VENUE: Gandhi Ashram

TIME: 1500 hrs

DATE: 25th April 2006

EVENT: Panel discussion on NREGA and its implementation.

The panelists were:

1. Shri V.N Yogandar - Member of the Planning Commision, GOI

2. Shri Tarachand Bhagoda-  Zila Pramukh

3. Shri Amitabh Mukhopadhyay- Joint Secretary and Financial advisor, Lok Sabha Secretariat

4. Shrimati Manju Rajpal- district collector

5. Dr S. Raja Kutty

6. Mr J.C Mohanty

7. Shrimati Amita Sharma – Joint Secretary, Ministry of Rural Development, GOI

8. K .Raju

9. Dr. Jayati Ghosh –JNU professor

10. Mr Omkar Singh

The pandal walls had banners saying “We have the questions , and we want the answers” , “humaara paisa humaara hisab”, “Desh Bachao Desh Banao” 

Aruna Roy began with some of the results of the social audit that had taken place across Dungarpur district in the last 10 days. She said in the ongoing works it was seen that:

· Almost all households had job cards

· Most households knew the basic provisions yet few knew the exact details

· Many didn’t know the procedure for application.

· Most people didn’t know about facilities that should be available at the worksite such as shade, a crèche, etc

· Most of them did not know about the concept of a minimum wage

· In Dungarur itself 40000 (check number) jobs are being offered out of which 73% are taken up by women – this is impressive

· Most work in Dungarpur was seen to be organised not by thekedaars but by the gram sabha which is good

· Another positive sign was that machines were not used at the sites

· Another feat was that muster rolls were found almost at all (99%) work sites and they were filled up, with very little evident fudging. This is a major improvement in comparison to 10 years ago when muster rolls were rarely kept.

· Some of the difficulties in the implementation include the massive understaffing of the programme. Also women with children below 6 years of age found it difficult to work.

She then congratulated the government of Dungarpur in making all this possible.

She then went on to explain how NREGA came about. NREGA is a historic act and we need to make sure it is implemented. It was on February 2 that it was decided that they shall carry out a Mass Social Audit in Dungarpur to make sure that this act survives and is successful. It was also decided to examine the working of this act through the right to information act. 

NREGA was unique in the sense that it was guaranteeing work to all that demanded work. Thus the sarpanch, for example shall not be able to deny work to people of the opposition if he so desired. It was thus felt that people must understand this act and one must spread this awareness to people all over India.

She then went on to explain how this Social Audit became a reality. It was decided in March 2006 that all those who wanted to help in whatever capacity could become part of this campaign – Rozgar evam Suchna ka Adhikaar Abhiyaan. On April 15th , 31 teams were made and trained to carry out this social audit over the district of Dungarpur. One or two members of each team visited one villager’s home for one meal as they toured the various panchayats. Help was provided by various trusts in the form of transport, diesel, food, etc.

Aruna said that all the bills for this campaign are available for all to see. The donations collected by the teams in the various villages were also taken against receipts. The medium of song and dance as well as puppet shows was used to spread awareness during the pad yatra.

The teams have come from Andhra Pradesh, Tamil Nadu, West Bengal, Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, Chattisgarh, Rajasthan, Gujarat; Members of an NGO Nijirah Kohri from Bangladesh as well as two people from America. There were 250 members from Dungarpur itself.

Each team comprised of people with various skills – be it in filming and photography, speaking the local language, interpreters, social audit experts, etc. The teams met the villagers, had meetings with them and spent the night at the various villages. At most places they were welcomed barring a few unpleasant incidents.

All reports from the various teams have yet to come in but with what they already have she said in almost 99% of cases muster rolls were available at the worksites. This is a major achievement. 

Richaji then named all the 31 tollis. 

Each of the teams then gave in their observations in short:

1. Jaya Shankarji from Uttar Pradesh who spoke on the issue of Job Cards: He found that most job cards did not have photographs. It was also unclear as to who should keep the job cards – the labourer or the sarpanch ? Job cards did information filled on a daily basis. Also the exact definition of a “household” seemed to be unclear.

2. Lal Mohan from Bihar who talked about the ‘application for work’ form: He said people weren’t aware as to how to get these forms. Often the forms were limited in number. It was also not clear to people whether they were free. He had observed that usually the sarpanch and the sachiv were extremely busy and hence it was important to assign someone else/another agency to be available for this, who gives the receipts and passes on the information to the sarpanch. Also it was unlikely that the gram sevak or sarpanch would be willing to give the application for the unemployment benefit as then they would have to pay for the allowance. We need to also clarify which is the date from which one starts to count the 15 days within which one is supposed to get work. He also stressed the need to simplify the forms for unemployment benefits and to clarify when exactly a person is entitled to the unemployment benefit.

