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Background 
The National Food For Work Program (NFFWP) was started by the Govt. of India in November 2004, with the objective of employment generation, improving nutritional standards and creating community assets in 150 most backward districts identified by the Planning Commission. In response to a PIL filed regarding the program, Supreme Court Judge- Dr. N C Saxena has been appointed by the Govt. to conduct a baseline survey. This survey covered 6 districts across India. The following study was conducted as a part of this survey. 
The UP team comprised of 3 people- Astha Sarda, Rashi Bhargava and Abhijeet Singh. A total of 9 worksites were visited in Sonebhadra District in Northern U.P. findings of which are described here.
In Section 1, there is a detailed site wise description of our findings based on our interaction with workers, local supervisors and village  in some cases. 
In Section 2, there is a point wise summary dealing with various aspects of this program focusing on whether the NFFWP guidelines are being adhered to or not.

Section 3 gives some conclusions that we came to during the end of our survey.

SECTION 1
Selection of worksites: A list of approved works was obtained from our host organization-New Trade Union Initiative and it was suggested that we conduct our survey from a village named Darma. Due to transportation problems, we selected sites which were closer to the village and thus, were unable to make use of random tables.  The distance was, therefore, a major criterion in the selection of worksites.
Methodology: The survey was conducted though questionnaires which covered various aspects such as wage - related issues, conformity to guidelines, problems, complaints & irregularities, productivity aspects and related questions. They were administered through conversations with workers who had worked on projects ongoing under NFFWP. 
Further, the concerned officials were contacted for obtaining information regarding the projects & allocations as well as for cross-checking the information obtained from the worksites. 
Work Site 1:

Name of Investigators: Astha Sarda and Abhijeet Singh

Date: May 21, 05

Panchayat: Kasari

Village: Kasari

· Pond construction in Kasari village started in mid-March under the Rural Engineering Services (RES) with a sanction of Rs.2.81 lakhs @Rs. 1.71 lakhs as cash and grains worth Rs. 1.10 lakhs.

· Around 45-50 workers started the work and were promised daily wages. But eventually payments were made according to piece rate @ Rs. 58 per khanti (100 cubic feet) with 7 kgs of rice and Rs. 9 in cash.
· Till now only the grain component for first month has been given to the workers and therefore the work has stopped.
· Work was being done under a contractor, Munnu Singh. Workers accused him of filling up fake coupons and collecting the grains himself and also of under stating the work measurements.

· Equal payments have been made to men and women.

· No child labour was reported.
· N o labour displacing machinery has been used at this site till now but the contractor told the workers that tractors will be used later for carrying the mud.

· The pond is useless according to the workers since no arrangements have been made for taking out the water and moreover the pond is surrounded by land owned by the contractor and is probably most beneficial for him alone.

· There was no selection criterion for the workers. Whoever came to work was engaged.

· No attendance was ever taken at the worksite.

· Grain component was calculated using APL rate violating the guideline for using the BPL rate.

· No Nigrani Committee had been formed.

Work Site 2:
Name of Investigators: Astha Sarda and Abhijeet Singh
Date: May 21, 05
Panchayat: Pannuganj
Village: Teladi
· Pond construction in Teladi village began on February 24, 05 officially under the Kshetra panchayat with a total allocation of Rs.5 lakhs @ Rs. 1.90 lakhs in cash and Rs. 3.10 lakhs worth of grains.

· The conflict began as the Pradhan (Shiv Kumai) got the work started even before the official orders came through the Block Development Office.
· She promised the workers that payments would be made on basis of daily wages. 300 workers started the work which continued till March 10, 05. Officially, there should have been construction of a new pond but actually only an old pond was renovated.

· The J.E.(Junior Engineer) and the block pramukh personally came at the site and told the workers to stop the work immediately as it was not ‘official’ and no payments would be made. The pradhan however, assured them that they will get their payments from the block or from her.
· According to pradhan’s husand the block wants to get the work done through a registered contactor who is the son of one of the babus in the BDO office and therefore they are creating all the trouble.

· According to a newspaper report dated March 19, the BDO said that in places like Teladi unsanctioned work has begun due to political reasons as the Gram Panchayat elections are just round the corner and thus whoever has started the work should take full responsibility for making the payments.

· The pradhan, however, showed us photographs in which BDO, JE and some other offices from the block themselves came and inaugurated the work.

