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Background


The Government of India have passed the National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (NREGA) in September 2005, with a broad ‘national consensus’. This was hailed as a ‘historic piece of legislation’ and ‘People’s Act’ by several thinkers and writers on Panchayat Raj and Rural Development. The Act provides for the enhancement of livelihood security of the households in the rural areas by providing at least one hundred days of guaranteed wage employment in every financial year to every household whose adult members volunteer to do unskilled manual labour.  The Act came into force initially in 200 districts, and will be extended gradually to other areas notified by the Central Government.  It is expected to cover the whole country within five years.  

NREGA has come into force from February 2, 2006 in the rural areas of two Districts in Kerala - Palakkad and Wayanad. NREGA calls for the formulation of a Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme (REGS) by each State Government within six months of the date of commencement of the Act. It is noted that NREGA envisaged a paradigm shift ‘From Programme to Act’, compared to the different Wage Employment Programmes (WEP) operating in the country since 1980. At this juncture, it would be pertinent to understand and analyse the implementation of different WEPs in the State of Kerala and various other aspects connected with it, before taking up the REGS in the State.  


Different WEPs were implemented in the State starting from National Rural Employment Programme (NREP) in the 80’s.  Rural Landless Employment Guarantee Programme (RLEGP), Jawahar Rozgar Yojana (JRY), Employment Assurance Scheme (EAS) and Jawahar Gram Samridhi Yojana (JGSY) were executed in the State. The Sampoorna Grameen Rozgar Yojana (SGRY) has been implemented in the State since 2001.  Wayanad was selected to launch the National Food for Work Programme (NFFWP) in 2004, and implementation of SGRY carried on in other Districts. It is noted that any form of market mechanism under capitalism cannot provide the required job to the needy and able-bodied persons, which makes it imperative for the Government to intervene (Wray, 2006). The present intervention by the Government of India is, therefore, a welcome step.

In this paper, an attempt has been made to assess the pre-launch preparedness of the scheme in Palakkad District. We have made the assessment of the scheme in the following seven parts, in addition to background. Collection of data from the field was carried out from May 8 to June 17, 2006.  The data was collected from all the Blocks and Grama Panchayats in the district that constitutes the universe of the study.

* paper prepared for National Seminar on Panchayat Raj Institutions after 73rd Amendment Constitution : A New Deal for Rural India on 19-20 August 2006 at Tirupati, Organised by AGRASRI 
Part - I

Lessons from implementation of WEPs in Kerala

As in other parts of the country, implementation of WEPs in the State of Kerala was also not devoid of problems. Presence of contractors and attached labourers, use of machines, manipulation of muster rolls, fabrication of details regarding labour and materials, non-procurement and supply of food grains to the workers, etc. have been prominent among them in the State.  

It is noted that the food grains intended for workers as payment in kind have not reached them, in majority of the cases.  The food grains appear to have been diverted to the open market, depriving the poor of the food security envisaged in the programme.  The sale proceeds of food grains appear to have been utilised for making payment of wages in cash and invested in building community assets in the rural areas. Workers who took advantage of the employment opportunities were mostly men.  Women who need work not far from their houses were given a short shrift.  Various facilities offered at the worksites like drinking water, toilet, rest shed, crèche, etc. were rarely found. 

It is observed that implementation of WEPs in Kerala is showing all signs of becoming less of an employment generation programme, and it is being carried out just like other public works programme.  It is found that the thrust was more on creation of community assets, which is the secondary objective, while the primary objective of employment generation was largely sidelined during the programmes.1   To put it bluntly, a distinctly ‘Kerala pattern for implementation of the WEPs’ has come into vogue. 

However, this cannot be viewed merely as a technical and administrative issue.  Larger questions of political economy including the capability of the political executive, their class background and approach, issues related to governance, clientelism and populism are involved here.  This results in non-meeting of the expected targets in a potentially sound programme to benefit the marginalized and weaker sections of the society. 

The lack of ownership by the State Government, local bodies, political parties and by the third sector organisations also had adversely affected the implementation of the WEPs. Quite interestingly, an impression was created in the Kerala society in general and the administrative circles in particular that such programmes are not suited to the State as they were designed primarily keeping in view the interests and requirements of North Indian states. Not being challenged by the activists and academicians focussing on rural development, this impression came to be reinforced in the Kerala polity. Double standards were observed in the public pronouncements made by the rural development officials in their dealings with their counterparts at the centre and in their private talks. In all representations to the external agencies, the acuteness of poverty, unemployment, shortage of food grains, etc. were highlighted by the state and need for such programmes were emphasised. But in private, the futility of such programmes was acknowledged.  

As indicated earlier, the distinctly ‘Kerala pattern’ could be observed during the implementation of WEPs in the state.  Majority of the records are maintained as per the guidelines, but in actual implementation, guidelines  have been flouted as per the convenience.  This aspect is crucial.  The NREGA and the Kerala Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme (KREGS) inherits all the hangovers of the previous WEPs in the State. The introduction of decentralised planning in 1996, amendments to the Kerala Panchayat Raj Act in 1999 and various other measures have not made any significant difference in the implementation of WEPs in the State (Chathukulam, 2006).  

Part - II

From Act to Programme - KREGS

The NREGA calls for the formulation of a Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme (REGS) by each State Government within six months from the date of commencement of the Act.  The State Government formulated the Kerala Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme (KREGS) which is notified as a Government Order on January 31, 2006 for implementation in two districts (Palakkad and Wayanad) of Kerala.  It is noted that the salient provisions of the State scheme were drawn up in line with the Central Act.  Subsequently, the Commissionerate of Rural Development (CRD) has issued certain working instructions on March 14, 2006 to facilitate the implementation of the scheme in the districts.  


Most of the design features of KREGS were prepared in conformity with the NREGA.  Some of the typical features of KREGS are given below.  

