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At another time, the picturesque Naugarh block in the extremely backward Chandauli district tucked away in western Uttar Pradesh would have warmed a real-estate developer's heart. Hills and lakes streams dot the countryside and long winding roads -- the perfect picture postcard of an idyll retreat for the rich and famous. Instead, it reveals a blighted record of distress and hunger.  

More than a year after the National Rural Employment Guarantee Act was legislated in August 2005 for 200 of the poorest districts, the tribals of Pathror in Chandauli's Naugarh block gather the local weed for lunch. Now that the Act has been extended to a further 130 districts, ostensibly to empower rural India's poorest of the poor, the statistics speak for themselves. Finance minister P Chidambaram has added a 130 districts, which means a 40 per cent increase in coverage but given it a mere six percent annual hike, adding a paltry Rs 700 crore to last year's Rs 11,300 crores for the original 200 districts.  

This, then is the upa government's pancea for the 'aam admi' in its second budget. for the residents of pathror, the tardy implementation of the act has made little difference to their daily subsistence on rice gruel eaten with a pinch of salt, the local weed and dried mahua seeds because jobs don't come by very easily. despite a job card, and despite a guarantee from the union of india, most villagers go to bed hungry a year after they were supposed to have been gainfully employed and made an integral part of the 9 percent growth engine.  

But there have been several success stories where the act has been implemented well. As Prof Jean Dreze, a driving force behind the Act and a member of the Central Employment Guarantee Council says: "I think that the first year of NREGA is best seen as a learning phase.  The learning process has been very slow, and the implementation of the programme leaves much to be desired in most states. Nevertheless, there is also some good news. One positive lesson is that the doomsday predictions about NREGA have been proved wrong. For instance, the claim that a legal entitlement to work would lead to financial bankruptcy of the government has not been borne out." 

Which is why, the fact that few families in Pathror have seen job cards is such a tragedy. It is their best bet to get 100 days of gainful employment in a year and a slender hope of escaping their excruciating poverty. But a year later, as the tribals gather around the courtyard to tell their tales, little has changed. Mouli, who subsists on rice and salt on most days, managed to scrape together Rs 25 for her photograph that is mandatory on the job card. She doesn't know that of the Rs 2.3 crore that the district has been allocated by the Central government for the NREGA, four per cent has been set-aside for "administrative costs. Having coughed up Rs 25 for her picture Mouli went to the village Pradhan for her card. A month later she is still waiting after the Pradhan asked her to traverse the 27 kilometres on foot to Naugarh several times to get her job card. Like her, most of the other families in Pathror are yet to get their job cards, and their guarantee under the Act is a distant possibility.  

An irony because unlike previous wage employment schemes launched in the name of the rural poor (National Rural Employment Programme, Rural Landless Employment Guarantee Programme, Jawahar Rozgar Yojana), the NREGA is an act of Parliament and not a scheme, and the true test of an act lies in its implementation. Problems that plagued the welfare schemes continue to stalk NREGA -- namely lack of awareness, reports of false muster rolls, problems in payment, diversion of funds, little public accountability and non-payment of the unemployment allowance in 199 of the 200 districts it exists in today.

The NREGA, though, designed to be free of these flaws falls prey to administrative lethargy in most states. Take Surendra Kumar's case for instance. A resident of Pathror, he did get a job card and is one of the few in the village who also found work. But to get the promised minimum wage of Rs 58 that the UP government pays per day of work, it has also set an additional clause that quantifies the amount of work that will eventually be considered as "One day of work." It's another matter that UP's minimum wage is one of the lowest in the country - Andhra pays Rs 80 per day while Rajasthan pays Rs 73.

According to the state's engineering department, every man or woman must dig a 10 X 10 X 1 feet trench irrespective of the kind of soil, to qualify as 'one day's work." For Surendra, that is work that can be accomplished by at least four healthy men, working for at least nine hours every day in the stifling heat. Automatically, the Rs 58 are equally divided among the four workers -- leaving each with barely Rs 14.50 for the job done.