3. Pramod Pradhan from Orissa gave a brief report on the kind of work happening: He said the works were mostly check dams or taalaabs . However it was unclear if the villagers were deciding as to what the works must be. Clearly it is the gram sabha that must decide which works should happen. Also there was a demand for plantation and irrigation works. He reiterated the need to give greater power to the gram sabhas.

4. Gajaanand from Gujarat: he said that water harvesting was absolutely necessary here as the soil is good. Works do not seem to be done in a systematic manner with a stress on watershed projects, soil conservation, horticulture, etc. He emphasised the need to decide the works with care and a focus on development of the region. Mr Yogandar expressed his support for these suggestions as well. He felt works were being decided in a hasty manner.

5. Karuna from Tamil Nadu talked about the conditions at the worksites: He said most worksites had boards with the name and details of the work. He also found muster rolls almost everywhere and they were also correct. He happened to find old muster rolls too but it was told to him that they were prepared a day or two before his visit. Distribution of money was also seen to happen at every worksite however these payments weren’t read aloud. He said the muster rolls must be read aloud at the site itself, as going to the far off panchayat office to do the same may not always be feasible. Also people were illiterate hence reading aloud was required. Secretaries complained of being overburdened with work. He felt the people were not aware of their rights. He also remarked that nigrani committees (social audit committees) existed mostly on paper, it was to difficult to locate them and even when he did find them, the committee was not clear as to what their role was.

6. Shankarji on the issue of Napti (measurement of the task): He said that almost nobody was earning the full wage of Rs 73. He said at most worksites it was observed that despite differences in tasks performed by people they would get the same wage. He said what was required was to train the meth of the site so that he can measure the tasks completed. He felt it was essential to impose “Nyaari Napti, Nyaari rate” ie wages paid must be according to the task completed. He said that it was feasible for a single muster roll to have 4-5 different wages being paid. Otherwise what seems to be happening that those present at the worksite yet not working as much, end up with the same wages. Wage differentials will prevent such free-riding. He also stressed on the need to look into the task that must be completed to earn the minimum wage. He said the the person who is assigned for drinking water at every site earns the minimum wage without working as hard as the labourers yet it is essential to have him/her. This issue needs to be addressed as well. He said the shade was not organised in many worksites. It was here that Nikhil remarked that the tasks were extremely difficult to complete.

7. Kheraj Bhai from Gujarat spoke on the conditions at the site: he said there were no crèche at the sites as required by the provisions of the act. Also a solution needed to be sought about the availability of drinking water at the site as water was available only from very far. He did find water being available at some sites and pointed out that both the provider of water as well as the meth is on the muster rolls as well. None of the sites had facilities for medical care yet there were places where the meth had been provided with certain medicines but was untrained. Hence solutions need to found regarding the crèche, medical facility as well as a shade at the site.

8. Laadoo Ramji from Udaipur Zila spoke on the availability of unemployment benefit: he had observed that at a lot of the places the unemployment benefit was not being given and where such payments were made it was rarely at the rate of Rs 73. He said at most panchayats lists (of??) were not available in advance. He stressed the need for the funds from the centre to come on time and there must be staff available to hand out this money. Most workers at sites wanted to do away the practise of giving them an advance and said they would prefer to get the full wage instead. There was also a lot of demand for half the payment of wage to be in the form of grain.

9. Sudhnaji from Andhra Pradesh: She said that there were villages where no work was being provided and hence villagers often had to go worksites of neighbouring villages. She found most works to be looked after by the Sachiv and he found his measurements of the tasks incorrect in many cases. She also found that in most sites there was no provision of a shade or crèche. She thus stressed the need to quickly staff more engineers for running the work sites as the junior engineer already was burdened enough with work. She suggested a hierarchy of engineers at the village, panchayat and district levels.

10. Haseena-A Bangladeshi representative of the NGO- Nijirah Khori giving her impressions: She said she was grateful as this survey was a huge learning experience. She found that women at these sites have to work very hard and there are no facilities provided for them. She said there were no medical facilities available at the worksite incase someone fainted or was in need of some medical help. She thus stressed the need to look into what kind of work can be done by women.