· Workers have not received any payments for the work done and therefore on 18th March they wrote a letter to the D.M. which was received by his office but nothing has been done so far.

· The block office has threatened the villagers that it will declare the work shramdaan.

· The conflict continues.
Work Site 3:

Name of Investigators: Astha Sarda and Rashi Bhargav
Date: May 22, 05

Panchayat: Pakarhat

Village: Pakarhat

· The pond construction in Pakarhat village started on March 30,05 under the Rural Engineering Services (RES) with a total allocation of Rs.7.56 lakhs @ Rs.3.04 lakhs in cash and Rs.4.52 lakhs worth of grains.

· The payments were made on the basis of piece rates @8 kgs of rice and Rs.2 per khanti. All the payments had been made except for the cash payment for last 11 days. The J.E. (Bhisham Yadav) personally came and told the workers that the person in-charge of making the payments had been transferred and as soon as the new person joins in, these pending payments would be made. The workers were convinced by what he said and therefore the work was still going on.
· Measurements of the work were taken by the J.E. and the Pradhan (Ram Brikah Yadav) in every 8 to 10 days.

· According to the workers, the pond would be useful for irrigation purposes and for providing drinking water to animals. 

· There was no selection criterion. Anyone who came to work was engaged.

· No child labour was reported.

· No discrimination in payments made to men and women.

· No attendance records were maintained at the worksite.
· No Nigrani Committee had been formed.

· Grain component was calculated using APL rate violating the guideline for using the BPL rate.

Work site 4:

Name of the investigators: Astha Sarda and Abhijeet Singh
Date: May 21, 05
Panchayat: Shivpur

Village: Shivpur

· Construction of a check dam on Belan nala in Shivpur village started in the last week of January, under the RES with a total allocation of Rs.10.33 lakhs @ Rs. 8.33 lakhs in cash and grains worth Rs.2.50 lakhs.
· The conflict began when work was simultaneously started at 2 locations in the same village. At each site, work happened under 3-4 contractors. The work continued at both the sites for 2 weeks.
· Payments for the 2 weeks of work were made at both the sites after 2 months (i.e. in March) on the basis of daily wages @Rs.50 per day, which are less than the legal minimum wages in U.P. However, interestingly, the contractors made these payments out of their own pockets as they anticipated that the money would come as the work proceeds. Probably, they thought they would get their commissions then. 
· No machinery was used at any of the worksites.
· No child labour was reported.
· No Nigrani Committee had been formed.
· After hearing about these two work sites, the Junior Engineer from RES came and stopped the work until further administrative instructions.
· Since RES has not taken any decision so far, work continues to be at a standstill and Shivpur village has 2 incomplete check dams.
Work site 5:

Name of the investigators: Astha Sarda and Abhijeet Singh
Date: May 21, 05
Panchayat: Babhaniyaon
Village: Babhaniyaon

· In Babhaniyaon village, construction of a pond started on January 28, 05 and continued for around a month. Work was done under the RES with a total allocation of Rs.3.49 lakhs @ Rs.1.84 lakhs in cash and Rs.1.65 lakhs worth of grains.

· About 200 people worked every day and were promised 8 kgs of rice per khanta. The entire grain component has been paid.
· The contractors did not clearly specify the cash component and nothing was paid. The workers stopped the work in protest.
· The work at this site was carried out under a contractor, Siddhi Chaubey but it is officially under the J .E., Harikesh Singh.

· The attendance was taken at the worksite only for a few days and was discontinued later.
· The Muster Roll was not available at the worksite. It never moved out of the RES office. The signatures of the workers were taken on the food coupons and godown registers but never on the M.R. 
· Workers also told us that the J.E. had never visited the worksite and thus, the measurements were taken by the mate and the munshi ji. They blamed the latter of understating the work measurements.   
Work site 6:

Name o the investigators: Rashi Bhargava and Abhijeet Singh
Date: May 19, 05
Panchayat: Bhikhampur