Nowhere in the NREGA is there a provision or a mechanism for halving the worker's wages. But the district officials here have found a way to bend the act to their advantage. Nearly 50 kilometres away in Sonbhadra district's Nagwa block, families from Baniari village have finally found a tank to dig under the NREGA. Shivnath, a potter by profession used to make Rs 100 in a "good" month, just enough to feed him and his family for two weeks. His meagre land holdings would fetch him three quintals of rice every year, barely adequate for three months  months in a year. Today, he hopes to take home at least Rs 800 for two weeks of work.

But his job card is not with him, as mandated by the law. The Pradhan's husband Lal Mani is defensive as he admits that the job cards are with his wife the at home for "administrative reasons". He pleads that the Block Development Officer (BDO) has not disbursed the money to him, again a violation of the Act, which clearly states that the money must come to the gram panchayat directly. Also, while the Act mandates that muster rolls be kept at the work site and be available for inspection at a moment's notice, Lal Mani says that the BDO has taken them home for "calculating the payment." Shivnath says that he has never seen the muster roll at the work site. But they continue to labour to dig their 10 ft X 10 ft trench to earn their minimum wages and make do with the paltry Rs 14.50 that is dolled out to them. The site has no provisions for a creche as mandated under the act, or medical facilities in case of an emergency. In fact, there are no prominent hoardings announcing the implementation of work under the NREGA here.

Across the road from Baniari is Raipur village, dominated by dalits (cobblers) who run home to get their carefully preserved job cards, issued a year earlier. Most of the nearly 70 households in the village are yet to get any work, and have to travel nearly six kilometers to other villages in search of the Act's promised guarantees. Says Ramraj who could find only a week's work for which he received Rs 500, "The Rs 6000 for 100 days as worked out under the Act can actually help us eat two meals a day," he says.

There are instances where police officials have stepped in when the administrative machinery has failed. The fact that the NREGA is intended for the most backward class of people has prompted the police to persuade the "would-be" beneficiaries to lodge cases with the State Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes Commission --with a legal backup the cops intervene to lodge cases against panchayat officials who fail to release the money. But such instances are rare in this part of Uttar Pradesh.

Officials insist that the NREGA, coupled with the RTI act will ensure a new social revolution in India's villages. Senior officials in the Ministry for Rural Development (MoRD) argue that the NREGA will eventually hold the promise for higher and competitive wages in the labour market. "With the minimum wage set by the state, private contractors are expected to better the rates in the hope of attracting labour. Eventually, this should work out for the better for the workers," a MoRD official told Outlook. However, in some instances, (see box on Kerala) the opposite has happened where people have consciously avoided the NREGA, opting instead, for private players.

While the Centre decreed, the state held out the promise of greater transparency to the "aam admi" by empowering him to seek and inspect the work records. Instead, Shravan Kumar Kushawasa a CPI (ML) activist and a veteran of many an agitation for the NREGA found out that the RTI works only in theory. When he applied under RTI to get copies of the muster rolls for works in the Naugarh block the district officials slapped two bills on him - one for Rs One lakh and another for Rs 35,000. "They said that I would have to deposit the money first before I could get the information," Kushawasa says.

The story of Chandauli gets repeated elsewhere in the state. And here, it is organisations like ASHA (Hope) with volunteers like Kushawasa and Jaishankar Pandey who are raising awareness about the NREGA Act.  Ironically, they are fulfilling a key guideline of spreading awareness about the Act while state officials have abdicated their responsibility. UP, like most states, has managed to evade a critical clause of the NREGA that had promised an unemployment allowance if the state failed to provide employment after 15 days of having received an application. Also, as the NREGA is demand driven, bureaucrats have come up with a ready excuse: No takers for the Act, they say.

Ironically, Barwani district in Madhya Pradesh is today the first and only district out of the intended 200 where 1574 tribals managed to wrest nearly Rs 4,70,000 as unemployment allowance. "It came at a price as we were repeatedly arrested and attacked by the state machinery when we were demanding for what is ours as mandated by the law of the land," says Madhuri Krishnaswamy of the Jagrut Adivasi Dalit Sanghatan.