11. Narayan Singh then concluded the observations of the various teams: He said there were worksites where labourers were missing (yet mentioned on the muster rolls) or where the muster rolls were not available or hidden. There were also some cases of violence inflicted on the padyatris. Some muster rolls had wage payments that were inflated on paper and not actually given out. There were also discrepancy between the AC roll and the muster rolls ???. Yet surprise checks at ongoing works showed that there were few discrepancies. 

After the observations of the various padyatris, the various panelists gave their comments:

1. Dr Raju from AP: he spoke on the many benefits of computerisation that had been observed in Andhra Pradesh. He said that 657 panchayats in AP had been computerised. The advantages he said were as follows:

· Each household could be given payslips which have information on the work done, the wage rates, etc and this can be done on a weekly basis.

· Payment orders containing the account number of each worker could be made available with the panchayats, the self help groups of the area, post offices, etc. This way what wages were being paid to the workers will be available for all to see.

· Computerisation ensures that muster roll sand measurement reports are available online and thus can be printed out anytime and by anyone. This also means that old records shall always be available. He said this go a long way in reducing the corruption and making the process transparent.

· All costs of the worksites could also be put online.

· He said savings accounts for workers could be opened at the post office of the village or a village bank and the wages transferred there automatically. This way the worker can withdraw his money with dignity.

· The methodology of the Social audit can also be made available online and the results posted online as well.

It was here that Aruna remarked that in places (like Rajasthan and Bihar) where full computerisation was not yet feasible, one needed to find other solutions.

Mr Raju also stressed the need to find the actual productivity of the labour (both with and without use of machinery) though work-time-motion studies in every district. Thus tasks must be fixed according to the conditions particular to the region such as terrain, soils, etc. This would ensure that every worker earns minimum wage by working 7 hours.

2. Ms. Manju Rajpal: She began by thanking all the padyatris for putting in their time and effort in this unique exerise. She hen gave a detailed response to all the observatiosn made by the various teams.

· Regarding photos on the job cards she remarked that since the act has been put in place only a few months ago it was essential to give the government a little more time to put it in place properly. She said press releases are and would be made on areas where the facility of a photograph for the job cards has been put in place. She expects that within 3 months this work shall be done over the entire zila.

· The job cards have to kept with the worker itself and when at the worksite could be kept with the meth or the provider of water when the labour is at work.

· She said the definition of the family is clearly stated as a couple and the dependents be it children or old parents. In case of a joint family, separate job cards can be made for the “families” within this joint set up.

· She also stressed the need for the application forms to be filled with care. Even if filled by the gram sachiv as is usually the case, individual vigilance is essential.

· She said for provisions like the crèche to be made available the government needs to also look into fulfilling the provisions of staffing- more engineers, additional village secretary, etc. As of now no additional staff had been provided. This is a huge problem. As of now one junior engineer has to monitor 200-250 work sites, thus overly burdened.

· She said at places where the task is understood well the full employment wage is being given. Hence it is important to train the meth at every site. This can possibly done in months where the demand for work is less. A of now there is only a daylong training. But only literate meths have been taken and inefficient ones removed.

· Important to take meths that are selected by the gram sabhas. She said she has tried to make sure that educated ones are employed, some are even women.

· She pointed to the provision where all above 18 are to be given work. This meant that the aged too if demanded work need to be given. But this means they shall invariably not be able to complete the task and may also not be wanted in any group (work is normally assigned to groups of five). Thus the social structure must also be kept in mind.

· Plans need to be made on the kind of works to be undertaken. For example before the monsoons, water-harvesting works must be stressed on. In the next two months work related to soil conservation, water harvesting and afforestation shall be undertaken.

· After interacting with department of irrigation, forestry, PWD, etc she said they shall come up with more appropriate technical estimates in order to remove the pressure on the panchayats. 

· She had also ordered for the sachiv to be available for the people daily between 1-3 pm.

· She said for payments to be made on time it was essential that the funds from top come on a timely basis.

· The redressal system is also being put in place and also being publicised.

· She said there is also special focus to ensure work is being made available within 15 days of demanding it.

· She reiterated the problem of understaffing. Village health facilities were already greatly pressured. 30% posts for doctors in the zila are not being filled.Thus meths were being given bags of basic medicines as well. 

· On an experimental basis sizeable tents with a woman to take care of small children shall be set up at the worksites over the next 15 days.

· Lastly she said that it was important to remember that this act is very recent and hence adequate time must be given for it to be implemented properly on the ground.

