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The NREG scheme is a necessary step for the alleviation of rural poverty.

But there is widespread concern as to how effectively the large amounts

earmarked for the  scheme will  be utilized  in a  productive manner with

lasting benefits to the rural community. The author argues for dovetailing

the existing Rural Development schemes, which also have similar object-

ives, to NREGS  to avoid overlap of effort and expenditure. Also, there is 

a  strong case for taking up schemes like growing of Biofuel trees, produ-

ction of biofuels and afforestation on a massive scale in rural areas which

will ensure productive use of NREG funds and  bestow immense benefits

on the entire economy and change the very face of rural India.


While the National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme (NREGS) is a welcome, necessary and belated step in the alleviation of poverty and destitution in rural areas, there is understandable concern in the Govt., industry and academic circles and among public at large as to whether such a scheme, being implemented on a massive scale, dispersed all over the country, will be executed in a fool-proof manner and free of abuse, and, more importantly, would lead to the creation of durable assets of lasting value to the rural community. So long as it does so, the scheme, the effort and the money expended will not have been in vain and would considerably help in uplifting the rural poor.

Financial Implications

2.
The financial implications of the scheme are considerable (see Annexure ). The scheme would now cover every rural household and not only the “poor” rural families. As per 1991 census, the number of rural households was 112 million. There are now  some 128 million Rural households, of which an estimated 60 million may belong to ‘Rural Poor’ ( BPL ) category with some 260 million persons. Another 30 mn. households in lower income ( APL ) group may also avail the benefits of the scheme. The remaining rural households, in the middle and higher income bracket, may not participate in the scheme which involves mostly arduous physical labour. ( In the absence of proper all-India or state-wise data, it is difficult to make a precise estimate of the number of beneficiary rural households under the NREG scheme ). Thus, if one person in each of the estimated 90 mn. households are to be provided 100 days’ work in a year, and are paid, on an average, Rs. 70 per day as minimum wage ( the wage to be paid will be Rs. 60 per day or the prevalent minimum wage in the State, whichever is higher ), the total outgo  on the scheme would  be Rs. 63,000  crore  per annum when the scheme is fully in 

_________________________

operation – i.e., about 600 districts are covered.. If  75 % of wages are paid in cash and 25 % in grains ( rice or wheat, its cost being calculated at Rs. 5 per kg – this is subject to variation --), the total expenditure would be Rs. 47,250 crore in cash and Rs. 15,7500 crore in kind. Initially, as only 200 districts are being covered, the total expenditure will be only of the order of about Rs. 25,000 crore in a full year. In the current year, i.e., 2005-06, as only some six months are left, the expenditure may work out to be Rs. 10,000 crore in case the scheme is put into operation immediately.

3.
The question then arises : How does the Govt. ensure that the funds deployed under NREGS are entirely used fruitfully and productively? The crucial question is  what types of, and to what extent, work will be available in rural areas to keep all those offering to work under NREGS fully and gainfully employed? 

Existing RD Schemes

4.
There are already several anti-poverty / poverty alleviation schemes under Ministry of Rural Development ( MoRD) in operation in rural India on a massive scale and with heavy  outlays. These include  SGRY ( Sampoorna  Grameen  Rozgar Yojana ),  SGSY ( Swarnajayanti Gram Swarozgar Yojana), PMGSY( PM’s Gram Sadak Yojana ), RDWM ( Rural Drinking Water Mission) and Swajaldhara  apart from various other lesser schemes  like  IWDP  ( Integrated  Wasteland  Development Programme ) , DPAP   

(  Drought  Prone  Areas  Programme ), DDP ( Desert Development  Programme ) ,  etc.,  all of  which  are  targeted at rural poor, especially the SC / ST, women and the disabled, with focus on employment and income generation  and  creation  of  durable assets. Prevalent minimum  wages  are  paid, partly in cash and partly in  kind. The allocations  and  outlays  for the major schemes in the last few years were as in Table below.

