[EPW editorial, March 2005]

BACKTRACKING ON EMPLOYMENT GUARANTEE

The policy priorities listed in the Common Minimum Programme (CMP) begin with a clear pledge to “immediately enact a National Employment Guarantee Act”. As the CMP approaches its first anniversary, the credibility of the UPA government hinges crucially in its ability to fulfill this pledge. Unfortunately, the Employment Guarantee Act has run into heavy weather.

The first sign of backtracking came on 21 December 2004, when the National Rural Employment Guarantee Bill 2004 (NREGB 2004) was tabled in Parliament. This Bill is so weak that it defeats the purpose of an employment guarantee. For instance, it states that the guarantee will come into effect “in such areas and for such periods as the Central Government may notify”. In other words, the Bill specifies the modalities of guaranteed employment, but it does not guarantee that the guarantee applies!  Other crucial weaknesses of NREGB2004 include the absence of any minimum wage and the restriction of the employment guarantee to “poor” households (read households with a BPL card).

The second blow came with the Union Budget 2005-6.  The Finance Minister has allocated Rs 11,000 crores for the National Food For Work Programme, which is being projected as the “precursor” of the Employment Guarantee Act.  The latter is expected to come into force initially in the same 150 poorest districts where the NFFWP is being implemented.  However, the total of Rs 11,000 crores is misleading, as it includes the imputed value of 5 million tonnes of grain, calculated at the so-called “economic cost” of Rs 11 per kg.  It would be more logical to value this grain at local market prices, in which case the NFFWP allocation comes down to Rs 8,500 crores or so.  This is barely half of the cost of implementing an Employment Guarantee Act in the country's  150 poorest districts, as anticipated by the National Advisory Council.  Further, there is no sign of any attempt to devise a financing mechanism that would allow the expenditure on Employment Guarantee to adjust to  the demand for employment, rather than the other way round.

A third indication of the government's lack of commitment to the Employment Guarantee Act is the fate of the National Food For Work Programme.  As mentioned earlier, the government is projecting this programme as the forerunner of the Employment Guarantee Act.  The NFFWP guidelines state explicitly: “The new Foor For Work Programme is also a move towards wage employment guarantee. It is  an experiment, which if successfully carried out, will give the government the necessary confidence to take responsibility for providing wage employment guarantee”.  However, closer scrutiny of the guidelines reveals that the NFFWP bears no resemblance whatsoever to the promised Employment Guarantee Act.

The inadequacy of the NFFWP guidelines begin with the absence of any guarantee of employment, or for that matter of any means of adjusting the amount of employment generated to the demand for work.  It is, of course, not possible to provide a legal guarantee within the framework of the NFFWP.  However, this does not prevent the government from injecting an element of guarantee in the programme.  Madhya Pradesh's  “Education Guarantee Scheme” is an example of a programme that includes an element of guarantee, even though the guarantee is not enforceable in Court.  Also, states like Rajasthan have evolved effective procedures to ensure some fairness if not universality in the allocation of work, in situations where some rationining of employment is inevitable.  Procedures of this kind are conspicuously absent in the NFFWP guidelines.

Second, the NFFWP guidelines have weak provisions for transparency and accountability.  An opportunity has been missed to build on the detailed transparency provisions crafted in successive drafts of the Employment Guarantee Act.  For insance, section 12 of the draft National Rural Employment Guarantee Act prepared by the National Advisory Council puts in place extensive safeguards against corruption, few of which are reflected in the NFFWP guidelines.  Instead, the NWWFP guidelines take refuge in toothless safeguards, such as requiring the District Collector to provide a “no embezzlement certificate” before the second instalment of central funding is released.

Third, the NFFWP guidelines are highly centralised and bureaucratic. Essentially, the District Collector is in charge and the Panchayati Raj Institutions have been sidelined.  In particular, the Gram Panchayat and Gram Sabha play little role in the planning, implementation and monitoring of the programme.  

In short, many essential features of the proposed Employment Guarantee Act are lacking in the National Food For Work Programme.  In particular the NFFWP misses the central purpose of the EGA, namely to make the state accountable to the people.  This contrast needs to be borne in mind in any assessment of the NFFWP and its implications for the Employment Guarantee Act.

