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NREGA in Orissa: Back to Basics
Banamalli Naik is a poor agricultural labourer who lives in Brahmanpalli Gram Panchayat, Boudh District.  The family (Banamalli, his wife and four children) owns a small plot of land but survives mainly from casual labour and related activities such as collection of mahua and tendu.  At ordinary times, Banamalli earns about Rs 30 a day as a casual agricultural labourer.  This year, however, he and his wife worked for two months on a local NREGA worksite, where they are entitled to the minimum wage of Rs 70 a day.  This is an unprecedented work opportunity for them, and Banamalli says that he would work on NREGA for a full 100 days in the year (or even more) if he had the chance.  The talab they have deepened with other labourers, just outside the village, is much appreciated by local residents.  Aside from providing a new source of irrigation, the talab is intensively used for bathing and swimming, and fish seeds were recently released in it.
Banamalli is one among millions of poor labourers in Orissa for whom NREGA presents a new hope of dignified work at a living wage.  Unfortunately, this potential lifeline often wears thin as the basic conditions of effective implementation of NREGA are yet to be put in place in many districts of Orissa.  In particular, there is a long way to go in enforcing the transparency safeguards.

This is one of the main findings of a recent survey of NREGA conducted in three districts of Orissa (Balangir, Boudh and Kalahandi ) by students of Delhi University, in collaboration with local volunteers.  This survey was initiated by the G.B. Pant Social Science Institute, Allahabad University.  In each of the three districts, two Blocks were selected through random sampling, and in each sample Block, five randomly-selected Gram Panchayats were covered.

The muster roll verifications conducted as part of this survey show that the number of days worked according to the sample labourers is only 60 per cent of the total employment days recorded against their names in the muster rolls (see attached table).  What is the corresponding extent of embezzlement of NREGA funds is hard to say, as the entire record-keeping system is virtually unverifiable.  This is due to faulty design of job cards, widespread “adjustments” in the records (e.g. to accommodate workers without job cards), non-transparent work measurement, and related problems.  What is not in doubt, however, is that a substantial proportion of NREGA funds are being siphoned off without trace.
The fate of the “Job Cards” is a good illustration of the failure of transparency safeguards.  The Job Card is a vital document, which is meant to enable labourers to verify their own wage payments.  Unfortunately, the design of the Job Card is highly defective, making it hard even for an educated person (let alone an illiterate labourer) to read the entries.  Worse, there is no space for recording wage payments, and this defeats the very purpose of the Job Card.  Further, Job Cards were poorly maintained in most of the sample Gram Panchayats, and even “blank” in many cases.
There are similar problems with the muster rolls.  Under the Act, muster rolls are supposed to be kept at the worksite, and to be available at all times for public scrutiny.  However, this was rarely the case in the sample Gram Panchayats.  The old practice of recording attendance in informal notebooks (“kaccha muster rolls”) at the worksite, while the “pacca muster rolls” are leisurely filled elsewhere by unscrupulous functionaries, is alive and well.  Quite often, labourers are made to sign blank muster rolls in advance.  The acceptance of routine “adjustments” in the muster rolls, e.g. to accommodate workers without job cards, has also opened the door to widespread embezzlement.
The continued involvement of contractors in NREGA is another example of violation of the transparency safeguards.  In many of the sample Gram Panchayats, NREGA works were under the control of contractors, either directly or through proxies such as the “Village Labour Leaders”.  The contractors typically collude with corrupt functionaries to siphon off NREGA funds by fudging muster rolls and recycling the loot based on the so-called “PC (percentage) system”.  This is another hangover from the past, when contractors were allowed to take charge of public works programme.  Under NREGA, they are banned, and this ban should be strictly enforced.
Thus, successful implementation of NREGA in Orissa calls for returning to some of the very basic steps required under the Act: awareness drives, design of job cards, transparency of muster rolls, elimination of contractors, among others.  Some specific recommendations along these lines are listed in the attached note.
NREGA Survey, Orissa (October 2007)
Recommendations of “Debriefing Workshop”

A workshop was held in Kesinga on 13 October 2007 with the field investigators (Delhi University students and local volunteers) who participated in the recent survey of NREGA in Balangir, Boudh and Kalahandi Districts.  One of the major concerns that emerged is the lack of accountability in the entire NREGA implementation machinery, and in particular, the rampant violation of transparency safeguards.  At the end of the workshop, the following recommendations were formulated by the participants:
1. Awareness drives: Awareness drives urgently need to be conducted, as most labourers are still unaware of their entitlements under NREGA.

2. Expansion of employment: The scale of employment under NREGA should be radically increased, especially during the “lean” seasons.
3. Shelf of projects: A shelf of projects should be prepared in each Gram Panchayat, as per NREGA Guidelines, with special attention to labour-intensive works.
4. Job cards: Job cards need to be re-designed and replaced by 1 April 2008, as the current design is highly defective (e.g. there is no space to record wage payments).
5. Transparency of Muster Rolls: Gram Panchayat functionaries should be held responsible for ensuring that Muster Rolls are kept at the worksite and available at all times for public scrutiny.  No “adjustments” in the MRs (e.g. to accommodate workers without job cards) should be entertained.
6. Rozgar Divas: The practice of a weekly “Rozgar Divas” in each Gram Panchayat should be introduced, as per NREGA Guidelines.
7. NREGA Primer: A simple, reader-friendly “primer” on NREGA should be made available to each Gram Panchayat.
  Related resources (booklets, pamphlets, videos, simplified guidelines, etc.) should also be prepared for training purposes.
8. Helplines: Each Block should have a NREGA Helpline (for information as well as complaints); the Helpline number should be “sticked” on each Job Card.
9. Staff deployment: Additional staff (e.g. Junior Engineers and Gram Rozgar Sevaks) need to be appointed. Each Gram Panchayat needs a trained Gram Rozgar Sevak.
10. Fixing responsibility: As far as possible, specific persons should be responsible for each essential task under NREGA. For instance, the responsibility for Job Card maintenance should be clearly assigned to Rozgar Gram Sevaks.
11. Separation of payment agencies from implementing agencies: Whenever possible, payment agencies should be separated from implementing agencies (e.g. through Bank payments, in areas where Banks are conveniently accessible).
12. Elimination of contractors: The ban on contractors in NREGA should be strictly enforced.  Immediate action should be taken in notorious cases of contractor involvement in NREGA, such as Chaulsukha Gram Panchayat (Balangir District).  Works with low labour-material ratios should be avoided.
13. Exemplary action: Firm action should be taken in cases of embezzlement of NREGA funds and other gross violations of the Act (including the involvement of contractors).
� A booklet of this type (Employment Guarantee Act: A Primer) is already available in Oriya from the National Book Trust, and could be used as a model for the preparation of an improved local Primer.