Village: Bhikhampur

· The construction of a pond was started at Domarkhan, 2 kms from Bhikhampur village around January 15, 05.
· Approximately 400 workers started the work and were promised Rs.58 per khanti, though the break up was not specified.
· Though all the workers received grains for their work, they were grossly underpaid. A labourer, Ram Sagar told us that he worked for nearly a month and received merely 35 kgs of rice. Many other workers cited similar stories. Due to this, the work continued for a month but was stopped by the workers thereafter.
· The grains were distributed on the basis of ‘coupons’ which were plain pieces of paper stating the grain amount calculated according to the attendance. Grains had to be collected from a ration shop in Silthum which was 5 kms away from the village, even though a ration shop exists in the village itself.
· The work was supervised by the pradhan, Mathalu and the prabhari, Ram Avadh Mishra. Mishraji took the attendance on a plain paper, issued the coupons etc. We spoke to him regarding the abnormally low grain component distributed to the workers. In reply, he pointed out that since no one was refused worked, the number of workers was more than required and consequently share of grains per head went down. It is hard to say how true this claim is, however, the labourers felt that Mishraji manipulated the muster rolls.
Work site 7:
Name of the investigators: Astha Sarda, Rashi Bhargava & Abhijeet Singh
Date: May 19, 05
Panchayat: Padrikala

Village: Padrikala

· The construction of a pond in Padrikala village started under the supervision of the Kshetra Panchayat with a total allocation of Rs.10.07 lakhs @ Rs.4.14 lakhs in cash and grains worth Rs.5.93 lakhs. 

· According to the workers, 500 people started the work but the number kept increasing by 50 -100 everyday. After a week’s time, it touched the steep figure of 1200. 

· The workers were initially promised daily wages @Rs.58 but were later told that payments would be made on basis of piece rate. They reluctantly agreed but stopped the work after 10 days when no payments were made.
· The payments which were made were shockingly low. About 150-200 grams of rice per day had been distributed to a few workers while Rs.2-Rs.4 per day was given to all the workers. To quote a specific case, a worker Lal Bahadur and his wife worked for 10 days and 9 days respectively and received Rs.48 between the two of them. We spoke to around 15-20 workers and all of them had similar plight.
· The work at this site was supervised by a number of people. At the top were 2 contractors who were also the residents of the village- Ram Sagar and Chotte Lal with 1278 and 900 workers under them, respectively. Under them were dozens of other supervisors like Ram Nihur, who in turn supervised 30-60 workers each. 
· We had a conversation with Ram Sagar regarding the low cash payment in which he told us that workers are lazy and that is why the khanti measurements and the resulting payments are low. He claimed that in those groups where workers had worked hard, payments were as high as Rs. 80 per person per day. However, since all of these workers belonged to some other village, these claims could not be verified. According to him no more cash payments were due, while for the pending 83 quintals of rice, food coupons would be distributed the next day. We went back to Padrikala after a few days and were told that again 150-200 grams of grains per head were distributed which led to a fight between the workers and the supervisors.
· Ram Sagar also revealed that he had never maintained any attendance records at the site; however records were kept for the measurements and cash payments. These records had names of the supervisors, cash and grain payments and signatures of workers. When asked the reason for taking worker’ signatures when almost no grain payments had been made, Ram Sagar got irritated and replied that cash and grain records ‘had’ to be maintained together and moreover grains would be released soon.
· The workers told us that the attendance records were maintained by the mate, but the wage payments never had any correlation with these records. Work done by each group was measured in 3-4 days and payments were decided on the basis of the average number of workers employed per group. Moreover, according to Ram Sagar, 2200 people were employed at this site, which is a thousand more than what the workers told us. The amount of work done at the site was, however, far too less to have been done by so many people. It therefore seems likely that Ram Sagar forged the muster rolls.

Work site 8:

Name of the investigators: Astha Sarda and Rashi Bhargava 
Date: May 22, 05

Panchayat: Gurouty
Village: Jendi
· The pond construction in Jendi village started in mid March, under the supervision of the Block Development Office. 
· Initially 60-65 people started the work, but currently only 5 were working. This is mainly due to delayed payments, but also due to the wedding season.

· Full payments had been made for the first month to all the workers @ Rs.23 and 5 kgs rice per khanta. For the next month, only 40 workers received the grain component while no payments were made to around 20 workers. These were mainly old men or people without families who worked on daily wages and thus were not given any payments.
· The measurements at the site were taken for the first time a month after the commencement of the work and second measurement 15 days after that. The J.E. never visited the site and measurements were taken by the A.D.O, Badri Prasad.
· The pradhan told us that he went to the block asking the officials to increase the payments with depth, but they refused point- blank. He also told us that initially contractors tried to come in, but were shooed away. A mate, Gulab supervised the work. But the workers told us that he is A.D.O’s man and actually took away 5 quintals of rice and sold it in the market. They also said that they are required to go all the way to Shivpur, which is a few kilometers away, to collect the grains.

