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Issues for panel discussion on social audit (Dungarpur, 25 April 2006)
Initial presentation on the Abhiyan and its main findings.

1. Report on social audit
A  positive picture :

Wide awareness: In almost all the villages visited by the padyatris, there seemed to be familiarity with the basic entitlements of NREGA.  Almost every family has a job card and knows that the card entitles them to 100 days of employment over the year.  The concept of demand-driven employment is also taking root.  However, there is still insufficient awareness of various provisions of the Act, including payment rates, worksite facilities and work norms.
Massive participation: NREGA has led to unprecedented levels of employment on public works. About 115,000 (?) persons were employed on NREGA at the time of the padyatra. This roughly corresponds to half of all families in rural Dungarpur having one member employed.  About 80% (?) of the labourers are women (a majority of able-bodied men are working outside the District).
Activated administrative machinery: The NREGA has generated enormous pressure on the administration (at all levels) to focus on employment generation and to deliver.  In fact, there is a severe shortage of staff to meet the requirements. Government officials, from Gram Sevak to District Collector, are working overtime to meet the demand for work and the NREGA norms. 
Involvement of PRIs: In Dungarpur District, NREGA works are being implemented entirely through Gram Panchayats, at the moment.  No case was found of works being handed over to contractors.  This is a major achievement, as many other states continue to fall back on contracting systems of one sort or another.  Another important achievement is that there is no report of the use of labour-displacing machinery at NREGA worksites.

Low levels of corruption: Muster rolls were available at almost all the worksites for inspection.  This is a sea change from the days (not so long ago) when muster rolls were treated as secret documents.  Further, careful verification of the muster rolls at the worksites uncovered few irregularities.  Large-scale fudging of muster rolls, so common in the past, is absent today. This goes to show that IF there is Administrative intent and peoples vigilance one could have an almost corruption free NREGA.
2. Worksite-related Issues
2.1. Transparency at the worksite
Most of the worksites had boards with required information such as name of the work, sanctioned amount, and labour employed. Muster rolls were almost invariably available at the worksites.  Job cards were generally available with the mate, although the systems of filling them and methods of keeping them during work are still to be properly worked out. They do and sometimes do not tally with the muster rolls.  Some of the prescribed transparency norms are yet to be implemented.  For instance, muster rolls were not necessarily read aloud by the mate. Methods of displaying muster rolls need to be spelt out.  Similarly, most worksites lacked boards with reader-friendly details of the work norms and daily labour and material figures.  

2.2. Measurement

The quantum of work required to be done by an individual worker according to the norms is excessive, partly because there is no evaluation of the quality of the soil to be dug. The mate is unaware of different work norms for different kinds of quality of soil. The averaging out of work required to be done (pits measuring 12x12x2 or 15x10x2) fails to take into consideration the variation in the quality of soil even within a work site, and the  conditions of lift and lead that may affect performance. Since the completion of the task allotted is linked to the minimum wage and since the quantum of work is not necessarily based on rational norms, it is impossible for most workers to earn the statutory minimum wage.  The challenge is to evolve work norms and measurement practices that will make it possible for workers to earn the minimum wage.
Another unfortunate practice is that, when work is measured and given to the workers on a group basis, it is impossible to determine individual performances. The non-performance of one member of the team brings down wage levels for everyone. In most cases, this promotes a sense of indifference to the quantum of work. There has been an attempt to bring down the numbers in a group by the District administration to five. However, the performance of individual groups is most often not reflected in differential wage payments on the same worksite. Collective measurement effectively seems to remain the norm.
One reason for this is the shortage of staff, particularly Junior Engineers, to supervise the working of the mate.  Most of the payments are decided without visits to the sites, based on the figures on the muster rolls provided by the mate. There are not enough Junior Engineers to measure the number of works under NREGA. Without adequate numbers of staff; engineers, para-engineers, and trained and qualified mates, the quality of the works and the measurements of work done will continue to be ad hoc. This will directly impact the level of wages.
2.3. Worksite facilities

Worksite facilities, if any, were very poor at most of the worksites inspected on the padyatra.  In most cases, only water arrangements had been made.  No arrangements have been made for first-aid and basic medicines at the worksites.  Even shade was missing at many worksites, forcing some women to keep small babies in the open, exposed to the scorching sun. Crèche facilities were nowhere to be seen, even at worksites with more than five children under the age of six.  The absence of any child care arrangements causes enormous hardship to women and children. It forces many women to make a hard choice between leaving young children at home without proper care, and keeping them at the worksite in precarious conditions. Lack of child care facilities also makes it harder for women to participate in the programme.
2.4. Wage payments
Wage payments raise a number of serious issues.  First, as mentioned earlier, work norms are too demanding and make it very hard for workers to earn the minimum wage.  At the worksites visited by the Padyatra, wages actually paid were usually somewhere between Rs 40 and Rs 60 per day, and sometimes as low as Rs 20-25 per day. [COMPILE EXACT DETAILS IF POSSIBLE] There were very few cases of anyone earning the statutory minimum wage of Rs 73 per day.  Second, there are delays in wage payments at many worksites, apparently partly because of cash flow problems and lack of staff .  [DETAILS] Third, there is widespread confusion about the payment of “advances” to workers . Many groups have demanded that final payments be made within seven days as per the guidelines, instead of advances. Fourth, the transparency provisions prescribed for wage payments are only partially followed.  For instance, in the absence of proper technical measurement of individual work by the mate/Junior Engineer and of proper communication about the work norms, workers do not know how their work compares with the prescribed task linked to the minimum wage.  Fifth, there is a strong demand for partial wage payments in food grain , particularly from women. 
2.5. Categories of work

