A Crying Shame 

The employment guarantee act debate is on. But can it really get the needy work? 

Saikat Datta

 Far removed from the high-rise buildings and swanky malls of 'Shining India' is another, invisible country. This India is tucked away in lesser known districts such as Barwani in Madhya Pradesh and Purulia in West Bengal. Both districts have been identified among the 150 "most backward" and will figure in the proposed Employment Guarantee Act (EGA) presently being debated within the walls of the Planning Commission and the finance ministry. The big question is whether the law will actually benefit those who eke out a wretched existence in invisible India. Their only source of livelihood, agriculture, is dying. Consider this: the farm sector's share in the GDP in 1950-51 was 55.8 per cent. In 2003-04 it was down to 24 per cent. 

But this requires a system that is sensitive to ground reality. Which is why Abhijeet Sen, member, Planning Commission, and a strong advocate of the EGA remarked: "We don't have to worry about the EGA bill but its implementation". Those opposed to the legislation argue that the fiscal burden would cripple the economy. But its advocates point out that an EGA covering the whole country would cost under Rs 24,000 crore—less than one per cent of the GDP. In contrast, non-performing assets written off by banks total Rs 45,000 crore while unpaid taxes account for Rs 90,000 crore. 

Outlook travelled to Barwani and Purulia to gauge the effectiveness of schemes and heard distressing accounts of official apathy and corruption.

 Barwani District, MP 

Wal Singh has not forgotten the slap. He was punished because he wanted work. For months Singh, a resident of Limbi village, had been demanding information on the works that had been sanctioned under the centrally-sponsored National Food-for-Work programme. A few months ago the residents of Limbi village were horrified to discover that the government had originally sanctioned Rs 4 lakh but only work worth Rs 50,000 had been completed. "When we approached the sarpanch she could not account for the money. So we approached the block's CEO for details as well as sanction for a plantation drive worth Rs 50,000," says Singh. He kept postponing the meeting till Singh and the other villagers finally went and sat in dharna outside the CEO's residence. When he finally came out and Singh asked him for details, the CEO slapped him and sent the villagers away. So where did the Rs 3.5 lakh go? Singh and the villagers of Limbi don't have an answer. 

In the nearby village of Piparkund too, Rs 3 lakh had been sanctioned. The village has seen work for only nine days in a year. In the villages that come under the jurisdiction of the Devgar panchayat, Rs 8 lakh had been sanctioned to build the Jharar-Sangma road as well as ponds and other drought prevention measures. But the villagers got only four days of work last year. Since they refused to accept anything less than the sanctioned wage and took on the contractors, work stopped. It has not been revived ever since. 

In fact, serious irregularities in the works under drought relief were found by an inquiry committee led by Yogendra Sharma, joint director, state rural development department. Sample the findings: 

In all the 14 villages under the drought-relief programme, the committee "observed that labour-displacing machines like tractors were used. In some works bulldozers, excavators were used." This despite orders of the rural development department that no machinery must be used to displace labour. 

Wages were not paid. Many villagers worked for as little as Rs 10 per day.

 Irregularities in foodgrains distribution. For instance, out of the 3,496 quintals of grains sanctioned for Vasvi, only 600 quintals reached the villages. 

Appointment of contractors were in "violation of Supreme Court orders". Muster rolls were "forged". The committee found fake entries of the dead receiving wages!When a team of researchers were dispatched to Barwani, armed with a letter from the Supreme Court's food commissioner, this is what Pati block's CEO told them: "What does the Supreme Court think of itself? If it sends anybody as a messenger, does it mean that we will show them official records?"Madhuri Krishnaswamy of Jagrit Adivasi Dalit Sanghatan says, "Malnutrition is very high and some women here have an alarmingly low haemoglobin count. Recently a child died because of starvation but authorities refuse to accept this," she says. The problem is when you have only nine days of work in a year at a wage of Rs 10 a day, it is difficult to fight malnutrition. The EGA says, say ngos, will at least guarantee 100 days of work at a prescribed wage. Sounds good on paper. 

Purulia, West Bengal 

Anuradha Talwar, Supreme Court- appointed food advisor, discovered the mess in Purulia. Food rations, allocated by the central government under the Antyodaya scheme, was not distributed and rotted in warehouses for two months. This deprived the 99,000 families in the district of grains due to what Mukul Sarkar, the district magistrate and collector, describes as "a technical fault." 

Purulia as a district has some uncomfortable facts. Officially, it has 43 per cent of families living below the poverty line (BPL). Add the nearly 50 degree celsius heat in the summer and recurring drought and the picture is bleak. 

Far away from Calcutta, the villagers here silently live out their private hell. Dipalidas Mahato, a resident of Parigela village, was helpless as she saw her husband die. "It is my fault that I could not feed him any rice. For me it was a choice between him and my two children." Dipalidas' claims are disputed by the district administration. A hunger death, they claim, is virtually impossible in a Left-run state. 

A study conducted by Jamgoria Sevabratta, a local organisation, found serious flaws in the ongoing relief and hunger alleviation programmes: 

792 persons in six blocks in the district eligible for foodgrains under the BPL scheme were refused cheap foodgrains because the village panchayat had already "completed" its quota of BPL families. 

There was no information available on any food-for-work scheme in any village in the district. 

A Supreme Court interim order was being violated because the panchayat offices and ration shops had not displayed the list of beneficiaries.It's because of such inadequacies in the existing poverty alleviation schemes that the EGA is being supported by economist Jean Dreze, a former member of the National Advisory Council with Congress president Sonia Gandhi as its chairperson. "An EGA would mean protecting people from poverty, creation of sustainable assets, reducing migration, reactivation of the panchayat and empowerment of women. It is not just a social security programme but a means of bringing about far-reaching economic, social and political change in rural areas," says Dreze. 

Unfortunately, the political masters in Delhi have shown no sense of urgency. For a long time the Parliamentary Standing Committee for rural development studying the EGA did not meet. Committee chairman Kalyan Singh had reported sick for several weeks, thus holding up crucial discussions. As the government hems and haws, invisible India awaits its promise of deliverance. Will the wheels of the system finally move? 