Worksite 9:
Name of investigators: AsthaSarda, Rashi Bhargava & Abhijeet Singh
      Date: May 20, 05
Panchayat: Dharamdaspur

Village: Dharamdaspur

· The construction of a pond in Dharamdaspur village started in mid-January and continued for a month. The work was carried out directly under the Block Office.
· The work was sanctioned and duly notified by the block office, but according to the workers, it was cancelled by the pradhan due to some political motive. It was only after much effort by the people that the pradhan got it sanctioned again.
· Around 150 workers started the work and were promised Rs. 58 @ Rs.2 and 8 kgs of rice on daily basis. They, however, had not received any payments so far.
· The work was supervised by 2 people from Zilla Parishad and 1 person from BDC. According to the workers, there was some conflict between them.
· Mumtaz Ali, the BDC member took the measurements of the work done which were underestimated, according to the workers.

· The workers thought that they will get their payments soon and so they started borrowing grains at interest rate of 50% i.e. if 1kg of rice is borrowed then they have to pay back 1 ½ kgs. Since no payments were made, most of them had accumulated a huge debt. 
· They also went to the Block office asking for their payments but were refused any kind of cooperation. In fact, it was threatened that the work will be declared shramdaan.
· With no hope of payments, the workers stopped the work at the site.  

· The conversation with the workers also revealed that 10-15 children in the age group of 10-14 years had worked at this site.

The Social Audit:

The proper maintenance of the Muster Rolls is the most vital link in avoiding corruption and providing the long needed transparency in government-run projects. Therefore, getting access to a M.R. and cross-checking its entries by speaking to the workers – the social audit - was the most important part of our survey.

· We obtained the M.R. of village Jendi and went for the social audit on June 5, 05. For verification, we spoke to 12 workers and were shocked to find out that the actual payments corresponded to the kuccha M.R. maintained at the worksite by the workers and had no correlation whatsoever with the entries in the official M.R. Further, we noticed that in the M.R. the attendance and payments made were same for all the workers, which is close to impossible considering that the payments made were on basis of piece- rates. We inquired about this at the Chatra Block Office and were told that identical entries was a result of dividing the total work done by the number of workers and entering the average for all the workers. They said that this was done for convenience as it saves them the trouble of making different entries for different workers. Surely this method is convenient; but it puts an end to any kind of transparency in the maintenance of records.
· Further, in case of Jendi village, we found that the attendance in the MR referred to man days of work rather than number of days of work. A glance at the MR therefore makes it appear that payments have been made on basis of daily wages while actually they are on the basis of khanti.

This method of maintaining a kuccha MR at the worksite and an official MR which never leaves the offices premises and huge discrepancies in the entries made in the two, shows a complete disregard for the NFFWP guidelines according to which the official MR should be maintained at the worksite and should be available for public scrutiny.
SECTION 2

Summary:
 The primary findings of the survey are summarized below –

· Nature of projects: Considering that this region of U.P. has a chronic water shortage problem, the administration has rightly focused on works involving construction of ponds, canals, check dams etc. Apart from generating employment, these projects are also a huge step towards creating community assets.

