A Unique and Massive Exercise in Social Monitoring of NREGA
(A Briefing Note)

Venue: Dungarpur District



Date: 15th-26th April 2006
The Context

Despite its many shortcomings, the passage of the much awaited National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (NREGA) promised in the UPA's Common Minimum Program was a historic day for millions of Indians.

The NREGA guarantees every rural household 100 days of manual work a year at minimum wages within a five kilometer radius. A failure to provide work gives the applicant a right to draw an unemployment allowance.  

An integral part of the NREGA which uniquely distinguishes it from mass employment generation programmes in the past are the clauses on transperancy (Section 23) and public monitoring (Section 17) of the employment guarantee schemes inextricably embedded in the Act. Rajasthan, a state exposed and hence conditioned to handling droughts and relief work, as well as the birth place of the Right to Information movement, has seen a number of activist groups seizing this opportunity to institutionalise transperancy in the EGS right from the start.

The Event

With a resolve to draw on experiences with the social audit or people’s audit process, these groups have come together in Rajasthan under the banner of the “ROZGAR EVUM SUCHNA KA ADHIKAR ABHIYAN”. 
As a first step, this platform is planning an activity of a mass social audit to cover the whole District of Dungarpur in the course of a ten-day march (padyatra).  Dungarpur, a tribal district in southern Rajasthan, is one of the 6 districts where NREGA is being implemented in the State. The objective of this mass social audit will be to establish the entitlements people have under the NREGA, and fight manipulation and negligence of the delivery machinery and vested interests. 

In all, close to a thousand participants - 400-500 from Dungarpur District itself, and a similar number from other parts of the state and country will participate in the 10-day walk, assist in as well as learn from the campaign. The participants will be from diverse backgrounds like government officials, policy makers, social activists, NGOs, researchers and students.
	This will be an attempt to demonstrate that people can competently participate in, control and ensure public monitoring not just in small pockets but in an entire district.


It is hoped that this exercise, to be held approximately two months into the implementation of the Act, will lead to a rapid spread of people’s audit and related processes to other parts of the state and country.
The Exercise 

The ROZGAR EVUM SUCHNA KA ADHIKAR ABHIYAN has proposed that upto a thousand people will divide into 30 groups with approximately 30 people in each group. After a two-day preparatory meeting and orientation in Dungarpur town, they will go out across the district to visit every village in the district in a span of a week. During this time, each group will visit villages (as mapped out in the two-day workshop) with primarily two objectives in mind.
Firstly, the groups will spread awareness about the NREGA through various modes. The team will consist of local people, researchers, communicators, journalists, activists and others. Secondly, a daily reporting from each of the groups from worksites of the NREGA and from the villages visited, on the actual implementation of the provisions in the NREGA guidelines will be maintained. The teams will carry a checklist of essential entitlements of workers, like status of job cards applied for, allotment of job cards, the procedure for registration, disbursment of wages, measurement of work, unemployment allowance for those who did not receive work and so on. It is hoped that this will translate into immediate redressal of grievances, by informing the district administration based on the daily reports and demanding redressal while the march is on. 
Preparatory programmes have already been held.  The proposed programme is as follows:
	Programme
	Date
	Venue

	All participants to arrive in Dungarpur

Workshop for Padyatra
	15th April

16-17th April


	Krishi Vigyan Kendra(KVK), Badal Mahal, Dungarpur

	Padyatra in villages of Dungarpur District
	17th -25th April
	Dungarpur District

	Public Hearing in a Panchayat and Panel Discussion with Government Officials*
	25th April
	Dungarpur District

	Concluding One-day Sammelan
	26th April
	Krishi Vigyan Kendra(KVK), Badal Mahal, Dungarpur


*Tentative, to be confirmed.
A formal invitation will be sent out to you closer to the date of the event. 
Looking forward to your participation.

Thanking you,

Sd/-
Aruna Roy

(On behalf of ROZGAR EVUM SUCHNA KA ADHIKAR ABHIYAN)

How to reach Dungarpur? People coming from Delhi and Jaipur can reach Udaipur by Bus or Train. Buses to Dungarpur are available from Udaypole Roadways Bus stand, Udaipur at an interval of one hour from 7:00am to 8:00pm. The distance between Udaipur and Dungarpur is 105 km. Those coming from Ahmedabad can come straight to Dungarpur by Bus (distance: 150 km).

