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Chance and circumstances control the lives of more than 22 million drought affected people in Rajasthan. Frequent recurrence of drought in Rajasthan is now more or less certain. But there remains uncertainty of well being, of employment to satisfy basic needs, of illness inflicted while working in the scorching heat, of getting redressal if an opportunity to work is denied, or of wages remaining unpaid or underpaid.  Circumstances are such that people are either forced to migrate searching for work or simply look forward to the benevolence of the state to provide employment, unable to demand employment as a matter of right. 

People make all efforts to be enrolled in the muster rolls of the relief works, at times sacrificing their freedom and dignity. Only a few people may know about a Bill to guarantee employment that awaits consideration of the Parliament and some may also know about the Rozgar Adhikar Yatra that travels through the breadth of the country. But presently it is the state that decides who gets employment, when and for what period of time- the state dominating the chance and circumstances. 

Unemployment during lean season following a drought is a critical period for the drought affected people. It is at this time of the year that people look forward mainly to the state for employment. In Rajasthan, the state being aware of the criticality of the situation responds to meet the demand for employment, albeit partially through drought relief works. The government has a labour ceiling, the maximum number of persons who would be employed in relief works on a particular day, revised every month. In April 2005, this was 11.55 lakh and in May 2005 it has been raised to 15.03 lakh. The total affected population is 227.65 lakh (or 42.95 lakh households). In planning relief works, the state assumes that 30 per cent households do not need employment support. By this implication the number of households seeking employment would be 30 lakh. Thus, the government would be providing employment to half the number of affected households or roughly one third of the labour force. Thus, even with the labour ceiling of 15 lakh persons per day, 67 per cent labour force would be unemployed on a particular day in the month of May. 

The government commenced relief works in all 31 drought affected districts in December 2004 and by April 2005 spent an amount of Rs 174.6 crore creating around 321 lakh person days of employment. Considering that 30 per cent population needed support, the relief provided between December 2004 and April 2005 amounts to Rs 110 per person or Rs 3.56 per household per day, or Rs 0.61 per person per day. 

A group of civil society organisations conducted a survey of drought relief activities in 14 villages of 5 districts of Rajasthan in the month of May 2005. The survey covered employment conditions, relief works, wages paid, and also the programmes that ensure food security. The findings of the survey were discussed at the Institute of Development Studies, Jaipur on May 13, 2005 by the civil society organisations and senior policy makers in the state.

Extent of unemployment

The survey found that in the sample villages one or more members of 30 per cent households had migrated to work as casual labour; how many did actually find work was not ascertained. The government provided work to one member each of another 30 per cent households for a period of 10 days. In the rotation system, they would be unemployed after 10 days- to be replaced by another 30 per cent households. Thus, there remained atleast 40 per cent households at any point of time where adults were available for work, but unemployed. See Table 1. 

In terms of labour force, while 15 per cent got employed in relief works and 19 per cent migrated seeking work, the unemployment rate was strikingly high at 66 per cent. If rotation system works as planned all workers in the sample villages could get employment for 10 days and 50 per cent for 10 more days (a total of 20 days) in a 90 day period (April-June). In other words, the total number of available person days is 729,000 during the 3 month period but the drought relief works would provide employment for 135,000 person days, which is 18.5 per cent. 

Table 1: Employment status of households and labour force on a particular day in May 2005 in 14 sample villages

Status
Number of households
Number of labour force

Migration to work as casual labour
15031
1907

Employed in drought relief work
15002
1500

Unemployed and looking for work
20023
6605

Total number seeking work opportunities
4995
9997


Note: 1- one or more members in the household migrated for work

 
          2- one member of the household engaged in drought relief work


          3- one or more members of the household are available for work but unemployed

The rotation system is designed to ensure work for a labour for 10 days at a time so that most households get a chance to be enrolled in relief works. But this may not happen as the labour is at the mercy of the sarpanch or the patwari to get herself enrolled for work. The rotation system is not transparent and the weakest persons are likely to be excluded. The survey reported discrimination in selection of workers in 73 per cent villages. In one village a sarpanch was reported to be asking for Rs 10 from each labour per day of work to enroll her. In a few other villages, party politics played a role in getting enrolled.  In some villages cronies of sarpanch or patwari were enrolled who would play cards at the work site while women of poor and deserving households toiled all day. 

Wages and work

Though there is a Minimum Wage Act that ensures a wage of Rs 73 per day for manual unskilled labour, the actual wage paid is linked to the amount of work as measured by the Junior Engineer in-charge. According to government records, the average wage paid for works carried out in April 2005 amounted to Rs 54 and varied between Rs 40 and Rs 73 across the districts. In 10 out of 14 sample villages the wages ranged between Rs 31 and Rs 40. In other villages these were less than Rs 50. Our sample is too small to draw any significant inference on this difference in wages but it is clear that (a) most labourers get less than the minimum wage; (b) the labourers are not able to complete the full task assigned to them or (c) they do not complete the task assigned.

There has been a long debate on the issue of payment of minimum wages. While activists claim this is a matter of right for the labour employed in a work, the state has maintained that wages be linked to the task performed. It has been argued that the responsibility of getting the given task completed from the labour reporting for work is on the officer in-charge. In fact, our field evidence suggests that the task is seldom defined in advance. For example, in desilting a water pond, volume of sand to be removed is not marked when work commences. The measurement is carried out at a later stage by a Junior Engineer who may have to supervise more than 30 such works. No other village level functionary, patwari or village level worker is involved in this task. The labourers generally do not know how much work is to be carried out in what time period to obtain the minimum wage. This gives free riders an opportunity to shirk from work and those more powerful in the group than the others would do very little work. In most relief works this is the case, however, departments such as the Public Works and Forestry, which define and delineate the contours of work paid wages higher than in relief works in the sample villages. Besides, very few labourers know about the minimum wage. Only in 36 per cent villages labourers knew that the minimum wage is Rs 73. 

