The National Food for Work Programme in Palamau district of Jharkhand:

Notes from a field survey in Manatu Block, May 2005.

The National Food for Work (NFFW) Programme of the Government of India is a precursor to the Employment Guarantee Programme which will be launched in 150 poorest districts of the country once the Parliament approves of the Employment Guarantee Bill. The NFFW programme is under the scrutiny of the Supreme Court, which has appointed a Commissioner to report on the functioning of the food and nutrition based schemes in a public interest litigation filed by the People’s Union for Civil Liberties.

Recently, in an initiative taken by the well known economist Professor Jean Dreze and a number of NGOs, teams of student researchers were sent recently to eight food for work districts in food insecure states. The teams were asked to survey the food for work worksites and observe how closely the guidelines for the Programme were being followed in their implementation.

Our team was sent to Palamau district in Jharkhand state where we had been asked to survey Manatu Block which is considered to be one of the poorest Blocks in Palamau as well as in the whole of Jharkhand and where starvation deaths are not a rare occurrence. The area has been suffering a drought for the past three years .Irrigation facilities are negligible. Thus agriculture is hardly fruitful. The majority of the labourers in the Block belong either to the Scheduled Castes (Bhuyiyan, Paswan) or the Scheduled Tribes. The major occupation of the labourers is collection of bidi leaves from the forests. This earns them around Rs 40-50 a day .But this work goes on only till the first week of June after which there is an enormously large mass of unemployed people. For villages distant from the forest the people cannot even indulge in collection of bidi leaves. Most of them are busy searching for some work to be able to afford to eat twice a day at this time of the year. They are thus highly dependent on the government to give them some work. When the search bears no fruit they are left with no option but to migrate. A very large proportion of the village population migrates to more prosperous states such as Punjab and Delhi. 
In such an area, the introduction of a Food For Work Programme certainly seems a very welcome step with its massive potential to provide work to willing hands, food to starving stomachs and also help in the development of the area through required capital formation by the creation of productive assets such as construction of roads, ponds, small check dams etc. Major stress is however to be laid on works related to water conservation and drought proofing. The programme would also help in raising the living standards of people by raising wages and incomes. On average, the wages of casual agricultural labourers at this time does not go above Rs 40-50. On the other hand, the minimum daily wage in the state is Rs 72.10.
 
It seems that the introduction of such a scheme would be able to bring joy to the inhabitants of this parched land. Unfortunately it has been able to bring few smiles on the faces of the poor labourers and much more on those involved in the chain of transfer of benefits from the centre to the village .This includes the state government, the district administration, the block office, the local MPs and MLAs, the gram sevaks down to the final overseer of the work at the worksite who is selected by the gram sevak in most cases and also the dealer involved in the distribution of the food grains. 

We were supposed to survey 10 worksites and check them for conformity to the NFFWP guidelines. The selection of worksites was not a difficult task.While there had been 57 worksites in the block where work had been sanctioned , work had only begun in about 18 of them (Out of which 7 were in one village called Gurha),so we selected two worksites in Gurha and nine others (leaving out two due to inaccessibility) .Our major observations on some of the practices and the major deviations from the guidelines are discussed below.

The first major problem we observed in our field of survey was that the Panchayati Raj institution was defunct as elections had not taken place for over 20 years. Some people blamed it on the presence of Naxalite forces which would not allow the formation of the Panchayat while others blamed it on lack of initiative by the government. According to the guidelines the works suitable and required for the area are to be identified in consultation with the Panchayati Raj Institutions and local MPs and MLAs. 
With the near non-existence of the Panchayati Raj Institutions the role assumed by the local MPs and MLAs and the development administration has assumed much greater importance. The selection of works was thus not free from political considerations. A case in point was that there are seven worksites sanctioned for the village of Gurha. This despite the fact that the village has hardly any BPL population. 90% of the village population consisted of Muslim pathans and it was common knowledge that the village was the most affluent one in possibly the entire district. The explanations given by people were that the local MPs and MLAs were benevolent upon the village in order to appease the vote bank of a particular community, as also to obtain funds for the next election from the affluent population of the village. 
On the other hand there were several neglected villages with a large BPL population searching for work. It was for this reason that none of the worksites at Gurha did we find any worker belonging to the village. There were worksites at which all workers came from as far as 10 -12 kms An example is of  the Mahua Dohri Aahar worksite at which the minimum distance travelled by workers was 8km ( from Lakdahi village.) and the maximum was 10 kms ( from Delha village.). 