(a)
Preparation of a Perspective Plan  

The Perspective Plan (PP) is intended to facilitate advance planning and to provide a development perspective for the area of jurisdiction.  It points to the need of a PP of five years, so that working plans based on annual budgets can be derived accordingly.  It aims at identifying the types of works that should be encouraged, and seeks to develop potential linkages between these works and long-term employment generation. Each Grama Panchayat (GP) should develop its Perspective Plan, which includes the demand for work and the nature and timing of work preferred by the potential beneficiaries.   It is suggested that, ‘as far as possible’, the Block Panchayat (BP) shall propose works that may involve more than one GP, and the District Panchayat (DP) may take up the works that may cover two or more BPs.

(b)
Identification and Prioritization of works


The different types and priority of works which can be included under the programme on a priority basis are: Water conservation and harvesting, drought proofing, micro and minor irrigation works, provision of irrigation facility to land owned by SCs/STs/beneficiaries of land reforms/beneficiaries of Indira Awaas Yojana (IAY), renovation of traditional water bodies, land development, flood control and protection works and rural connectivity. Rural connectivity works can be taken up as the last priority and should not exceed 10 per cent value of all types of works.  It is suggested that a shelf of works should be maintained by the Panchayat Raj Institutions (PRI) that includes their priority as well. It is also mentioned that the GP shall facilitate the conduct of Grama Sabha for identifying priority works to be taken up.   

(c)
Labour Budget  

KREGS talks about the preparation of a labour budget for the ensuing financial year, keeping the District Perspective Plan in view.  The task for preparation of a labour budget has been assigned to the Joint Programme      Co-ordinator (JPC), which includes the details of the anticipated labour demand for unskilled manual work in the district to facilitate the planning exercises.

(d)
Wage Rate


The wages shall be subjected to the Public Works Department (PWD) schedule of rates till the finalisation of Schedule of Rural Rates (SRR).  It suggests that the payment of wages to the workers shall be made through banks and shall be credited to the individual account of each job cardholder once in a week/fortnight.                                                                                                                 

(e)
The Proposed Nature for the Execution of Works

The execution of works by GP, BP and DP shall be in the ratio of       50 : 30 : 20 in cost terms as communicated by the District Programme     Co-ordinator (DPC).  The administrative sanction for the works will be issued by the concerned PRIs.  The Engineers of Rural Development Department (RDD), Local Self Government Department (LSGD) and engineers appointed on contract basis, shall issue the technical sanction.  It suggests that the GP may execute the work through Area Development Society/Community Development Society (ADS/CDS) of Kudumbasree, Self-Help Groups (SHG), Group formed by the workers themselves and Beneficiary Committees.  

In this paper, an attempt is made to understand and analyse the preparedness and status at the launching of the NREGA/KREGS in Palakkad District.  During the analysis, delineation of different aspects connected with the preparedness and launching of the scheme in the district will be taken up.   

Collection of data from the field was carried out from May 8 to June 17, 2006.  The researchers collected the data from all the Blocks and Gram Panchayats in the district, which constitutes the universe of the study.

Part - III

Study Area

Palakkad District consists of 13 Block Panchayats and 91 Gram Panchayats.  There are five Municipalities in the District.  The District has a population of 26,17,482 spread over 4480 square kilometres.  Women outnumber men in the District, the sex ratio being 1066, that is, slightly higher than the State average (1058).  The population density is 584 persons per square kilometre of land, which is much lower than the State average (819).  It may be noted that 86.38 per cent of the population in the District live in rural areas. The District has as many as 3,90,144 people belonging to the SC community living in its rural areas.  The corresponding number of STs living in the District as per Census 2001 is 39,236. Considering the percentage of SC population to the total population in the District, Palakkad is at the top (16.53 %) and it is higher than the State average (9.81 %). The percentage of ST population to total population in the District is 1.52 per cent, which is also higher than the State average (1.14 %). Literacy rate in the District is the lowest in the State - 84.35 per cent.  It is observed that female literacy rate in the District is lesser than male by 10 per cent. (Census 2001). 

Regarding land utilisation, it is found that just less than half of the land (48.9 %) is under cultivation. The net sown area in the district is 214456 hectares. The District is predominantly agrarian in nature, with paddy, coconut, groundnut, tapioca and cotton being the major crops.  Characteristic of agrarian economies, participation in the labour force is quite high among both men and women, which is higher than the State figures. Majority of the working class in the district are cultivators and agricultural labourers. Some residuals forms of feudal relations are also visible in the agrarian structure.  

The region has an active presence of all major political parties and class and mass organisations affiliated to them.  The Communist Party of India – Marxist [CPI (M)] of Left Democratic Front (LDF) and the Indian National Congress (INC) of United Democratic Front (UDF) are the dominant parties in the District, with the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) also having a marginal presence.  However, 70 of the 91 GPs in the district have Presidents from CPI (M) led LDF, and the remaining 21 GPs have Presidents from INC led UDF; most of the BPs have Presidents from the LDF.  The District Panchayat President also belongs to CPI (M).  Out of 11 MLAs from the District, nine are from LDF.  Two MPs representing Palakkad region also belong to CPI (M).  Majority of the Primary Co-operative Societies in the District are controlled by CPI (M) led LDF. The present Chief Minister of the State also represents an Assembly constituency from the district. Traditionally, the district is a strong bastion of CPI (M) in terms of both electoral representation and organisational structures. The results of recent elections to the Panchayats and the State Legislative Assembly only reinforced the same party equations in the district.  

 The region has a good number of traditional and modern associations.  Vertical associational life is stronger in the District compared to horizontal. Women’s associational life has been strengthened in the District through the intervention of SHGs, initiated by the Kudumbasree Mission of the Government of Kerala.  

The District has a larger concentration of registered small factories and small-scale industrial units, which is on the higher side when compared to the State as a whole.  Barring this, the district lags behind in most other aspects of development, compared to the State average.

