VENUE: Valota Gram Panchayat

TIME: 0800 hrs

DATE: 25th April 2006

EVENT: A Model “Periodic Social Audit”

The programme began with singing of songs by the various tollis (groups) that had been part of the 10-day padyatra in Dungarpur district. There were songs from different states of India. Gradually the pandal filled up with the panelists, the padyatris as well as the villagers (of Valota).

Slogans such as “humara paise humara hisab” could be heard in the background as well.

The programme began with an introduction by Aruna Roy. She said that the money the government spent was for the villages of India and what activists like them demand is simply the accounts or hisab of how this money is spent. She pointed that this money belonged to the people of India – be it the villager, the farmer, the shopkeeper, the panchayat or even the government officials.

Shankarji then enthralled the audience with a short puppet show. The puppet sang : “what the labourer wants is not a a big house, fancy cars, etc but to a livelihood and to know where the government money is going..”

Aruna then returns to acknowledge Wagad Mazdoor Sangathan, Centre for Equity Studies as well as the National Institute for rural development as the three main organisations who helped in the mass social audit conducted in dungarpur district.

She then introduced the panelists:

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

2. Shri Tarachand Bhagoda-  Zila Pramukh

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

4. Shri Shailesh Gandhi – Engineer from Bombay who has been deeply involved with the RTI campaign  (SP NCPI???)

5. Mohan Lal Jain/Sharmaji – District CEO

6. Devi Lal Vyas-  NGO – Pedo sanstha

7. Shri Khurma Bai Rawat- Valota Sarpanch

8. Shrimati Manju Rajpal- district collector

9. Dr Trilochan Shastri- IIMB professor 

Aruna pointed out that it was heartening to know that there is very little corruption in ongoing public works (less than 2-3%). This points to how essential it is to keep inspecting and monitoring on going works.

The Right to Information (RTI) she said was not about making friends or enemies but about getting to the truth, especially since the truth was far more important for the poor. It was not their intention to point fingers and fight with the sarpanch or the politicians. An example of RTI is when in Bikaner district some children filed an application under RTI to find out who their school master was only to find that he had contracted his job out to others at half the rate. Thus the RTI can be used in a variety of ways for the benefit of the poor.

Agar hum janenge tabhi hum jiyenge. (to know is to live).

Nikhil Dey said it was the responsibility of the public to always keep a watch and be vigilant. He said two things must be ensured:

1. There must be checking of muster rolls as the works were going on.

2. every six months a gram sabha must take place to look into records and paperwork in the expenditure at work sites, materials used, output levels, etc.

He pointed that even the illiterate could keep a check by keeping their eyes and ears open and speaking up if they sense something is wrong.

He said the basic idea is to find out the truth and the mistakes/errors so as to find solutions for it. There must be no feeling of hatred or animosity. He explained that today the aim was to examine the public works undertaken in Valota Panchayat over the last year and to see the truth of what has happened.

Shankarji then explained a few ways that the muster rolls can be simplified to clearly give the labourer’s name, age caste, amount worked, whether he/she has been present or absent a particular day, etc. He said the labourer needn’t be literate to check the muster rolls, clearly he can make out if he is marked present or absent.

He said it would also be far simpler and more efficient to have the records of one labourer on one page- giving details of all the work sites he/she has worked at, etc.

Girishji brought up the issue of materials and supplies at the work site. He said it was important to clearly list out what amount of supplies came in and when, what was paid for it and who the suppliers were. All bill vouchers must also be available to be seen. It was also important to recover the CC (completion certificate) and VC (??) for each worksite.

He pointed to cases in the past when records showed payments for materials from outside contractors whereas the material (such as gravel) had been obtained through village resources itself.

Then came the chance of the villagers of Valota to reveal to the panelists the discrepancies that could have taken place in the muster rolls of last year’s work sites:

1. Manju Kantilal : the muster rolls claimed that she had worked at bodakhota, for 50 days, paid Rs 3800 and even had her thumbprint against her name. She admitted that she is actually literate, thus would never put a thumb print; is not a karigar as mentioned in the rolls and had not worked at this site at all.

2. Aruna pointed to the fact that there were no women who would do the work of chunai, yet a lot of muster rolls had records of the same, clearly revealing money being siphoned off. She added that there were about 10 such women (Mangli Mahender, Roomli Khemraj, Rupa Pankaj, etc) who got about Rs 3300-3500 rupees according to the muster rolls but didn’t actually receive these amounts.

For the worksite at Omri:
3. Arjun Phula’s name in muster roll recorded an earning of Rs 5150, which he admitted to have never received. He only works as a farmer. He also literate while there is a thumb print against his name.

4. Shanti ram Phula- Arjun Phula’s brother too never received the same amount as above that was mentioned in the rolls. Infact he is handicapped and only does agricultural work.

5. Shankar Bimji pointed that at this worksite machines were made used of, yet the muster rolls showed no such thing.

6. Galaa Khema also said that he was not a karigar and had never worked at the site yet Rs 5150 was against his name in the rolls.

7. Exactly Same is the case of Limba Vaalji and Bema Phula. Bema Phula pointed out that it was actually his sons who had worked at that site.

8. Devram Roopji also not a karigar and never having worked at this site had Rs 3200 falsely lifted against his name.

9. Kamla Devram – wife of Devram Roopji has also never worked but listed in the muster rolls.

It was then that Mr Yogandar asked the villagers if the ainikat existed and if at all was useful to them.To this the villagers replied in affirmative.

The Collector then explained to the villagers that it was extremely important that they speak up now and not be scared. She said it was important to see where things went wrong and see how we can change that.