At the present estimate of availability of worksites for earth works, and within the present list of “permissible works”, there is a danger of saturation of work opportunities in Dungarpur District within a few years. This points to the need for diversification of the types of work, and expansion of the list of permissible works to include a whole range of activities.  The government will also have to seriously address the issue of dovetailing of NREGA with other schemes and programmes under various Departments.  Pro-active use should be made of the “residual” category of permissible works under Schedule I of the Act (and of the associated provisions in the Operational Guidelines), which provides for including further works on the list in consultation with State Governments.
3. Panchayat level issues
In Dungarpur District, NREGA works are being implemented entirely through Gram Panchayats at the moment.  Therefore, the transparency boards outside the Panchayat offices are very important.  They were in place in most cases.  Shelves of projects have also been prepared, but are yet to be adequately communicated to the people.  Redressal mechanisms also need to be put in place urgently, so that complaints are dealt with in a timely, fair and effective manner.  Computerisation of records at the Panchayat level would also be extremely useful.
However, the most critical issue in this context is the shortage of staff at the Panchayat level.  Rozgar Gram Sevaks have not been appointed, and most of the work is being done by the Panchayat Secretary (Gram Sevak) and Sarpanch along with all their other responsibilities.  The Gram Sevaks are overworked and urgently need assistance.  Additional staff is also required for work measurement, payment of wages, etc.

Panchayats also need more funds for administrative and transparency tasks.  This requires raising the percentage of administrative costs in NREGA well above the present level of 2 per cent – say to 6 per cent at the very least.
4. Panchayat Samiti level issues
Full computerisation of NREGA records at the Panchayat Samiti level
Computerisation and reporting (online registration etc.)

Kiosks

Websites
* Suggestions from discussions with engineers

   Estimated engineering staff proportionate to work in the District/Panchayat Samiti

·  One Junior Engineer for every 50 lakhs worth of work sanctioned

· One Assistant Engineer for every 8-10 Junior Engineers

· One Executive Engineer for every Block/ Panchayat Samiti

· Four Executive Engineers at the District level ( Two for monitoring and two for inspection and  quality control )

· All function under a Superintending Engineer at the District level

 Panel discussion on mass social audit of NREGA

(Dungarpur, 25 April 2006) 3 p.m. to 7 p.m.
Chair: Chief Minister Vasundhara Raje (to be confirmed)

Coordination: Aruna Roy and Jean Drèze

Panelists: B.N. Yugandhar (Member, Planning Commission), Amita Sharma (JS, MoRD), Ram Lubhaiya (Principal Secy, Rural Devt and PR, GoR), K.S. Raju (Principal Secy, RD and PR, GoAP), Jayati Ghosh, Professor JNU,  Amitabh Mukhopadhyay (Joint Secy, Lok Sabha Secretariat), Collector Dungarpur

Agenda
3  -3.15 
Welcome  – Man Singh 


Song

            Introduction to the Mass Social Audit (Aruna Roy and Shankar Singh)
3.15-3.30
Presentation on the Abhiyan,  and the Padyatra 
( co-ordinated by Bhanwar Singh and Richa)
                        The formation of the Abhiyan  purpose, budget, financial management

The Padyatra -number of teams, the villages visited, and numbers of organisations, states represented, brief collective introduction of team members present.

3.30-4.30
Presentation of padyatra reports and issues its main findings     

                        (co-ordinated by R.D. Vyas and Nikhil Dey)
1. Issues in the village




1.1 Job Cards




1.2 Application for work (receipts and work allotment)




1.3 Selection of works 



2. Worksite-related Issues



2.1. Transparency at the worksite




2.2. Measurement




2.3. Worksite facilities




2.4. Wage payments




2.5. Categories of work



3. Panchayat and Panchayat Samiti level issues



3.1 Staff




3.2 Information Flow, suo-moto transparency, computerisation


Conclusion and findings    ( Jean Drèze )

4.30-6.15
Comments of panelists
6.15-7.15
Audience interaction
7.15

 Vote of thanks Devilal Vyas

Concluding song 