The District is particularly known for its predominantly agrarian background.  Paddy cultivation makes up most of the cultivable area in the District. The low agricultural wage rate, decline in the area under paddy cultivation, rising operational cost of farming, fall in yield per acre, issues related to collection and storage of paddy, uneconomical returns, mechanisation of operations, etc. prevailing in the District need a closer look in the context of the launching the scheme.  

Interactions in the field revealed that the farm wages prevailing in the District is in the order of Rs.125 - Rs.135 for men and Rs.60 – Rs.70 for women. It is found that 88 per cent of the activities in the paddy fields are being performed by women.2  This may be the result of partial mechanisation of the farming activity like ploughing, prevalence of higher wage rate for men, and alternative avenues for employment like construction activities.  

It would be worthwhile to analyse the possible effect of KREGS in the agriculture sector in the District. The scheme provides equal wages to men and women, and it is mandatory to provide at least one-third of the job opportunities for women.  This may lead to an exodus of women workers to work in KREGS projects, which may have a negative impact on agriculture.3  In addition, there is temporary migration of labourers to spinning industries in Coimbatore, Tirupur and Erode in Tamil Nadu.  All these point to the need for preparation of a calendar that does not infringe on women’s job opportunities in the agriculture sector and spinning industries.  It would be interesting to analyse the nature and extent of prevalence of poverty among the poor in the district and the possible effect of this scheme on their life in a ‘before - after’ format.

Part - IV

Preparedness and status of the scheme in Kerala

During the assessment of preparedness and status of the scheme in the District, eight steps have been identified and the present status of each step has been examined here.  
(a)
Registration – related aspects  


In Palakkad District, registration of employment seekers who intended to participate in the scheme was closed in 81 GPs.  The remaining Panchayats kept the registration open.  Out of 91 GPs in the district, 86 GPs made registration of both households and individuals, and have as many as 2,25,691 persons including 1,23,799 female on their rolls.  Only households were registered in 5 GPs, which make up 5868 households including 3350 female-headed ones. From the data collected from the GPs and BPs during the field visits, it is found that a total of 2,55,031 persons were registered, which makes up 11.28 per cent of the rural population in the district.

Regarding the registration of SC communities, 64 GPs maintained separate records for registering SC households, which came to 23,407 and 16 GPs kept records for registering individuals, whose number came to 8662. It is ascertained that a total of 1,25,697 persons from the SC community were registered, which makes up 32.21 per cent of the rural SC population in the district.  However, it is noted that no separate records for registration of SC individuals/households were maintained at 11 GPs.

A good number of persons belonging to ST communities were registered.  A total of 5092 ST families from 15 GPs were registered which make up 25,460 persons in the district or 64.88 per cent of the ST population in the district (Rural areas only).  It is observed that the remaining 76 GPs did not have any registration of ST community.              

(b)
Verification of registration and Data entry 

Verification of applications for registration is an important element of the scheme.  There is a need to verify and find out whether those registered are residents of the GP, and are adult members of the household.  However, after going through the details relating to the registration in 91 GPs of Palakkad District, it is found that no verification of registration was made.  It is seen that the process of entering data relating to registration was going on in 50 GPs, and was yet to be initiated in the remaining 41 GPs.  Data entry activities were going on at four different places – District Rural Development Agency (DRDA), Palakkad and Block Development Offices at Alathur, Mannarkkad and Ottappalam - in the District.  
(c) Administrative Set-up




In the District, an official in the rank of a Deputy Development Commissioner (DDC) from the Rural Development Department (RDD) is appointed as the Joint Programme Co-ordinator (JPC).  JPC functions in a separate office, near that of the District Rural Development Agency (DRDA).  The District office of KREGS has an Accountant-cum-Computer Operator (ACO), and secretarial and ministerial support is provided by the DRDA.  

At Block level, a Block Programme Officer (BPO), in the rank of Block Development Officer (BDO), is responsible for the implementation of the scheme.  During the field visits, it has been found that BPOs were posted in 12 out of the 13 blocks.  In Pattambi Block, Extension Officer (Housing) is given the additional charge of BPO.  The BPO is supported by an Assistant Engineer (AE) to look after the technical aspects and an ACO for the accounts and ministerial works.  Though the scheme was launched on the 2nd of February 2006, selection of supporting staff on contract basis and their deployment at Block offices was not completed.  It is known that interviews for the selection of staff were scheduled, but no one turned up.4  Details of supporting staff available at the Block offices are given in Table 1.
Table 1 : Deployment of NREGA staff at BPs 

	Availability of staff
	Number of BPs

	Both AE and ACO 
	8

	ACO only
	2

	None available
	3

	Total
	13




Source: Field survey

At the Grama Panchayat level, the Grama Panchayat Secretary is responsible for implementation of the scheme.  The Secretary is assisted by an Engineer/Overseer to look after the technical matters and an ACO for accounts and ministerial works. Details of supporting staff available at GPs are given in Table 2.

Table 2 : Deployment of NREGA staff at GPs 
	Availability of staff
	Number of GPs

	Both Overseer and ACO
	47

	Both AE and ACO
	4

	ACO only
	4

	Overseer only
	1

	None available
	35

	Total
	91




Source: Field survey


At the time of data collection, it was noted that the required staff for technical and administrative support were deployed in 62 per cent of the BPs and 52 per cent of the GPs only.  Even after the lapse of four months, no staff was in place in 23 per cent of the BPs and 38 per cent of the GPs in the district.  It is known that interviews were conducted in 24 GPs, but no appointment was made, and in two GPs, none turned up for the interview.  No initiative for the selection of staff was taken in nine GPs.  A notable feature is that 76 percent of supporting staff appointed in the GPs are women.

