Orissa: More scams in NREGA

http://www.rediff.com/money/2007/oct/16jobs.htm

Newer ways are being devised to swindle money meant for labourers in the National Rural Employment Guarantee Programme (NREGA). 

Orissa, where the programme was already under a cloud after an NGO alleged false data were being entered on the state's NREGA website, is now uncovering more scams. 

A team of researchers led by economist Jean Dreze and Ritika Khera, which is doing a survey focussed mainly on the corruption in the programme in Orissa, recently dug out a doctored muster roll in Badhigam gram panchayat of Boudh district. 

The activists say action against a few wrongdoers will prevent a lot of harm to a programme that is as good as unmonitored. 

The district collector has suspended the panchayat executive officer in the case, besides ordering a inquiry by the vigilance department. 

The survey, instituted by Allahabad University, of NREGA worksites in 30 villages in three districts of Bolangir, Kalahandi and Boudh led to the finding of the fake muster roll. 

Dreze and Khera say that it was doctored with fake thumb marks of fake labourers. They presented it to the District Collector Shalini Pandit on October 10 leading to a vigilance inquiry. 

While Orissa's Panchayat Raj secretary R N Das said the government is yet to see this report, Shankar Kumar Raut the panchayat executive officer (PEO) involved in the case is under suspension 

The Collector visited Badhigam on October 11. "In spite of evident attempts to "doctor" the testimonies of the labourers, further evidence emerged that the muster roll was fake. Clinching evidence came from bank statements, showing that the money had been withdrawn on September 26, 2007, while payments had been made in July according to the muster roll,'' say the researchers. 

Later the same day, the embezzled money (Rs 10,480) was recovered by the District Collector from the PEO. The money was returned in cash in her office, in the presence of the survey coordinators. The PEO was suspended the next day. 

"Job cards" that are meant to enable labourers to verify the details of their wage payments are virtually useless, as the design of the card does not provide any space for recording these payments; the administration has allowed extensive "adjustments" in the muster rolls to accommodate workers who do not have a job card, opening the door to further "adjustments" that serve different purposes. Last but not least, private contractors (who are banned under the Act) are still in control of the works in many areas, say the researchers. 

Each work site is supposed to have a vigilance and monitoring committee comprising villagers. But these were ineffective in the places visited, says Khera. 

Vigilance committees at worksites are mandated by the NREGA Act to prevent corruption. A study by NGO PRIA recently found that such committees were found in 30 to 50 per cent of villages in orissa. 

 "The best way forward is strict implementation of the safeguards under the Act, starting with re-design of the Orissa job card and distribution of new, reader-friendly job cards. Also separation of payment agencies from implementation agencies, eg through bank payments (where feasible), would be a major protection against corruption. In areas where transparency safeguards are implemented (eg Rajasthan) we have found much lower levels of corruption," Dreze told Business Standard. 

Source: The Hindu ( http://www.hinduonnet.com/2007/10/16/stories/2007101654631300.htm)
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NREGA: action against corruption in Orissa

Fake muster roll found in Badhigam Gram PanchayatEnquiry initiated by the Vigilance Department

Field investigators involved in a survey of the National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (NREGA) in Orissa, initiated by Allahabad University, discovered a fake muster roll in Badhigam Gram Panchayat of Boudh district. The muster roll had been manufactured from top to bottom, for the purpose of siphoning off money from NREGA funds lying with the Gram Panchayat. The evidence is presented in the attached note, presented to the District Collector Boudh (Ms. Shalini Pandit) on 10 October.

In response to this, the District Collector summoned all functionaries concerned and visited Badhigam with them as well as with the survey coordinators on 11 October. In spite of evident attempts to &#8220;doctor&#8221; the testimonies of the labourers, further evidence emerged that the muster roll was fake. Clinching evidence came from bank statements, showing that the money had been withdrawn on 26 September 2007, while payments had been made in July according to the muster roll.

Later the same day, the embezzled money (Rs. 10,480) was recovered by the District Collector from the Panchayat Executive Officer (PEO). The money was returned in cash in her office, in the presence of the survey coordinators. The PEO was suspended the next day. A full-fledged enquiry has been initiated by the Vigilance Department.