Contacts for media-related information: Bhanwar Meghwanshi (M): 9352110451, Sowmya Sivakumar (Jaipur) (M): 9413204488/ (R) 0141-2362358. For local/logistical arrangements: Bhanwar Singh (Astha, Udaipur) (M): 9414166348, Maan Singh Sisodia (Wagad Mazdoor Kisan Sanghathan, Dungarpur) (O):02964-233996. Email contact:  srabhiyan@gmail.com (for general), sowmya_sivakumar@yahoo.com (for media).
NREGA and The Significance of Social Audits -  A Background

Why Public Monitoring in NREGA?
While the poor in the country have received the NREGA with much enthusiasm and hope, many have been skeptical about its actual implementation. There are mainly two arguments raised by the critics of the NREGA. The first is the quantum and capacity to meet the financial requirements of the law. The other is that, even though now this law has been passed and money has been made available, corruption would pervert the intent of the scheme.
There is also an apprehension amongst many of us working with the rural poor is that the corruption might be used to decry, discredit, and eventually dismantle this hard won entitlement. Particularly as one section in the law states " that wherever corruption is found, the work will be stopped'!! 
This particular argument needs to be addressed and taken much further: For instance:  

· Are entire hospitals shut down, if there is a case of corruption ?

· Are police stations disbanded if there are corrupt police officials?

· Are the armed forces disbanded because of corruption in defence deals?

· Is the whole administration to be dismantled because of corruption?

But the most important requirement at this stage is to ensure that the entitlements that this legislation offers are known to, and reach the intended workers. Also to ensure that the legal right does not collapse due to weak implementation as so many other legislations have in the past. It is obvious that this is an enormous task which will have to be strategically addressed. Administrative preparation in most parts of the country has been woefully inadequate, and except for pockets where there are rural workers organizations, people remain at the mercy of vested interests, who control the implementation machinery.  At the very least we must be able to understand what is happening at a grass root level and try and mobilize people to demand their rights. A process will have to be developed through which people can ensure they get their entitlements. 
	The experience of over a decade of a number of grassroot groups in Rajasthan, has shown that public monitoring of employment programmes has resulted in significantly reducing corruption in  drought relief works, and that the effort to use transparency and peoples participation has resulted in delivering crucial  benefits to the rural poor.     


This is something the government has finally started to discern and acknowledge. And now, for the first time, in the case of a government-provided large scale employment generation activity as envisaged under the NREGA, the process of public monitoring has been explicitly recognised and systematically incorporated in the entire design of such schemes.

What exactly is a “social audit”, in the context of the NREGA?

According to the operational guidelines of the NREGA, “a social audit is an ongoing process through which the potential beneficiaries and other stakeholders of an activity or project are involved at every stage: from the planning to the implementation, monitoring and evaluation. This process helps in ensuring that the activity or project is designed and implemented in a manner that is most suited to the prevailing (local) conditions, appropriately reflects the priorities and preferences of those affected by it, and most effectively serves public interest.”
But how exactly does this translate on the ground? The Operational Guidelines of the NREGA
 specifies 11 stages of implementation of employment guarantee schemes where the process of social audit comes into play:
· Registration of families
· Distribution of job cards
· Receipt of work applications
· Preparation of shelf of projects and selection of sites
· Development and approval of technical estimates and issuance of work order
· Allotment of work to individuals
· Implementation and supervision of works
· Payment of unemployment allowance
· Payment of wages
· Evaluation of work
· Mandatory social audit in the Gram Sabha (Social Audit Forum)

At each of these stages, as in employment schemes in the past, there are various ways in which the implementation process may fail to meet the norms spelled out. This is where public monitoring comes in, to prevent or address these “vulnerabilities” and ensure transparency.