3. Shri Omkar Singh (also from the state level government)- He said that there was an effort at staffing as suggested by the GOI, however there was a great pressure due to inadequate funds. The finance department has approved many posts. One technical person will be made available per 10 panchayats. He said it was important to raise the funding from the existing 2% to 6%. He said that work-time-motion studies had been carried out and solutions will be sought.

4. Mr Mohanty- That due to the excessive workload in the NREGA districts, the Junior engineers and the gram sachivs are extremely wary of being part of such districts. He said much more money was pouring in and there was a need to give time for the implementation of the act. Tasks should be fixed keeping in the mind that even the very old work at these sites. Thus labourers as well as Mazdoor sangathans should be involved when fixing the tasks. He also stressed the need for such open debates at all levels of the administration.

5. Mr Tarashankar Bhagoda said that it was impressive that as of today 1300 worksites are in place in Dungarpur. The Junior engineers are thus heavily worked monitoring so many sites. He said an easy solution to the measurement of the task was to change the BSR rates as follows: where the soil was not that hard the task should be changed from 1x 60 to 1x 50. In rockier areas it should be changed form 1x 47 to 1 x 40 and in areas of even harder soil it should be reduced from 1 x 37 to 1 x 30. Also where the task is to be performed by 5 workers to increase that to 6. He felt this would solve the problem of the tasks to a large extent. 

Then spoke the panelists from the central level: 

6. Mr Amitabh Mukhopadhyay – he said it was essential to inform people of their rights and duties. There must also be clarification as to who is penalised if work is not guaranteed. There is an urgent need to simplify the forms for want of unemployment benefits. In Maharashtra for instance the EGS required one to fill in 14 forms to avail the unemployment benefit! Maintenance of asset registers was important. He also stressed that social audits did not lessen the role of audits by the government. Also government audits must be reformed. 

7. Mr Raju from AP govt – he congratulated the collector for her efforts. He also stressed the need to give time to the implementation of this act. He said this act was a paradigm shift since this was the first employment guarantee scheme where labour rights given due importance. He thus felt it important for the labour to be mobilised and make their own organizations. The government should be made aware of this rights based approach. He also stressed the need to fill up the empty posts for the proper implementation of this act. Concluding by congratulating MKSS for this social audit, he remarked that such audits by the public were extremely important.

8. Shrimati Amita Sharma- She said it was historic that the Planning commission had for the first time come up with an act and not a yojana. According to this act the states are given the power and flexibility to make the yojanas. According to the act it is clear that the state is the guaranteer of employment. She felt that 90% of the complaints regarding the implementation of the act could be tackled by the state. The centre’s role is to make sure it provides timely funds since it does provide 90% of the funds for this act. She said that since this act had a rights based approach it becomes even more important for the state to send its wants punctually and efficiently i.e. the information flow has to be improved. She felt that computerisation will help in a more efficient flow of information. She remarked the MIS was in place since January this year and certain states had already adopted it. It was thus the responsibility of the other states to adopt it. She said there is also a talk of increasing he allocation of funds from the existing 2% to anywhere between 4-6%. She further stressed on the role of the states. She said technical assistance over 5-8 gram panchayats, programme coordinators, data operators at the block level needed to be put in place quickly. She felt the state must release funds quickly, get the staff in place, and carry out work-time-motion studies so as to get the task measurements right. She concluded by saying that it is important that people learn to demand their right to work.

9. Dr Jayati Ghosh – felt that the result of this social audit as well as the act itself give much hope. She said this act was historic not just for India but the world over. She said things were already improving on the ground. She said that the agricultural sector is suffering all over India and hence it is essential that rural India be put into focus and the financial situation of villages improved. She said this act would play a big role in the development of rural India. She concluded by saying that it was the responsibility of society to ensure that this act is a success.

10. Shri Yogandar – He began by saying that it was essential to give NREGA time for its implementation. He congratulated the collector for her excellent work at Dungarpur. He felt the problem of staffing needed to be addressed. He felt that there would be huge practical problems to include grains as a form of wage payments. Instead he stressed the need for improving the PDS. He said the villages are faced with a variety of problems such as malnutrition, ill health, poverty, etc. One mustn’t expect NREGA to solve all problems. He stressed the need to improve the natural resources such as land that are available to the village. He felt this would reduce the large-scale migration that was taking place from villages to neighbouring states. 

Aruna Roy concluded by quoting Dushyanth: “Sirf hungama karna maksad nahin, humaara maksad hai ki surat badalni chahiye”  