The NREGA survey suggests that the fake muster roll in Badhigam is an extreme example of irregularities that are quite common in the survey districts (Balangir, Boudh and Kalahandi). Orissa&#8217;s Employment Guarantee Scheme seems to be particularly vulnerable to corruption, for various reasons. For instance, the &#8220;job cards&#8221; that are meant to enable labourers to verify the details of their wage payments are virtually useless, as the design of the card does not provide any space for recording these payments. Similarly, the administration has allowed extensive &#8220;adjustments&#8221; in the muster rolls to accommodate workers who do not have a job card, opening the door to further &#8220;adjustments&#8221; that serve different purposes. Last but not least, private contractors (who are banned under the Act) are still in control of the works in many areas. They perpetuate corrupt practices of the past, including the infamous &#8220;PC&#8221; (percentage) system wh!

 ereby government officials get a share of the loot through pre-fixed percentages.

In short, the transparency safeguards mandated by the National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (transparency of muster rolls, regular maintenance of job cards, banning of contractors, and so on) are not in place in Orissa. Strict implementation of these safeguards seems to be the best way to eradicate corruption from the programme.

http://www.dailypioneer.com/indexn12.asp?main_variable=BHUBANESWAR&file_name=bhub17%2Etxt&counter_img=17

NREG job cards faulty, claims social activist

Pioneer News Service | Balangir

After visiting Balangir ,Boudh, Kalahandi and other parts Orissa and making an on the spot study regarding the effectiveness of the National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme (NREGS) in those areas, social activist Jean Drezee complained that the job cards issued to the workers did not have space enough to record the wage payment.

The job card must be designed in such a way that it contains enough space for mentioning all relevant records. Besides, steps should also be taken to ensure that all the job cards are being distributed properly. The photographs of the card holders should be affixed on the card, said Drezee, speaking to newspersons at Titilagarh on Sunday.

Contrary to the records of the number of working days as mentioned in the job card, labourers are receiving less days. Meanwhile, the action taken by the Collector, Boudh district Shailini Pandit to solve the anomaly in the wake of allegation of fake muster roll at Ichhapada village sends a positive signal for other districts to check corruption.

As many as 13 points have been made by the team surveying the district which would be submitted to the State Government and Government of India to make the National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme (NREGS) effective, Drezee added.

When contacted, District Collector of Balangir RS Gopalan said that in a bid to eliminate corruption and middle man payments in National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme (NREGS) in the district, payment by cheque has been initiated and the process would be completed soon, adding that the recommendation of Drezee would be highly helpful in implementing the scheme effectively.

http://www.dailypioneer.com/indexn12.asp?main_variable=BHUBANESWAR&file_name=bhub6%2Etxt&counter_img=6

Action taken after study finds fake muster roll in Boudh

Pioneer News Service | Bhubaneswar

District Collector of Boudh Shalini Pandit has initiated action in the wake a report revealed by a survey conducted by the Allahabad University on National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (NREGA) in Orissa. The study discovered a fake muster roll in Badhigam Gram Panchayat of Boudh district.

The evidence was presented to the Collector on October 10 following which the Collector summoned all concerned functionaries and visited Badhigam with them as well as with the survey coordinators on October11. Evidence came from bank statements showing the money had been withdrawn on September 26, 2007, while payments were made in July according to the muster roll.

The embezzled amount of Rs 10,480 was recovered from the Panchayat Executive Officer, who was suspended. Jean Dreze, Reetika Khera and activist Pradeep Baisakh were among those who conducted the survey.

The survey suggested that the fake muster roll in Badhigam was an extreme example of irregularities that are quite common in the survey districts Balangir, Boudh and Kalahandi. The Employment Guarantee Scheme seems to be particularly vulnerable to corruption, for various reasons. For instance, the 'job cards' that are meant to enable labourers to verify the details of their wage payments are virtually useless, as the design of the card does not provide any space for recording these payments. Similarly, the administration has allowed extensive 'adjustments' in the muster rolls to accommodate workers who do not have a job card, opening the door to further 'adjustments' that serve different purposes, it said.

Private contractors, who are being banned under the Act are still in control of the works in many areas, the report said. "In short, the transparency safeguards mandated by the National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (transparency of muster rolls, regular maintenance of job cards, banning of contractors, and so on) are not in place in Orissa. Strict implementation of these safeguards seems to be the best way to eradicate corruption from the programme," the report added.
