We surveyed 10 EGS worksites in Dahanu Taluka, Thane district. Here is a summary of our conclusions:

About Dahanu

 The Dahanu Block is a low pressure EGS area because of its proximity to cities and towns like Vasai, Thane, Mumbai etc. where people migrate seeking work. The process of migration begins once the Kharif (mainly paddy) crop has been harvested and lasts up till the onset of monsoon the following year. People travel in groups and sometimes entire families are included. Major employment is found at the Brick Kilns which dot the landscape, some of them within Dahanu, the Salt Pans in Vasai, fishing boats launched from Vasai, Ratnagiri etc and construction sites in and around Thane City.

Awareness

 Considering the fact that the EGS was born around 1980 there is scant awareness of the scheme. The majority of Mazdoors associated the work they were involved in with the implementing agency, “forester ka kaam hai” eg. There was however fairly clear distinction between Gram Panchayat work and “Sarkari” work. The situation was better in Kashtakari villages where mobilization around the demand for work through EGS, has increased awareness.

 In some cases daily minimum wages were being paid instead of suitable piece rate, eg road worksite. Piece rates allow people to make more money and the EGA specifies that under ordinary circumstances (non drought year), piece rate must be paid. There was no awareness of how rates were being worked out, eg if Rs 10 is promised for digging a pit of certain dimensions the mazdoor does not know the official rate per meter cube specified for that particular soil, or say other calculations/rates for displacing earth. The result is that they do not know what they are entitled to. It is also worth reconsidering the rather tedious piece rate measurements for the sake of transparency.

Selection Criterion

All workers who turned up for work were accommodated at the worksite. However, it accordingly reduced the duration of employment. At most worksites, it was usually people from the same village, from within the different ‘padas’.

Calculation of wages
 Wages in most cases were calculated based on piece rate. The workers usually worked in groups and were paid according to the number of pits they dug or depending on the amount of area that had been terraced by the group. The groups were usually mixed, with the men and women doing different tasks within the group. An important point to be mentioned about each of the 10 worksites is that there was no apparent gender discrimination with men and women in the same group receiving the same wages.

EGS-curbed migration?

EGS has failed to curb migration in any significant way. This is because there is very little EGS work in the first place. We struggled to locate even 10 active worksites in the Taluka during our study.

On a good day a worker on an EGS site can make at most Rs 80-100.A good day is one where the mazdoor and his party are productive and get rates they are entitled to. A worker who migrates can get about Rs. 100-150 as daily wages. Contrast the above mentioned numbers with the minimum wage that is Rs. 47 a day. Based on what we heard from the mazdoors it can be safely assumed that most EGS worksites return Rs 50 to 60 per day.

Utility of assets being created

The two types of agriculture department work that we encountered were terracing (mazgi) works and the digging of fishponds. Both works were carried out on private property and beneficial only to the owner of the asset. In both cases it was unclear to us, how the Department decided as regards whom to provide the subsidy to. In the case of the terracing activities, the officials mentioned that there was no discrimination in terms of wealth to decide whose fields would be terraced and anyone who approached the department could have his fields terraced. In the fishpond activity we found that the fishpond was being provided as a 100% subsidy to someone who was already wealthy enough to invest in a concrete house and already had rice fields, mango orchards and a roaring toddy business. Also both these works did not provide very many days of employment. ‘Mazgi’ work, on average is completed in 7-10 days.

The roadwork undertaken by the PWD department was something we found highly beneficial both in terms of the number of people it employed, the duration of employment it offered and the usefulness of the project. However the usefulness of roads being built in the area is highly dependent on their timely completion as the monsoon can destroy any work that has not been concreted as pucca roads.

The Forest Department works we encountered involved the digging of ditches along the hillside, meant to retain rainwater and also an attempt at afforestation.

In all the works we encountered, there was nothing in the realm of long time self employment generation. There was nothing in the nature of rainwater harvesting or irrigation works that could permit the cultivation of a second crop, which could encourage staying in the villages and in turn cut down the migrating numbers.

People also seemed very indifferent about the works they were involved in and did not really care for the productivity value of the work they were doing.

Violation of EGS guidelines

Going against the spirit of the Employment Guarantee Act, the fishpond was being dug by a machine with workers employed for a contract amount of Rs.10, 000 for sloping the sides of the fishpond. The total sanctioned amount for this fishpond was Rs. 42000. 

There were also cases of delay in payment of wages.

We also came across a case where even after demand for work was made, work started only after 2 months, and even then only for 3 days. The work was started without a sanction and no unemployment allowance was paid in the intervening period going against  EGS stipulations

Corruption

 Corruption was seem in the form of manipulated muster rolls containing names of people who had not worked and had not collected the amounts ‘received’.

On most worksites only the kuccha muster rolls were maintained and most workers had never seen the pucca muster rolls or verified their names or amount received.

Also seen was bloated estimates e.g. Kinoli –where Rs.1, 40000 was sanctioned, of which 90000 was paid to the mazdoors, and the rest shown (impossibly) as expenditure on paint and rope. Another mode of siphoning off money was recording payment for 10 people to carry drinking water while on site there were only 5.

Role of the Gram Panchayat

 The Gram Panchayat had a minimalistic or almost no role as far as the EGS work was concerned. They served at best as a forum through which demand for work was made. There was no involvement of the Gram Panchayat either in the selection of the project or in the monitoring of the project. Demand for work is made at the Tehsildar’s office and the different implementing departments decide on the works to be undertaken.

Conclusion

The EGS has failed to empower the rural poor through the right to work. There is not enough EGS work, and even the works undertaken do not last for too many days. There are assets created which have only private benefits. Also lacking is public infrastructure creation that could generate further employment especially in the non-agricultural months from January to June. EGS has had no significant effect on the numbers migrating out of the villages. Even on the face of it there is massive corruption in the name of EGS.

In our opinion there is very little to show for the 25 years of the Employment Guarantee Act. 