(d)
Training


A number of training sessions were held in the District, during the preparatory phase.  A one-day training for the Presidents and Secretaries of GP was organised on January 19, 2006 in Thiruvananthapuram.  Subsequently, a one-day training session for DP members, BP members, President of GPs, Vice-President of GPs, Chairpersons of Standing Committee (Welfare) and GP Secretaries was held at Palakkad.5  Another one-day training session for the Presidents and Secretaries of GPs in the district was held at Palakkad on March 7 and 8, 2006 (Two batches). A session for BDOs and BPOs was conducted at Palakkad on February 18, 2006. 

The Kerala Institute of Local Administration (KILA)6 and Capacity Development for Decentralisation in Kerala (CapDecK)7  also organised a workshop for selected GP Presidents and NGO representatives from Palakkad and Wayanad Districts in Thiruvananthapuram on May 31, 2006.8 

It indicates that there is no dearth of training to elected members and officials during the preparatory phase of the scheme.  However, most of the sessions were organised on an ad-hoc basis and did not result in removing various doubts that remained among the elected members and officials relating to the scheme.9  It is also observed that these sessions did not result in emergence of operational guidelines of KREGS.

(e)
Infrastructure facilities

Separate office rooms and associated furniture for the functioning of BPO and the supporting staff were available in eight Blocks only, though most of them were provided by the Block Panchayat on an arrangement.  In five Blocks, a separate telephone connection was also provided. However, dedicated computer systems were installed at three Blocks and DRDA office for facilitating data entry operations.10 

(f)
Issue of Job Cards

Printing of job cards was going on at the time of the field visits.  The print order for supply of 1.5 lakh job cards was placed with Kerala Books and Publications Society, Kakkanad, and the delivery was expected to take place by the end of May 2006.11 Before issuing job cards to the job seekers, various other preparatory steps like verification of registration, opening of bank accounts by the job holders, pasting of photos in the job cards and attaching a face sheet with personal details of the worker in the job card are required to be carried out.  However, no such activity was taken in any of the GPs in the District.  Hence it is expected that even after making the job cards available, it may take some more time to start the issue as verification of registration and data entry operations were not completed.  It is reported that no job cards have been issued even at mid of July (The Pioneer, 2006).

(g)
Bank-related aspects


During the operational phase of the scheme, the secretaries of GPs were directed to open a joint savings bank account in favour of concerned Presidents and Secretaries of GPs.  After the launching of the scheme in the District, it took eight weeks to provide intimation to the PRIs about the list of banks for opening of bank accounts.12 Three types of bank-related issues came up in some parts of the District.  Non-availability of the notified bank in the GP area is one of the issues faced.13    The second issue relates to the difficulties to open a zero balance account by the GPs at some places.14  Dishonouring of cheques presented by the GP for the purpose of payment of salaries to the staff is another issue noticed during the field visit.15 It is ascertained that out of 91 GPs, only 54 GPs have opened the NREGA account in banks at the time of field visits.

(h)
Preparation of Action plan


Even before the launch of the scheme in the District, the CRD notified the  PRIs to prepare the Action Plan (AP).16  During field visits, it was noted that the AP was prepared in February 2006 by all GPs and submitted to respective BPOs. 

As per the timeline for preparation of AP, March 13, 2006 was the end deadline for submission to the POs, followed by scrutiny and consolidation of GP plans. However, CRD brought out the working instructions for the scheme on March 14, 2006, which indicated that schemes under rural connectivity ‘can be taken as the last priority not exceeding 10 percent value of all types of works taken up’.  The revised instructions were communicated to all the GPs and they were asked to revise the APs accordingly.  By then, the Assembly election campaign began and the whole process of preparing AP was kept in the cold storage.  There was no attempt made to adhere to the time line for preparation of AP.  Most of the activities planned as per the time line were shelved, citing ‘the code of conduct for the assembly elections’ as the reason.17 Subsequently, there was an oral instruction to the GPs in April 2006 to prepare the AP consisting of seven works in each ward towards preparing a shelf of projects.18  Table 3 provides a bird’s eye view of the communications to the GPs regarding preparation of AP.

Table 3 : Flow of Instructions for Preparing the AP

	Sl.

No.
	Date
	Content
	Remarks by the researchers based on field survey

	1
	2
	3
	4

	1
	18 Jan 2006
	Written instructions were issued to prepare AP of 2 works in each ward of a GP at an estimated cost of Rs.40,000 per work.
	Instruction was issued even before the launching of the scheme.

	2.
	24 Feb 2006
	Written instructions about  list of work categories (9 categories) that can be considered while preparing AP.
	As per the order, 90 GPs prepared the AP and submitted to BPO. 

	3.
	14 Mar 2006
	Issue of KREGS working instructions that says that ‘Roads can be taken up as last priority not exceeding 10 % value of all types of works taken up’.
	GPs were asked to revise the APs accordingly.  GPs have revised the AP with 2 works per ward and kept at ready for submission.  This was prepared without consulting the Grama Sabha.

	4.
	Apr 2006
	Oral instructions were issued to prepare a shelf of 7 works in each ward at an estimated cost of Rs.40,000 per work.
	AP was revised with an addition of 5 works. This was prepared without the consent of the Grama Sabha.


Source:  Col.No. 1 to 3 from CRD and Col.No.4 from field visits.
Part - V

Positive Signals from the field

 During the assessment of the scheme in the district, five positive signals are noted from the field.

(a)
Registration of marginalized sections 


It is found that registration of marginalized sections like SC and ST communities in the District has been realistic and conforms to the proportion of their population.  It is noted that 32.21 per cent of the SC population and 64.88 per cent of the ST population from the rural areas of the district registered their names.  This shows that the scheme could draw the attention of the marginalized sections in the district. This may be the result of composite efforts by the elected members, officials and political parties.  It is noted that the involvement of elected members and political parties was limited to the process of registration only, and had an element of patronage distribution, clientelism and populism inherent in it.