  
According to the guidelines ‘signboards should be displayed near the works giving the details of the project including date of the start and the date of completion of the project, cost involved, benefits obtained, employment generated and other relevant particulars. Nowhere were these signboards to be found. However what was more disconcerting was the lack of knowledge possessed by the workers about the scheme. None of the workers knew anything about the scheme they were working under, what was the minimum wage fixed by the state or what was the wage and cash component they were supposed to receive for their work. At Gurha, at a worksite, we asked whether they had heard about the food for work scheme. One of the workers replied “Haan saab sune to hain, par shayad abhi lagoo nahi hua hai” (we have heard about it but I don’t think it’s been implemented yet). 
The wage payments are made on the basis of the ‘Chowka’ system where each Chowka was a pit of 10ft*10ft area and 1 ft deep (100 cft pit). For each Chowka, workers would receive a fixed amount of remuneration. The workers at most places preferred this system to the daily wage system since they could themselves decide their work hours. They would start work very early in the morning and finish by 10 -11 .They would then come back in the evenings to work the additional 2-3 hours. Even the supervisors preferred this system since it involved less administrative tasks.  However, the major problem is that the work norms do not translate into minimum wages. At the end of a working day, workers are able to earn a wage of only Rupees 40 to 50, which is below the minimum wage fixed by the state.
          The guidelines mention that wherever required, the arrangement for providing facilities like drinking water, rest sheds for the workers and crèches for the children coming with working mothers should be made. These were not seen at any worksite though drinking water was an arrangement certainly required at all places and rest sheds at a few places where there were no trees or any other shade around the sites. At many worksites we were told of a few workers who had stopped coming as they had suffered a heatstroke. 
       The use of contractors and labour displacing machines is absolutely banned under the guidelines .At all worksites we visited and at most worksites in the district the works undertaken are that of the construction of Aahars, which are nothing but rectangular pits dug in the fields as a tool to conserve rain water .Since they are mostly small public works the use of labour displacing is not quite possible and was not observed anywhere. As for the implementing agency, the final contracts are signed by the gram sevaks of the panchayat .The gram sevak then selects a supervisor for overseeing the work at each worksite .This supervisor is generally some influential person of the village and is in some sense a contractor in the garb of the mate. 
   The number of labourers employed at each worksite varied between 15 to 35 and averaged around 20. The proportion of women in the work depends on several factors such as distance of the worksite from the village where the workers come (there were no women at worksites where the workers came from very far) and the cultural practices of the workers. For example, at Chhakna Deeh there were no women workers since the workers were from the same village which is a Muslim populated village. At the same time, it must be observed that women labourers may be deterred due to distance and lack of facilities, which may also account for the small proportion of women employed.
 
Resources under the programme are not to be utilised for land acquisition. Land belonging to small and marginal farmers and SC\ST farmers cannot be acquired or donated for works under the programme. While at most worksites the work was undertaken on the land belonging to the gram sevak, at one worksite (in the village of Bhalo Ghadi) the work had been undertaken on land belonging to six small farmers and their land been acquired by the mate. Further, work is not to start on any site at which work took place in the past five years. However this rule was hardly ever followed as most worksites in the block were those in which work had taken place in the past two to three years .Another interesting case was that of a village called Arka where the work involved the repair of an ’aahar’ (Ahmad aahar) that never existed .The aahar actually existed by another name but the gram sevak had changed its name in order to be able to acquire the land. 
   