This might be made clearer with a few examples:

	Example: At the stage of registration of families whose members are potential EGS workers, common problems likely to arise are - Denial of registration to eligible applicants, Incomplete list of adults in each household, Registration of bogus families/individuals, Rejection of ‘incomplete’ registration forms or Asking for money for registering names/families.




What a Social Audit at this stage entails: Social Audit norms spell out that the registration process should be carried out publicly, the initial registration to be done at a special Gram Sabha convened for the purpose.
· A prior survey shall be conducted by the Gram Panchayat to enumerate all the families and their adult members who are eligible to register. This should become a basis for ensuring that all persons who are eligible and wish to be included in the scheme are accounted for. This process would also help in preventing the registration of fictitious or ineligible names.

· Subsequent to the initial registration, there shall be a public reading at the Gram Sabha of the list of all registered households and the list of registered adults in each registered household.
· A form, with a tear-away receipt at the bottom, will be used for registration, and the receipt will be given to the registered person/family. If a form is incomplete in any way, it will be the responsibility of the concerned functionary to have it completed there and then. The final list of registered families/adults will be verified, and complaints of exclusion settled.

· No case of denial of registration can take place without giving the concerned household members an opportunity to be heard. All cases of refusal to register will be brought before the Gram Sabha. 
· The final list will be put up for public display at the Gram Panchayat office and updated every three months. Subsequent to the initial registration, the process of registration will remain perpetually open at the Gram Panchayat.
	Example: At the time of allotment of work, some of the common concerns arising could be - Giving out-of-turn allotments, Favouring or discriminating against people in allotting type/location of work, Not respecting the gender quota, Not informing the applicant and then marking him/her as absent or Demanding money for allotting work.




What a Social Audit at this stage entails:
· Maintain a work allocation register for public scrutiny at the Gram Panchayat office.
· Ensure that the public is informed through notice boards and through other measures (like drum beating) every time a new batch of work is allotted. The date up to which work has been allocated should also be made public every time work is allocated.
· Fix a specific day (typically Sunday or the weekly haat day) and a specific time and place (typically at the Gram Panchayat office) to provide information about REGS.
· On that day, ensure that the public is informed of the work allotted or ready to be allotted, along with the names of allottees, their date of application, location and type of work, and other relevant information.
	Example: Some of the predicted vulnerabilities at the stage of payment of wages - Non-payment of wages, Late payment of wages, Underpayment of Wages, Payment of wages to the wrong person, Payment of wages in the name of non-existent (ghost) workers, Payment of wages for non-existent projects, Failure to pay minimum wages.




What a Social Audit at this stage entails:

· Payments should be made in a public place on fixed days to ensure that there is no ambiguity regarding payments.
· All recipients and amounts of payment must be read aloud to ensure that the illiterate are not cheated, and also to check ghost payments.
· A list detailing all payments to be made must be put up in a public and easily accessible place prior to the reading aloud of the list.
· Provisions may be made to facilitate payments through the post office and other financial institutions.
· Disclosure of piece-rate measurement should be made individually, and not en masse, so as to provide each worker with his/her exact due. This will prevent division of the wage earned by ghost workers, etc.

It is thus clear, as mentioned at the outset, that social audit under the NREGA will, by no means, remain merely a “post-mortem” exercise, but take the form of a participative, dynamic and on-going attempt to ensure transparency and accountability.

Those curious to know the detailed steps charted out towards this end for each of the 11 stages, might find it useful to refer to Chapter 11 “Transparency and Accountability: Public Vigilance and Social Audits” of the NREGA Operation Guidelines.

Apart from the ongoing process of social audit, it is also visualised that a mandatory review of all aspects of the social audit will conducted at special Gram Sabha meetings, to be held at least once every six months. Such a bi-annual, comprehensive public hearing will be called a “Social Audit Forum”.

At these fora, people can conduct a detailed public audit of all NREGA works that have been carried out in their area in the preceding six months. Information will be read out publicly, and people will be given an opportunity to question officials, seek and obtain information, verify financial expenditure, examine the provision of entitlements, discuss the priorities reflected in choices made, and critically evaluate the quality of work as well as the services of the programme staff.

� For full text see http://www.nrega.nic.in.