(b)
Scope for works/activities


The geographical features, occupational preferences and employment patterns of the district offers plenty of scope for activities in the field of water conservation and water harvesting, drought proofing, irrigation canals, renovation of traditional water bodies, land development, etc.  Being an agrarian district, there is a wide scope for identifying common properties like check dams, ponds, distributory canals, drains, open fields, etc. towards taking up the scheme by the PRIs. The experts comment that by strengthening the Common Property Resources (CPR), the livelihood security of the vulnerable sections can be decisively ensured (Desarda, 2006).
(c)
Political environment

Traditionally, the political environment in the district is pro-LDF with CPI (M) as the main rallying force in the front.  Elections to the three-tier PRIs and the recent power change in the State reinforce the existing political equations even more firmly. In addition, CPI (M) has a special interest in an agrarian district like Palakkad, more so because it has returned the present Chief Minister of the State.19 In addition, a Minister with experience, heads the Ministry of Local Self Government.20 
(d) Committed and experienced bureaucracy

The civil servants responsible for providing guidance and direction to the scheme are known for their commitment, professionalism, vision and rich experience.21  Similarly, the JPC is also known for his commitment, professional integrity, managerial skills and vast experience.22 

(e) Signals from outside

As Aruna Roy puts it, once a pattern is laid at one place, the rest of the country can follow it.  Registering a success story at one place may have a  cascading effect on the rest of the country. It may be a fascinating case for Palakkad too. A success story has already been documented in Dungarpur District, Rajasthan. Here, it is worthwhile to learn the achievements from Dungarpur and to examine how it can be replicated in Palakkad, subjected to local variations. It proved that NREGA could provide a much-needed source of livelihood in rural areas, particularly for women. It also showed that the facilities at the NREGA worksites are much better than their earlier worksites (Bhatty, 2006). 
Part - VI

Deficits

It is felt that no adequate strategy was evolved during the preparedness and launching phase of NREGA in the District, in order to overcome the limitations highlighted during the implementation of past WEPs.  In the absence of a clear-cut strategy, our fear is that the execution of KREGS also may meet the same fate. We feel that the various issues identified during the implementation of WEPs in the past need to be discussed threadbare and an appropriate strategy be devised towards overcoming them. During the preparation and launch of the scheme, six major deficits are identified in the field.  

(a)
Administrative deficits


We have already indicated how the impact of previous WEPs in the State can work detrimentally during the initial phase. The declaration of elections to the State Legislative Assembly in March 2006 had brought every activity connected with preparedness of the scheme to a standstill in the District. This coupled with the lethargic attitude of the officials during the period of election fever, lack of proper orientation to the Rural Development Department (RDD) officials, absence of comprehensive operational guidelines, delay in providing working instructions, non-availability of perspective plan for the district and sub-district levels, etc. have virtually made the system ineffective. 

In one of the initial communications from the CRD dated 18 Jan 2006, even before launch of the scheme, it was conveyed to the GPs to prepare Action Plan (AP) by taking up two works per ward at a cost of Rs.40,000 each.  The PRIs have submitted the AP, by giving greater thrust on schemes for rural connectivity.  After the lapse of almost two months, on 14 March 2006, working instructions were brought out by the CRD, specifying that ‘roads can be taken as last priority not exceeding 10 % value of all types of works taken up’.  The GPs were asked to again prepare the APs in accordance with the new instructions – preparing a list of two works per ward and works for rural connectivity not exceeding 10 per cent of the total value of works.  Then again in April 2006, another instruction was given to the GPs towards submitting a list of 5 more works in each ward for preparing a shelf of works.  Such piecemeal, often contradicting, instructions have generated lot of confusion during the preparation of the Action Plan. It finally resulted in evading the Grama Sabhas in the preparation of the Action Plan. The decision regarding the selection of an agency for preparing a Perspective Plan for the district as a whole was made on June 3, 2006.23 

Non-adherence to the time line for preparation of Action Plan


Table 4 indicates the timeline set for preparation of Employment Guarantee Scheme (EGS) Action plan in the District.
Table 4 : Timeline for preparation of EGS Action Plan

	Sl.

No.
	Task Description
	Start Date
	End Date
	Remarks by the researchers based on field survey

	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	1.
	Identification of works by Grama Sabha/GP/BP/DP
	01.03.2006
	10.03.2006
	Task was completed, but not before the end date.

	2.
	Approval of GP level EGS Plan by GP
	
	10.03.2006
	Task was completed, but not before the end date.

	3.
	Submission to the Programme Officer (PO)
	
	13.03.2006
	Task was completed. 

	4.
	Scrutiny and consolidation of EGS Plan of GPs
	14.03.2006
	17.03.2006
	As per the KREGS working instructions dated 14 March, APs were returned to GPs.

	5.
	Approval of Block GP Plan
	
	18.03.2006
	Not taken up.

	6.
	Submission to the DPC
	
	20.03.2006
	Not taken up

	7.
	Completion and consolidation of Block Plan
	21.03.2006
	23.03.2006
	Not taken up.

	8.
	Approval of District Panchayat Plan
	
	24.03.2006
	Not taken up.

	9.
	Retransmission to DPC
	
	25.03.2006
	Not taken up

	10.
	Retransmission to PO by DPC
	
	28.03.2006
	Not taken up.

	11.
	Retransmission to GP by PO
	
	30.03.2006
	Not taken up

	12.
	Estimate preparation, according of Administrative Sanction (AS) and Technical Sanction (TS)
	30.03.2006
	06.04.2006
	Not taken up.


Source: Col.No. 1 to 4 from CRD and Col.5 from field visits.

