for more works and timely payments. From the hilly tribal taluka of Pathardi, in Ahmednagar district, he went on to become Minister of State for Home Affairs for a brief period in the Janata Dal government at the centre.


� The implication is that governments exhibit such high levels of commitment, idealism, and energy only in response to ‘crisis situations’ (like the drought), and it is unrealistic to expect the  political and administrative machinery to sustain  these,  once the emergency is over. 


� Subramaniam, V., Parched Earth: The Maharashtra Drought 1970-73, Orient Longman, Bombay, 1975.


� Vatsa, Krishna, ------(PhD thesis at the George Washington University, 2005)


� The famine relief codes did provide some employment on public works, but they had a greater focus on suspending land revenues and dispensing direct (tagai) loans to farmers, to mitigate agrarian distress in times of physical calamities. These aspects are missing in the EGS design. Also, the ethos of the famine codes was that of an extractive State showing grace in alleviating acute distress; whereas the ethos surrounding  the EGS was more that of a democratic State being held accountable to provide “Magel tyala kaam” (work to whoever demands it) as a basic tenet of public welfare.


� The area under irrigation was only around 6% of total cultivated area, and sugar-cane, cash-crops (chillies), and horticulture (orange orchards in Nagpur) were as yet significant only in pockets of  limited acreage.


� Most frequent were the rivalries and breakdowns in communication between the District Collector (defacto chief coordinator and lead officer) and the CEO of the zilla parishad (dejure superviser of all the district level heads in agriculture, public works, education, health). 


� Bagchee, S., “Employment Guarantee Scheme in Maharashtra”, Economic and Political Weekly, September 15, 1984.


� Indian School of Political Economy, “Techno-economic Evaluation of Percolation Tanks” (Lonavla, 1977, mimeo). The ISPE was established by Dr VM Dandekar, after he retired from the Gokhale Institute of Economics and Politics, Pune.


� Bagchee, S., op cit, argued for rigorous socio-economic cost-benefit analyses for determining the ‘productivity’ aspect of EGS works, but this approach was never adopted, as VM Dandekar had reservations about its applicability, if the opportunity cost of EGS labour were to be taken as zero. 


� Initially, it was stipulated that road works should not account for more than 20 per cent of the district’s total expenditure under EGS. However, as  sites suitable for percolation tanks diminished, and the 20% cap was exemptions were made for hilly, backward, tribal pockets, the expenditure on  this category of works went up to 40 per cent at one point. In the late 1990’, the percentage of expenditure on roads was again brought down to 20 per cent. (Vats). 


� An indication of the growing complexity was that the blue-prints became more colourful, with the colour coding used to indicate works that were (i) completed (ii) proposed –whether technically feasible and economically viable, or one or the other (ii) sanctioned but not started (iii) sanctioned but stopped (iv) on-going (v) completed but not closed.


� Since there were more women workers at the site, constituting as much as 80% of the labour force, and men traditionally did the digging of the pits, because of the physical effort involved in wielding the pick, each gang tried to get at least one or two males – otherwise, the output was too low and the wages suffered.


� Some of the headline cases were certainly mind-boggling in their scale and modus operandi; others did seem to have a fair bit of exaggeration, in the sense that on the basis of detecting a small number of  ghost workers, inferences and projections were made to suggest alarming levels of mis-appropriation. 
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