So why is the NREGA's success so important to India's projected economic success? Many economists like Dreze would agree that not only does the Act actually empower, feed, clothe and add incomes to the poorest of the poor, it also adds quality infrastructure in the shape of rainwater harvesting projects, roads and tanks where none existed so far. "Another encouraging fact is that, where NREGA has been effectively implemented, it has served many social goals: preventing hunger, reducing migration, empowering women, and reviving the panchayats, among others. Thirdly, the possibility of preventing the spread of corruption in NREGA has been clearly demonstrated, notably in Dungarpur, Rajasthan. There are enough positive experiences so far to show that NREGA has great potential", he insists, " not only as an anti-poverty programme but also as a means of bringing about economic, social and political change in rural areas."

As Dr Amitendu Palit, a visiting fellow at ICRIER states: "If unemployment in the rural sector is addressed it means more opportunities, and we can move from a pre-dominantly agricultural economy by improving the skills of our workforce into semi-skilled or skilled industrial or services sectors."

While the Act specifically calls for the payment of the unemployment allowance if the state fails to provide work within 15 days of having received an application. But the existing 199 districts chose to ignore this clause. And social audits mandated under the Act in this part of UP are hard to come by.

But few states have led by example and proved to be success stories.  This is quantified by the fact that while the National Advisory Council had envisaged Rs 100 crore per district, successful states like Andhra have spent close to Rs 70 crore per district and Rajasthan notching up a perfect figure of Rs 600 crore for its six districts.

Part of the success story has been the successful implementation of the social audits, which have helped stave off chronic corruption. A report conducted in 10 gram panchayats in Gudi Banda in Andhra Pradesh by the Mazdoor Kisan Shakti Sangathan in the first week of September last year, has revealed financial irregularities. In come case job cards had not been issued, while in others fake post office saving accounts had been opened in the names labourers who did not see a single paisa allotted by the state in their name. There were also serious discrepancies in the allocation of funds and the state's efforts to create awareness about the Act were non-existent.

But the social audits brought in a quiet revolution imposing on-the-spot penalties in most cases. Says Sowmya Kidambi of the MKSS: "In most cases corrupt programme officers have voluntarily returned the money to the state." In fact, today, Andhra Pradesh is cited as state that has taken the lead on several counts in implementing the NREGA. K. Raju, principal secretary, rural development, held extensive discussions with Tata Consultancy Services (TCS) to prepare software that would look at what Raju calls the critical needs. "From pay orders to registering online job cards, demand for works, we put them online to ensure transparency and an effective monitoring system."

Andhra's information technology efforts became the role model for other states to emulate and districts such as Dungarpur, which have seen a symbiotic relationship between the bureaucrats and activists, followed suit. We took a leaf out of the Andhra Pradesh model and began computerisation of our records," says Manju Rajpal, the district magistrate. Perhaps, the most positive fall out of the computerisation in places like Rajasthan was the insulation of the NREGA from local political whims. "The system doesn't allow people to divert funds for their pet projects," she says.

While UP continues to pay a low minimum wage and then sets a quantum of work that is unreasonable, Andhra Pradesh did several work-time-motion studies to come up with a quantum of work that could be reasonable and help job applicants get their minimum wages.  Rajasthan has followed suit (by reducing its work norm by 20 per cent), but other states such as Bihar, Jharkhand, Chattisgarh and Orissa, West Bengal continue to lag behind.

But the real argument in favour of the Act lies in the fact that for the first time in the history of the 59-year-old republic, marginalised communities have a chance to dent the 70 million unemployment figures and catch up with "shining India". In fact, even where the administration has not delivered, people across the country are beginning to organise and fight for their entitlements under the Act.

The real triumph of NREGA will therefore be when the laggard states are finally forced by these and other political compulsions to catch up with the Act's progressive intention in letter and spirit. But are the impressive array of officials from the Ministry of Finance and the Planning Commission listening to the winds of change?

[An edited version of this article was published in Outlook, 9 April 2007]