Procedural issues


Most of the BPOs were appointed in the posts after being promoted from the post of Extension Officer (Integrated Rural Development)  and their new pay scale had to concurred by the Accountant General (AG). Since the necessary orders were not issued, they are not able to draw their salary in the new scale of BDO, and had to be content with their previous scale for the time being.  This seriously affects the morale of the BPOs, who are the key persons in the scheme implementation, and which may further get reflected in their functioning as well.24 

Issues of hierarchy


During implementation of SGRY, some BDOs faced problems in getting the required information from the Secretaries of Special Grade Panchayats, who are also placed in the same pay scale.  In such situations, the required data was collected through the Village Extension Officer (VEO), who is a staff of the RDD. Since KREGS advocates strong operational and functional linkages between the PRIs, issues relating to the relative position of officials in the hierarchy may cause impediments in the information flow and smooth implementation of the scheme, and this needs to be taken care of. 25 

Transfer & retirement of BPOs


Transfer and retirement of key personnel during the implementation of the programme has affected its functioning and hampered the progress of implementation considerably.  During the reference period, BPOs from four blocks were transferred outside the district.26 Similarly, posting of key personnel, who is on the verge of retirement, to key posts also has adverse effects. 27 

(b)
Political deficits

As indicated during the execution of WEPs in the past, the political parties in the State were not very keen on understanding the full implications of the Central Act, the philosophy and operational guidelines of the KREGS.  It is noted that none of the parties considered it as a serious matter to be discussed in the political meetings/committees. Being a scheme, specifically designed to address the needs of the poor and marginalized sections of the society, this scheme did not elicit the significance that it should have among the political parties in the District. There was hardly any question/submission raised in the State Legislative Assembly to know the status and issues relating to the launching of the scheme in the District. Even during the recent elections to the State Legislative Assembly, the scheme hardly figured in the manifesto, debates, discourses and campaigns of the major political parties.28 

The Congress party organised a meeting of the Presidents of all concerned District Congress Committees (DCC) on 26 May 2006 at New Delhi, with the intention of orienting the Congress leaders in taking political advantage out of this welfare scheme. The party functionaries from different districts gave details of problems and shortcomings of the scheme implementation in their areas (The Hindu, 2006). However, the party functionaries from Kerala did not utilise this session as an opportunity to gain political mileage for the Congress party at the hustings.  

It indicates the absence of political acumen of the leaders, weak organisational structures of the parties, the class background of the leaders associated with the decision making forums at the district level, and lack of sensitisation about the poverty-related issues of marginalized sections. 

Another aspect is that, being an agrarian district, Palakkad has a strong presence of politically affiliated organisations like Karshaka Sanghom, Karshaka Congress, Kisan Sabha, Karshaka Thozhilazhi Union, etc.  But none of these associations and functionaries of ‘Padasekhara Samithis’ 29 took any attempt to understand, discuss and analyse the different dimensions of the scheme.  It is very important to note that a large number of labourers from the agrarian sectors have registered at the PRIs under the scheme.  Unless managed carefully, this may result in conflicts among the potential beneficiaries of the scheme.  

(c)
Deficit of Third Sector and Civil Society Organisations


With the passing of the Right to Information Act (2005), the ambit of KREGS has opened up a large space for third sector and civil society organisations.  It is a well-acknowledged fact that legislation alone cannot reduce the leakages in the system and the civil society organisations can play a mediating role among the communities, PRIs and the bureaucracy by providing appropriate feedbacks and suggesting corrective measures at regular intervals. The efficiency of the system largely depends on the effective functioning of civil society organisations. NGOs could act as an interface between the local bodies and the communities towards ensuring that the planning process is participatory and reflects local priorities (Iyer and Samji, 2006).

However, this has two dimensions with particular reference to the District.  First, not many performing third sector organisations or Non-Government Organisations (NGO) are available in the district.  Secondly, the existing NGOs have not taken due interest to know about the scheme, its philosophy and salient features. 30 

The Kerala Sastra Sahitya Parishad (KSSP), an agency that took the lead role in literacy, People’s Plan and various other leading campaigns in the State, remained a mute spectator during the preparatory phase of the scheme. Mazdoor Kisan Shakti Sangathan (MKSS), an organisation more or less similar to KSSP in its capacity, commitment, activities and functioning, took a lead role at Dungarpur District in Rajasthan. It is noted that most of the third sector and civil society organisations in the district have not identified an appropriate space for themselves in the execution of the scheme.31 
(d)
Deficit of the Kerala PR system


The Grama Sabha and the three tiers of PRIs (GP, BP and DP) are the major constituents of the Kerala PR system and rural polity. ‘The principle of subsidiarity’ has been interpreted in the State in such a way that each tier of PRI has its independent status, position and responsibility often disregarding the other two tiers. The holistic vision, philosophy and collective responsibility expected of the PRIs have not been found in the State. The ‘principle of sphere autonomy with peer group responsibility’ is totally alien in the discourse of Kerala PR system.

Each PRI used to function more or less as a ‘water tight compartment’ in Kerala.  In NREGA, a ‘Peer group responsibility’ is visualised with the BP over the GPs and a similar responsibility is also vested with the DP over the BPs within the framework of a ‘principle of sphere autonomy’.  While operationalising NREGA in the State, this may be a tough terrain requiring adequate investment in conflict-resolution.

Lack of social accountability and transparency in the functioning of PRIs in the State is another deficit visualised.  The concept of ‘Social Audit’ is yet to be operational in the participatory forums like Grama Sabha in most of the PRIs in the State. Similar concerns are expressed by many writers.32 Similarly the process of demand generation under the provisions of ‘Right to Information’ has also not picked up the required momentum in the State (Chathukulam and John, 2002).  
(e)
Absence of Work-Time-Motion Studies


KREGS makes a brief mention of Schedule of Rural Rates (SRR) for unskilled labourers considering that a person working for seven hours would normally earn a wage equal to the prevailing minimum wage rate.  It suggests that a standard SRR shall be worked out by desegregating each task into its constituent activities and calculating the average time taken for the activity and then assessing its payment based on labour and time expended.  