        







( Figures in Rs. Crore )

       Scheme
   
        2002 – 03



2003-04


    Total Funds
        Funds Utilised /
       Total Funds       Funds Utilised /


     Available
          Expenditure
         Available           Expenditure

    SGRY – I        3332. 17

2547. 98
           3361. 63             2073. 86

    SGRY – II       3082. 21
            2452. 03
           3202. 93             2054. 46

    SGSY              1178. 13                   921. 11                    1233. 51             1084. 85 
    

    PMGSY           2325. 00                     NA                        2468. 00                 NA

    IAY/ Rural

          Housing     2036. 27                 1604. 94                    2925. 48             2003. 81

  ( Source: Annual Report of Ministry of Rural Development, Govt. of India, 2003 –04 )

 5.
The man-days of employment generated  in (lakhs) and foodgrains distributed to workers under the SGRY in 2002-03 and 2003-04 were as follows :

     Scheme
  Year
     Man-days of Employment 
                Foodgrains Distributed




        Generated ( in Lakhs )             to Workers ( in Mn. Tonnes )

   SGRY –I     2002-03             3811. 48


        1.75  MT

   SGRY –II    2002-03             3671. 45                                      1.85  MT

   SGRY –I     2003-04             3141. 32


        1.59  MT

   SGRY –II    2003-04             3233. 17    


        1.69  MT

( Source :  Annual Report of Ministry of Rural Development,  Govt. of India, 2003-04 )

Impact of Panchayati Raj Act

6.
Experience shows that the RD schemes work better in States where the Panchayati Raj ( PR ) Act has been fully implemented, PR Institutions like the Zilla, Tehsil/Taluka and Village Panchayats have been set up, are functioning and empowered, Gram Panchayat elections have been held, Gram Sabhas are held in Open Sessions with villagers, Panchayat members and Govt. functionaries participating in them actively and these Gram Sabhas discuss the Village Development Plans and priorities, and decide upon the beneficiaries of RD schemes in a transparent manner. Also,as was seen, for instance, in Dakshina Kannada District in Karnataka, the Gram Panchayats display prominently on Notice Boards, for the information of villagers, the details of works undertaken in the villages under them during the year along with the expenditure incurred, agency which executed the work, date when a work was commenced and completed, etc. All these steps make Govt. functionaries and executing agencies more accountable to the villagers. And with the Right to Information Act also put into effect, people can have greater access to information from the Panchayats. In this, some of the NGO’s working in the area and the Village elders can play a crucial role, give a lead to the villagers and check malpractices such as adding fictitious names of workers in Muster Rolls of RD works and siphoning of funds.

7.
Among all the RD schemes, the one which is most critical and which makes an immediate and direct assault on poverty is the SGRY, while the SGSY helps in the generation of employment and income in the medium and long-term through formation of Self-Help Groups ( SHG’s ), especially among women. SGRY involves generally the following types of labour-intensive works leading to the creation of durable assets and infrastructure in the villages :

· Promoting of traditional water resources;

· Watershed development;

· Soil and moisture conservation works;

· Construction of village infrastructure and link roads, primary school buildings, dispensaries, veterinary hospitals, marketing infrastructure and Panchayat Ghars;

· Afforestation.

Funds for RD Schemes

8.
The  allocation  of  funds  for  Rural  Development (RD)  programmes  in the Tenth Plan ( 2002–07 ) is Rs. 76,774 crore as against Rs. 42,874 crore in the Ninth Plan ( 1997-2002). The budgetary outlay for RD schemes in 2003-04 was Rs. 14,070 crore while  Rs.  19,228  crore  were  released   which  included   Rs.   6,990   crore  for  special 

component of SGRY towards foodgrains  provided .in calamity-affected areas of the country. The budgetary outlay for 2004-05 for  RD schemes was Rs. 15,998 crore.*

_______________________

*  Annual Report  of the Ministry of Rural Development, 2003-04, Govt. of India, Overview, Pages i & ii 

Need for Synergy between Existing Schemes and NREGS

9.       What is, therefore,  required  while  implementing the  NREG  scheme  is to ensure 

proper  synergy  between  the  existing  schemes ,   which  are  also  aimed  at  creating 

employment opportunities and income generation in rural areas, and new proposals envisaged. This will help avoid overlap of schemes and optimize the productive use of scarce resources. All the existing schemes, except IAY in which a sum of Rs. 25,000 is given to a rural family to build a house, can be well dovetailed into the proposed  NREG. 

10.
For schemes like SGRY, PMGSY, RDWM, IWDP, DPAP, DDP, etc., both semi-skilled  and  unskilled  workers  can be engaged and  this fits in with the objective of
NREG of providing 100 days’ employment to one member of every rural household.
11.
As stated earlier, the estimated total expenditure on NREG, when implemented all over the country, should be Rs. 63,000 crore per year, assuming the number of rural households availing the scheme to be 90 million out of a total of 128 million rural households and an average minimum wage of Rs. 70 per day. For implementing in 200 selected districts, it is estimated to cost Rs. 25,000 crore per year in a full year. Thus, when the scheme is fully in operation, the Govt. has to find additional resources to the tune of Rs. 50,000 crore or more per year over and above the existing allocations for RD programmes. 