Gabian Work at Bodakhota:

10. Harish Chand Kemraj- a tailor by profession, has never worked at the site. Rs 3800 has been lifted against his name.

11. Shankar Rajing- He doesn’t work as he has a broken hand. Rs 3800 lifted in his name.

12. Mani Sohan- Brother of Harsih Kemraj, he never stays in the village yet money lifted in his name.

13. Mohan Rajing- He stays in Rajkot, been there for 25 years, yet he is shown as the Meth (??) of the worksite.

14. Lalji Khatra – He has been blind for 5 years. Rs 3900 lifted in his name. All his sons are in Ahemdabad yet money taken in their name. About Rs 15000 taken from his entire household.

15. Roopa Khemraj – she works at the anganwadi yet money lifted in her name from the worksite.

Aruna explained that there were two reasons as to why this siphoning off the money was harmful:

1. its morally bad that such anomalies exist. It has a negative effect on the society at large.

2. Money siphoned out means it is neither going to the deserving people or to the worksite. This has an adverse effect on the development of the place.

She pointed that about Rs 62000 seemed to have siphoned off in the names of just 19 people. 

People on the Indravyas scheme(for the poorest households):

16. Thavri Bhakta – is an old man. He lives with his aged wife. They have no children to support them. They live on a meagre pension of Rs 200 each per month. They were entitled to 21 bags of wheat while they got only 6. Their house barely had any food.

17. Mani –  got only 10 bags of wheat while entitled to 20.

Girishji then stated the names of some of the contractors : Gautam Lal who he revealed is the son of the sarpanch, and Vakalia Constructions which is owned by the Sachiv’s ??? brother.

It was here that the sarpanch emotionally spoke up and said that he had done a whole lot for the village such as building of roads in Valota. He said things were very different 10 years back. He said he had used his own tractor to get the roads to Valota built. He did vaguely admit to the fudging saying some of it was inevitable but said he would have his throat slit if they proved that he was lying about his commitment to the village.

It was here that Aruna intervened to say that the intention of this whole exercise was not to blame the sarpanch and they were certainly not saying that the sarpanch had not worked for the village. However there is a need to improve things, reduce the inefficiencies and the sarpanch must allow the public to participate and help in this process of development of the village.

Mr Amitabh Mukhopadhyaya stressed the need for maintenance of asset registers in every village, zila and upwards, so that discrepancies in accounts can be at their minimum. These asset registers must have information on when and where the work happened, how much funds went into it, etc. He pointed that sometimes it was inevitable to have pucca kam and to sanction kucha kaam as a rule is incorrect.

Nikhil reiterated the need for checking on ongoing public works with the intention of not sending people to jail but for improving the running of such schemes.

He then quoted total money siphoned off in individual projects:

1. Ainikat nirman – Rs 35000

2. Gabian structure nirman – Rs 143000 (check for exact figure)

3. others
He said that the public must participate in this process of checking. A total of 6 lakh rupees need to be investigated

Suresh Phulejiya (supposed BJP worker ???) said that sometimes the terrain of a plain made it inevitable to use machines and the schemes don’t allow for putting such expenditures on record.

It was then time for the panelists to speak:

1. Mr Trilochan Shastri said that the money the government was spending was in the name of the villagers and hence the right to the accounts of such expenditures also lay with them. He said RTI in conjunction with the employment guarantee scheme allows one to check accounts.

2. Mr Shailesh Gandhi said that the country was not really poor but people did need to be vigilant.

3. Shri Tarachand Bhagoda felt the main problem was the 60-40 ratio between labour and materials, which led to adjustments being made in the records. He said that if NREGA is implemented then over the next five years there would be a lot of progress. He said a closer look into the provisions of the act was required to make it more implementable. He said that in hilly terrain such as this machines should be permitted to make pucca structures.

4. Mr Vyas from Pedo said that it was essential that people spoke out if they felt they were right.

5. Mr Amitabh Mukhopadhyay reiterated the need to have detailed paperwork on the schemes.

6. Ms. Manju Rajpal, the collector congratulated MKSS on their work here at Valota. She said this exercise has to be not just village specific but carried over the entire district/zila. She people need to check ongoing work. Also every panchayat would be getting a lot more money now onwards and hence to keep a watch on this was essential. She said there have been threats from miscreants and that appropriate action is and will be taken against them. She said people who speak out shall be supported and protected to the best of her abilities.

7. Mr Yogandar – he said he was very happy to see that such a big crowd of men and women had attended the function today and that there was need to have regular gram sabhas like this one more so as all government money was now coming at the level of the gram sabhas. He requested the sarpanch and the zila parishad to give responsibility to the panchayats and the gram sabhas. He said the gram sabhas should be conducted in a democratic way. He pointed to the debate at the national level as to whether money should be granted at the level of the gram sabhas or not. Hence the gram sabhas had a huge responsibility to prevent corruption. He said it was imperative for the sarpanch and the gram sabha to have a good relationship where either must be allowed to question the other. He said works need not necessarily be large scale but the focus can shift to building individual assets such as well. This shall also help in further reduction in use of machinery. He said the use of machines if unavoidable must be through the use of funds from other government schemes and not the employment guarantee ones.

8. Aruna concluded that a lot of money is coming in, more than ever before due to this act. Hence it was extremely important to keep continuous watch as it has been proven that when checks are made on ongoing works then the fudging is a lot less than if checks are made annually. She said that Dungarpur especially had a huge responsibility in making this act a success. She profusely thanked the villagers of Dungarpur for their hospitality as well.

The programme ended aptly with the slogan “Humaara paisa humaara hisab” (our money, our accounts) and “ Aawaaz do hum ek hain” (Speak out that we are one) in the various languages of India.