It is noted that certain states carried out the studies that resulted in standardising the work and wage rates, which proved a great boon to the working class.  In Andhra Pradesh, 158 works were taken up for collection of data for Work-Time-Motion Studies with the required technical support (APREGS, 2006).  As a result, a labourer in Andhra Pradesh has to dig 44 cubic feet to earn Rs.80, whereas in Rajasthan, in the absence of Work-Time-Motion Studies, a labourer has to dig 62 cubic feet for Rs.73 (Frontline, 2006).  Such Work-Time-Motion Studies were never held in Kerala, which may adversely affect the working class.  While formulating the SRR, consideration should be given to the physically challenged, mal-nourished, women and tribal workers compared to the ‘able-bodied workers’ as the productivity of the latter is lower than average.33  

(f)
Preparation of the AP for 2 works per ward


This is a retrograde step when we consider the arguments raised during the People’s Plan Campaign (PPC) against division of allocation of funds into various wards.  PPC advocated the need for treating GP as a single unit during the plan process (Issac with Franke, 2000). However, the guidelines and working instructions of KREGS suggests otherwise. This was not ideal in several ways.  It resulted in sharing of funds equally among all the wards of a GP without even considering the poverty profile, geographical factors, unemployment situation, job potentials, etc. However, the suggestion of two schemes per ward have the advantage that it is convenient, easy and non-controversial in nature; but ignoring the principle of viewing the GP as a single unit and principle of spatial planning is also not desirable. 

Part - VII

Suggestions and Conclusion

There is an urgent need for developing appropriate linkages between agriculture sector and the EGS scheme, taking into account the work season and other aspects.  Discussions between elected members of PRIs and representatives of Padasekhara Samithis can be organised to sort out such issues.

There is a need for wide ranging discussions between elected members of PRIs and leadership of major political parties for drawing maximum mileage by executing the scheme creditably, efficiently and transparently, thereby contributing to the reduction of poverty. Political parties can also think of setting up monitoring committees at the field level for taking corrective steps when needed.

Need for discussions and interactions between elected members of PRIs and representatives of the third sector and civil society organisations, activists, experts, etc. also exist.  Third sector and civil society organisations can play the role of a support mechanism by providing appropriate feedbacks and suggestions. They are already performing the role of a supportive system in Rajasthan, Gujarat and Andhra Pradesh, which was almost absent during the previous WEPs in the area (Frontline, 2006). They can function as  ‘Participatory critics’ also by getting themselves involved in the whole exercise and suggesting corrective measures at regular intervals.  

Implementation of KREGS should not be viewed as the exclusive responsibility of RDD and PRIs alone.  There is a need for developing total synergy between different stakeholders like third sector, civil society organisations, educational institutions, academicians, etc…

There is a need for taking up Work-Time-Motion Studies with adequate weightage being given to the mal-nourished, women, tribals and physically challenged so that workers from these sections are not treated at par with the able bodied workers in their performance.


The analysis of political economy of preparedness and launching of NREGA in Palakkad gives an impression that ‘Taking ownership’ by the political parties is not happening in the District. It also indicates that the existing institutional mechanisms to run the programmes have been found inadequate.  

The Indian National Congress has taken the lead role by launching the scheme as promised in its election manifesto and the post-election Common Minimum Programme. Though senior leaders of the party advocated its local level leaders to take political advantage of the welfare scheme, because of organisational and structural weakness of the party in the District, no forward movement was made in the desired direction. The LDF, currently in a state of complacency following the spectacular victory in the 2006 Assembly elections, does not seem to have realised the potential of the scheme so far.  The composition and class background of the third sector and civil society organisations like the KSSP also may be a hindrance for taking a lead role in pushing the scheme further. The bureaucracy is almost helpless in the absence of strong political will and lack of support from the third sector and civil society organisations. There is a vacuum of ‘agency role’ for social engineering and mobilisation of the poor under the potentially pro-poor scheme in the District.  

We feel that the various issues identified during the pre-launch preparedness of the scheme in the District need to be discussed threadbare by policy makers, administrators and all other stakeholders so that appropriate strategy could be devised for overcoming them.  

E-mail – crmrural@sify.com, crmrural@sancharnet.in 
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Notes

1.
During the field visit to Kannadi GP on May 30, 2006, the President of the GP expressed his apprehensions about the fate of the programme.  “In SGRY, despite all other issues, some asset was created.  I have even doubts about creation of any asset in this scheme”.

2.
This data was collected followed discussions with the Krishi Officer, Kollengode Grama Panchayat and some experienced farmers from Nenmeni Padasekhara Samithi of Kollengode GP area on June 8, 2006.

3.
Discussions with the officials of Krishi Bhavan of Kollengode GP and functionaries of Padasekhara Samithis of the Panchayat area on June 8, 2006 indicated that it may lead to serious negative impact on agricultural sector. Similar comments were made by Ms. N.Chandrika, BPO of Ottappalam Block during the discussions with the researchers on June 16, 2006.

4.
In Nemmara BP, nobody turned up for the interview for the post of AE.  In Pattambi Block, though the candidate was selected, there was reluctance to join duty.  It is noted that poor attractability of the post of AE may create problems in programme implementation.

5.
One day session was held on January 28, 2006 for the personnel from six Blocks – Ottappalam, Thrithala, Pattambi, Sreekrishnapuram, Mannarkkad and Attappadi.  Another session was held on January 30, 2006 for the personnel from the remaining seven blocks – Alathur, Palakkad, Malampuzha, Kuzhalmannam, Nemmara, Chittur and Kollengode.

6.
It is an institute set up at Mulamkunnathukavu, Thrissur under the Ministry of Local Self Government.  The main objective of KILA is to provide training to elected members and officials of PRIs.

7.
It is an initiative of Swiss Agency for Development and Co-operation (SDC) for accelerating the decentralisation process in the state.