For every work sanctioned under the scheme, there should be a monitoring committee of the villagers of the area belonging to the locality/village where the work is undertaken to monitor the progress and quality while is work is in progress. The work cannot be started unless the monitoring committee has been formed. However such a monitoring committee had not been formed at any of the visited worksites. This was because of the rarity of a gram sabha in most of the villages and even when they were conducted most villagers were uninformed. Besides none of the gram sevaks had any idea of the requirement of a monitoring committee. At a village when we asked the mate whether the Nigrani Samiti had been formed he confidently said that it had, further adding enthusiastically that it had been formed two years ago !
Regarding muster rolls the guidelines state that muster rolls shall be maintained for every work separately, showing the details of wages paid to workers and food grains distributed.  Also, muster rolls shall be made available to public for scrutiny and a copy of the same be made available on demand on nominal price. However, the rolls were never available at the worksites and in fact was never even available in the village.  The muster rolls were always with the gram sevaks who were never in the village. We mentioned this problem on out meetings with the Block Development Officer, the local MLA as well as the District Collector. However, they all seemed to agree that this was a perfectly correct practice as it was unsafe for the gram sevak to go the village for fear of the MCC (a Maoist organization) which is quite active in the area. 
The method of payment is broadly similar at all worksites. The workers are organized into small groups (juti) of 2-12 people and each group is paid some amount. The amount of payments made is largely arbitrary both in terms of cash and in terms of grain. In seven out of the ten worksites the grain wage per person per day was less than 5 kg and the cash payment was around Rs 20 on an average per day. Thus the average wage per day did not rise above Rs 45 at any worksite. It should also be noted that nearly all workers we met said they would prefer more grain as compared to cash since their basic need was food. They only needed a little cash in order to meet other needs such as salt and cooking oil. On the other, the dealers in collaboration with the gramsevaks were more disposed to giving a greater proportion of the wage as cash since they could sell the grain in the market at a much higher price. The BPL rate for rice was Rs 5.17 while that for wheat was Rs 4.65 and their market prices were about Rs 9 for each. 
         There were large deviations observed between the amount of money sanctioned under each work and the expected total wage bill. The work at each site is expected to last between 25 to 30 days. And taking the number of people and the wage paid to each worker into consideration the expected wage bill at each worksite comes out to be a small proportion of the amount sanctioned for the site. At some worksites the work had not even started during the period of our stay and with the deadline for the work’s completion being the 15th of June it is unlikely that work would start at all. (The worksite in the village Tarashsi being an example). In such a circumstance the amount of effective employment security guaranteed by the scheme is worth noting. 

Having stated all this and having painted quite a grim picture of the working of the scheme it must be stated that in the area under survey the programme was but in its infancy. The order for the implementation of the programme had only been issued on the 8th of May and agreements at most places signed on the 12th of May. Our survey took place between the 17th to the 27th of May. Thus, the works at most places had only started a week or two ago. Further at no worksite had work been refused to any willing worker. Thus the programme has been able to provide work to willing hands irrespective of gender, caste, possession of any card etc and the success of its self targeting nature must be stressed upon .A large number of workers we spoke to said that if they had not got work at the site they probably would have to migrate. The programme has thus successfully reduced the number of migratory workers helping a number of workers get work without having to migrate to strange lands to fend for food. Further in the district we observed the flow of grain up to the local dealer had been quite smooth and the dealers had received the entire grain amount . Also the sanctioned amounts had reached the block office and the bottlenecks only arose from then on. 
      Following this a few  recommendations would not seem out of place for better functioning of the scheme .
· Firstly such places where the Panchayati Raj Institutions are defunct the PRIs should be attempted to be reactivated . Failing that , involving development NGOs working in the area and also forming peoples committees would be a step in the right direction.
· The political influence in the selection of works should be attempted to be reduced. 
· The administration should take up the task of preparation of a five year plan, consisting of a shelf of projects, on a participatory basis. Although the work would best be carried out through the PRI institutions, the help of NGOs and development institutes should also be sought.