Thus, in the existing work environment, there is no commitment to work as there are no targets and no schedules to meet. And subsequently, there is no resistance to the low wages received, or any anomalies in payment of wages. There are some who benefit from not delineating the task clearly. After all, if task is clearly defined, the workers could ask for a just wage, accordingly, as they complete the defined work. This would be disadvantageous to those in-charge of work who would not only have to supervise work effectively but also not be able to seek any rent in the transaction. Presently, the officers-in-charge dominate the circumstances of the relief works. Workers could realise their freedom if they come to dominate the chance and circumstances, which a paternalistic state likes to deny. 

Facilities at the work site

Labourers need basic facilities such as some shadow where they could relax. In semi-arid areas where even a tree shadow may be far off, a shady area is of great value. In the last year’s drought earthen pots were provided for drinking water. These have been substituted by steel tanks parked in scorching heat of 40°C or more. The First Aid Box is ill equipped with only 2-3 sachets of ORS.

Lack of redressal mechanism

Given that employment is not seen as a right either by people themselves or the state, there is little space for drought affected people to seek redressal.  For instance, if a person is denied employment in a drought relief work, there is no one she can approach for redressal. The functionaries who could be approached are the sarpanch and village level worker or patwari who themselves decide who gets employed. It was reported that the patwari and the village level workers seldom remain in their headquarters and are therefore not accessible for even small complaints regarding drought relief works- people not working, discrimination on basis of caste and so on. 

In yet another instance, village Rani, Ulkha Panchayat Samiti, Bikaner was excluded from the list of drought affected villages, though there was no rain in the village and neighbouring villages were included in the list. The villagers approached the Collector, built media support but their efforts did not yield any result. 

The food coupons (part of wages) are distributed by the patwari in the village. Labourers absent on this day may have to wait infinitum to obtain their coupons as the patwari would be available only at Panchayat Samiti/ block headquarter. This happened in village Kinsaria, Parbatsar Panchayat Samiti, District Nagaur. It should be the responsibility of the patwari to deliver the coupons in appropriate time, failing which the labour would either cut down on food/ borrow money to buy food or spend half or more value of food on transport to get the coupons. Whom does the labourer go for redressal and at what cost? The Hindustan Times, May 22, 2005 reported that a labourer came back home shocked as the patwari and gram sevak in Anupgargh panchayat samiti, Sriganganagar had paid wages due to him to another person bearing the same name. The labourer died of the shock. It is very clear that the patwari and the gram sevak do not visit the work site so as to know the people employed therein. 

In another instance, when the Jagruk Nagrik Manch, Nokha, Bikaner asked for photocopies of documents related to drought, they were asked to deposit Rs 15 per page, which they did under protest but still did not receive the photocopies they wanted. Countless such cases where redressal is expected to come fast do not even reach the officers concerned. Lack of a redressal mechanism limits the opportunity sets of the drought affected people. 

Food Security

On the day of the survey only one-fourth ration shops were open in the sample villages. And only in these villages the BPL and Antyodya households bought the grain in the month of April 2005. All Annapurna households also received grain. More than 90 per cent households surveyed in these villages bought the grain from the ration shop, others did not as they had no money. This shows that wherever there was a supply of grain, BPL bought their full quota of grain. In atleast three villages the ration dealer did not get the quota of grain for distribution from January-April 2005. Wherever the Public Distribution System was dysfunctional, people were forced to buy all their requirements at the prevailing market rate of Rs 8-10 per kg. In sample villages 4 per cent households had food stock of less than 3 days. On the day of survey 50 per cent ICDS centres were open.  

Conclusions

The state is providing work to one-fourth or one-fifth of the labour force and even this is done in a lackadaisical manner. Given the limited work opportunities, the worker should know if at all she would get a chance to work and if so then which 10 or 20 days. If name-list of who gets work during the next few months is pasted on the panchayat notice board, it would not only ensure transparency but also give some dignity to the labour seeking work, who then does not have to follow the sarpanch ‘begging’ for an opportunity. 

At work if the task is clearly delineated before commencing work and the labour is fully informed of how much work has to be accomplished in what time to get the minimum wage, not only the work done would be of a high quality, the labour would also be in control of circumstances, reducing the chances of rent-seeking by those managing the relief works. 

An effective and responsive redressal system could bring much relief to the labour. Facility of a shady area, earthen pots and a well-equipped first aid kit could be provided. The ANM could visit the work site frequently. The responsibility of the patwari and village level worker should go beyond preparing list of labourers to be employed or distribution of wages and food coupons. They should be visiting the site everyday and ensure work and facilities. The responsibility of delivering wages and food coupons in time should be of these functionaries. Monitoring committees could be set up involving NGOs at district and panchayat samiti level. In each panchayat samiti one NGO be identified, which has all circulars and information of drought relief. 

The proposed Employment Guarantee Bill guarantees 100 days of employment to the poor. This is far from adequate for atleast three reasons in drought affected areas. First, the need for employment is far more than 100 days in a year and is skewed more in the lean season. Second, the 100 days guarantee would deny the labour the freedom to demand work when she needs it the most- as work would be available only when the government provides for. In the lean season when the patwari and other local functionaries absent themselves from their headquarters, providing work in the period when it is most desired, may not be possible. Third, by the government’s own admittance, the drought affected people are atleast four to five times more than the employment provisions. Even the non-poor need support of 100 days or more in the lean season.  