8.
The Principal Secretary, Andhra Pradesh was invited to share the experiences of NREGA in that State during the workshop.

9.
This information was furnished to the researchers during the field visits by a number of elected members and officials who attended the training.  For example, discussions with  Mr. Unnikrishnan, President and Mr. Siddique, Secretary of Ongalloor GP in Pattambi Block on May 18, 2006, indicated that district level training was not useful to them.

10.
Computer systems were initially installed at DRDA Office, Palakkad and Block Office, Ottappalam for facilitating data entry from 13 Blocks. After procurement of additional systems, two more centres were set up at Alathur and Mannarkkad Blocks.  The JPC issued instructions to carry out the operations of designated blocks at each centre.

11.
However, during the field visits conducted as late as in the third week of June 2006, the job cards were not available with the GPs.  

12.
Four banks – Canara Bank, Punjab National Bank, State Bank of India and State Bank of Travancore – were selected as the participating banks in Palakkad District as per intimation to the PRIs dated 27 March 2006.

13.
Nelliyampathy GP of Nemmara Block and Polpulli GP of Malampuzha Block faced the issue of non-availability of any of the participating banks in their area. BPO, Nemmara gave special instructions to open the NREGA Account in Syndicate Bank, available at Nelliyampathy. The issue of Polpulli GP is yet to be resolved on May 11, 2006, the time of field visit.

14.
Keralassery GP of Palakkad Block faced the problem of opening a zero balance account at State Bank of India, Keralassery.  The issue was not settled at the time of field visit to the GP on   May 11,  2006.

15.
A number of contract staff from several GPs faced problems in getting their salaries.  For example, Mankara GP of Palakkad District faced the issue when the GP secretary presented the cheque for the purpose of payment of salaries to the contract employees in March 2006. This issue was settled after a communication from the JPC to the Banks on April 10, 2006.

16.
The communication from CRD on January 18, 2006 asked the GPs to prepare the AP for two works in each ward of a GP at an estimated cost of Rs. 40,000 per work and BPs to prepare the AP for two works in each division at an estimated cost of Rs. 40,000 per work. The DP can take up works costing Rs. 1 crore.

17.
In Tamil Nadu, which held elections in the same period, Perspective Plans (PP) for the districts were prepared and the process was going on despite the declaration of assembly elections.  In six districts of Tamil Nadu, 581360 job cards were issued; employment has been provided to 51,883 persons and 678 works are in progress. This information was downloaded from a document titled ‘Major programmes of the UPA Government – Two years of achievements in Tamil Nadu’ from www.pib.nic.in on June 5, 2006.

18.
Most of the GPs were forced to revise the AP again as per the instructions.  During the field visit, it is noted that 23 GPs have revised their AP as per the latest instructions and out of them 19 have submitted the plans to BPOs.

19.
Mr.VS Achuthanandan, the Chief Minister of Kerala, got elected from Malampuzha constituency in the district.

20.
Mr. Paloli Muhammedkutty, the Minister of Local Self Government, was heading the same ministry during the previous tenure of LDF in the State.

21.
Mr.SM Vijayanand, Principal Secretary, Ministry of Local Self-Government, spent major part of his service in the Rural Development Department and played an active role in the decentralised planning in the State.  Moreover, he has field experience in the district. Mr.TK Jose, Secretary, Department of Local Self Government, played the pivotal role in initiating, institutionalising and strengthening women’s association life through the Kudumbasree Mission.  Ms.Sarada Muralidharan, Executive Director, Kudumbasree Mission, has experience in the capacity as Commissioner of Rural Development.  

22.
Mr.K Sasidharan Nair, a senior official from RDD, has rich experience in rural development as well as field experience in the district.  

23.
In Tamil Nadu, Perspective Plan was already made in six districts by then.

24.
Officials of RDD are drawing salary from the Consolidated Fund of the State, which is subjected to Accountant General’s (AG) audit. However, NREGS is a Centrally sponsored scheme, which is not subjected to AG’s audit.  In the absence of clear-cut orders, the BPOs are not able to draw their salary in the new scale.  During informal discussions, a number of BPOs expressed their desire to move out of the post.

25.
The issue was raised by Mr. Krishnan, EO (Housing) and holding additional charge of BPO in Pattambi Block during discussions on May 18, 2006.

26.
BPOs of Alathur, Kollengode and Thrithala Blocks were transferred to Vyttila, Kothamangalam and Sasthamkotta Blocks and  BPO of Ottappalam was transferred to Kannur as District Women Welfare Officer (The Mathrubhumi, 2006).

27.
In Pattambi Block, the BPO, who took charge in the first week of February 2006, retired on 28 February, 2006.  At the time of visit to the GP on 18 May 2006, Extension Officer (Housing) from Pattambi Block was handling the additional charge of BPO.    

28.
Felicitations to Prakash Karat, General Secretary, CPI (M) appeared at Vadavannur GP area in the form of a banner for ‘bringing the employment guarantee scheme to Palakkad’, his home district.   

29.
Federation of farmers in a designated area under paddy cultivation.

30.
Maithri, a NGO specialised in Natural Resource Management, organised a workshop on Rural Habitation with the financial support from SDC-CapDecK at Palakkad on March 4 and 5, 2006.  During the workshop, a presentation was made by the JPC of the District, followed by limited discussions.  It is known that Maithri prepared a draft micro plan for the implementation of the programme at Vadakarapathy and Eruthempathy GPs of Chittur Block, on their own initiative.

31.
Discussions with functionaries of KSSP, People’s Social Society-Palakkad (PSSP), Integrated Rural Technology Centre (IRTC), etc. were conducted by the researchers and their responses recorded in May 2006. 

32.
Tharakan and Chathukulam (2006), and Vijayanand (2006) also highlight the point.

33.
Singh (2006) and Shah (2006) also highlighted this point. 
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