Bharat Nirman Programme

12.
It should also be noted here that the Govt. has planned to spend Rs.1,74,000           crore (or Rs.1,740 billion ) over a 4- year period towards  an ambitious ‘Bharat  Nirman’   programme for Rural areas which  was announced by the Finance Minister in 2005-06 budget. The World Bank has since announced that it would lend up to $ 3 billion ( i.e., about Rs. 130.50 billion ) over the next 3 years towards this programme for development of rural infrastructure. This major programme includes:

· Bringing additional one crore hectares of land under assured irrigation ;

· Connecting all villages that have a population of 1,000 ( or 500 in hilly and tribal areas ) with a road ;

· Constructing 60 lakh additional houses for the poor ;

· Providing drinking water to the remaining 74,000 habitations that are uncovered ;

· Reaching electricity to the remaining 1,25,000 villages and offer electricity connection to 23 million households ; and,

· Providing telephone connectivity to the remaining 66,822 villages.

 Some  of  the  above  schemes  are  bound  to overlap  existing  schemes like  rural  roads 

( PMGSY), housing (IAY), drinking water supply ( RDWM and Swajaldhara ), irrigation, rural  electrification and telephone connectivity  which  are  under implementation  by the
by the respective Ministries.  There  is , therefore ,  need  to take an  integrated  view  of all  these programmes,  avoid  overlap of  effort and expenditure  and optimally use the resources to derive the maximum results and benefits for the rural community. For instance, all semi-skilled and unskilled labour to be engaged  for works under the “Bharat Nirman” should be linked to the Rural Employment Guarantee ( NREG ) programme which will also ensure that the NREG labour will be put to very productive use. This will, of course, call for clear-cut and strict guidelines to Central Ministries and the State Govts./ UT’s and effective co-ordination between them, especially at the District and Panchayat levels and monitoring by a Nodal Ministry, say, Ministry of Rural Development. Fragmented and disjointed efforts at implementation of different programmes would result in labour engaged under NREG doing less productive or even unproductive works. It should not be a case of Parkinson’s Law where work expands to fill the man-days available.   It should not be a case of providing employment for the sake of employment !

Suggested Schemes under NREGS

13.
In this context, attention is to be drawn to a few major labour-intensive schemes which can, and, in national interest should, be taken up under NREGS. These schemes will ensure that useful and productive work will be available on a continuing basis in rural areas for a long while to sustain the momentum generated by the NREG programme. These schemes are :

· Large-scale planting of bio-fuel trees like jatropha on wasteland in rural areas to produce bio-diesel ;

· Mass production of methane gas from cowdung by rural families to meet the energy needs of the country now being met by LPG, kerosene, petrol and LNG ;

· Large-scale afforestation programme to arrest the deforestation and denudation of our precious forest wealth.

As regards the first two schemes mentioned above, the 3 papers enclosed, written by experts, will drive home the immense gains the nation will have from their adoption. Not only will they help in meeting our burgeoning energy needs, but it will reduce the imports of oil and gas and save valuable foreign exchange and result in the use of fuels which cause much less pollution. Already, trials of bio-fuels have been reportedly held and found to be viable. ( See announcement by Minister for Petroleum and Natural Gas reported in Press enclosed ). And the programme of afforestation is much needed for restoring and preserving our natural wealth, protecting the ecology and environment and arresting adverse climatic changes. The implementation of these schemes has to be on time-bound Mission mode and will require close co-ordination between the Ministries of Agriculture, Petroleum & Natural Gas, Environment & Forestry, Fertilizers and S & T / Biotechnology and Planning Commission with the Rural Development Ministry, which is already charged with the National Mission on Bio-diesel, serving as a Nodal Ministry monitoring the progress. And the State Govts. / UT’s will have to be fully and actively involved as the implementation will be through them and the Panchayati Raj institutions.

14.
The schemes discussed in para 13 above, if implemented under the NREGS, will help engage rural families in a highly productive manner on a massive scale generating not only employment and income but rendering immense benefits to the entire economy. Truly, it has the potential to harness the untapped human resources in rural areas and dramatically change the face of rural India.

*  The author is a retired civil servant and served as a National Level Monitor for Rural Development programmes on behalf of the Ministry of Rural Development, Govt. of India in the districts of Dakshina Kannada in Karnataka in 2004-05 and Karaikal in the Union Territory of Pondicherry in 2005-06 .