· A problem faced is that the audits carried out by the state do not involve any means of physical audit. This allows the implementing agency to get away with false accounts maintained in the muster rolls and the employment register. Stress should be laid on physical means of audit 
· Work supervisors should be appointed from among the workers and the projects should be monitored by the community through the monitoring committees..
· Surveys like the one conducted by teams like ours are themselves helpful in helping the programme move towards achieving the desired goals . It was noted  that at  most worksites the payments process was hurried up and the grain was provided at places where the distributors seemed to have no intention of supplying any grain at all due to persistent pressure from us . At two worksites (in Gurha  and Dev Deeh ) we even managed to persuade the supervisors to maintain the muster rolls at the worksites and the next time we visited we were able to see the muster rolls.
.
· The factor observed to the greatest cause for the workers ending up in such a vulnerable position was their illiteracy and lack of information . Most of the workers could not even recognize the numerals . It was thus no use telling them to check that the muster rolls were properly filled according to the actual payments made before signing on them or putting their thumb prints . They had no idea of the wages they were supposed to receive. At each site that we went to, the mate quoted a different rate for a chowka. This ignorance of the workers is what is exploited to no end. However NGOs in the area have a very positive role to play in this regard and indeed our host NGO ( Gram Swaraj Abhiyan ) had been doing a lot of  work in spreading awareness amongst the workers and also in conducting social audits. 
                             Some people may feel (and indeed it has been the noted reaction of some) that the poor performance of the Food for Work Scheme weakens the case for an Employment Guarantee Act . However, it is precisely this poor performance of the NFFWP that actually strengthens the case for such an Act. The fact is that there have been no dearth of schemes aimed at development of the rural poor, but given the  circumstances prevailing in rural India, none of these schemes seem to deliver any concrete results . There have been numerous employment generating schemes such the National Rural Employment Program, Rural Landless Employment Guarantee Scheme, Jawahar Rozgar Yojana and the Sampoorna Grameen Rozgar Yojana. But their results have been minuscule. According to the recent Standing Committee Report the scale of employment generated under the SGRY in 2002 -03 and 2004-05 was barely adequate to provide an average 20 days of employment to each BPL household in rural areas. An analysis of these schemes makes it evident that there is a fault at the policy making stage itself. While there are loopholes in each of these schemes which need to be addressed,  the consistent failure of any scheme aimed at rural India to deliver says something more than that . It clearly suggests that there is a tool which is missing in the hands of the public which would make these schemes work effectively. This tool is nothing but a fundamental right to work which must be ensured to each individual through an effective EGA, compelling the state and the bureaucracy to provide work to each and every individual as her/his basic right, or face a penalty for failing to do so.
� This preliminary field note has been prepared by Anjor Bhaskar on behalf of the survey team comprising three Delhi University students, Sandeep Rai, Eva Jayshree Keiro and Anjor Bhaskar. 


The design of the survey was prepared by a coordination team led by Prof. Jean Dreze. Field support was provided by the following ; Gram Swaraj Abhiyan ( Ashim Ghosh , Ajit Minch and others). Rajinder , Indermani , Ramlal and  Devlal of the  Vikas Sagyog Kendra,an NGO with a base in Manatu,hosted us, and gave invaluable inputs . 


Nagender , Islamul and others of Neelambar Peetambar ( and NGO based in Tarahsi village) traveled with us to each and every worksite, without caring for the blazing sun above. It would have been impossible to do any work at all without their never ending support.


This fieldwork would not have been possible without the help, support and advice of all these persons. We are indeed grateful to them not only for their help but for providing us a glimpse into their work which in turn gives a ray of optimism to what civil society can do in the backward regions of Jharkhand to bolster development.


�  However  the muster-rolls were filled in quite arbitrarily . At Gurha the workers had not received anything close to the amounts filled in and signed by them in the muster rolls. At Dev deeh the mate had just filled in the names of the workers and obtained their thumb prints beside it and proudly claimed that he had done his job and would do the homework of filling up the payments columns later