· Selection criterion for workers: There was no selection criterion for workers at any of the 9 worksites that we visited during our survey. In particular, BPL card holders were not given preference at any of these sites. Any one who came to work was engaged. This is particularly so because of the prevailing drought conditions, due to which there is no other source of employment. In places like Padrikala, this led to employment of 1200-1600 workers, due to which per head payments became alarmingly low. The officials at the Block Development Office told us that they are considering rotation system for giving the work in order to tackle this problem in future.
· Target group: Since there was no selection criterion and all those who came to work were rural poor in need of wage employment, the program is self- targeting in nature, completely complying with the guidelines.
· Project awareness: Almost all the workers we spoke to at various worksites were aware of the project under which they were working and the minimum wages that they were entitled to i.e. Rs.58 per man day.
· Calculation of payments: Complying with the NFFWP guidelines, the promised wage payments on the sites we visited were same as the minimum wages in U.P. The wages were calculated on the basis of piece rate i.e. Rs. 58 per khanti (100 cubic feet). This was paid partly in cash and partly in kind, usually 5 kgs of rice and Rs.23 or 7 kgs of rice and Rs.9 or 8 kgs of rice and Rs.2. According to the guidelines, the grain component should be at least 5 kgs while cash should be at least 25%. Clearly in cases when Rs.9 and Rs. 2 are given, the cash component falls below 25% and violates the guideline.
Also, there are provisions for ‘lift’ and ‘load’, which take care of the additional effort involved in carrying the earth dug for some distance and some height and for increasing payments per khanta for harder soil, gravel and rocky terrain. We found that while lift and load were usually taken into account, differences in soil were not. The reason is that the presence of gravel usually comes into notice only after some mud has been dug out. But by then the official estimates for that site are already made and their revision, though desirable, is not very convenient for the officials. 
The most serious offence with regard to wage payments, however, remains the calculation of the grain component at the APL price (Rs. 7 per kg for rice).This is a direct violation of the guidelines which clearly state that grain component should be calculated according to the BPL rate for the particular grain in the particular state (which is Rs. 6.15 per kg of rice in U.P.).The D.M. told us that even though this matter is being discussed at the state level, the major controversy is whether it is justified and feasible to give different wage payments for same amount of work under different government schemes-use of BPL rate in NFFWP projects and APL rate for projects under Sampurna Gramin Rozgar Yojana (SGRY). Since no decision has been taken so far, APL rates continue to be used.
· Measurements: Regular measurement of work is required for regular payments. Officially, it is the responsibility of the J.E. to visit the site and take the measurements. Barring a few cases where the J.E. had never visited the site, they usually did visit the sites. The problem, however, was that these visits were very irregular and workers actually had to go to the J.E. requesting him to come & take measurements and release their payments. This appears to be the reason for huge delays in payments.
· Contractors and middlemen: The guidelines, of course, do not permit the involvement of contractors and middlemen, but they almost always manage to jump in. They not only add another layer of hierarchy in an already complex administrative structure, but also increase unnecessary hardships on workers by manifolds.
They are mostly involved in notorious acts of understating work measurements, filling up fake coupons, maintaining no attendance records, selling grains in the market, etc. In Padrikala, not only was there a proper hierarchy of middlemen, but there were also people like Ram Sagar who conveniently over stated the number of workers employed by a 1000, made payments based on his own unique law of averages, took false signatures without making payments and was more than willing to justify his acts. In Shivpur, of course, contractors ended up starting the construction of 2 check dams simultaneously which only deprived the villagers of the much needed dam for the time being, at least. In Teladi, the apparent absence of contractors was not of much help either as a new conflict started between the Pradhan and the Block office.  
These contractors usually got the work started the moment its announcement was made, without waiting for the official orders to come through. When the administration realized this, they were faced with a tough choice of either compromising with contractors or declaring the work shramdaan. The decision-making is, of course, very time-consuming and in case of shramdaan, the workers completely lose out on their hard-earned incomes.

It is important to note that these contractors assume positions of power and importance only because of lack of vigilance on the part of the concerned implementation agencies. Since the J.E, A.D.O, B.D.O and other officials from the State and District level do not bother to visit the worksites (which they are supposed to according to the guidelines), the contractors take over the task of measuring the work and maintaining the records whichever way they want. A little more effort and sensitivity at the part of the officials can go along way in reducing the plight of the workers.
· Delay in payments: Undue delay in wage payments remains the major area of concern at all the work sites. This was the reason why in 7 out of 9 worksites the work had stopped, even though the construction remained incomplete. According to the guidelines, payments have to made on a fixed day of the week. Contrary to this, we found that in places like Dharamdaspur, no payments had been made at all, while in other villages payments had been partly made. Also the delay ran into a few weeks at some sites, and still worse into 2-3 months at others. The most apparent reason for this seems to be the delay in work measurements at almost all the sites. The officials at the block level told us that workers prefer to take home bulk payments and so measurements are taken after long periods of time. This seemed unlikely considering that almost all the people engaged in these projects survive under hand-to-mouth conditions. In fact, during the few hours we spent at the Block office, groups of workers kept coming in, almost pleading the officers to measure their work and release their payments. The B.D.O., however, did not pay any attention to these pleas. He insisted that these workers were lazy and kept telling them, ”Ye kaam ke badle anaj yojna hai, sone ke badle anaj yona nahi hai.”(This is food for work program, not food for sleep program.) 
The other ‘official’, though not justified, reason for delayed payments is that the second shift of funds for the project has not been released by the District Headquarters.

· Use of labour-displacing machinery: During the survey, none of the workers complained regarding the use of labour-displacing machinery at any of the worksites visited. Only in case of Kasari, the contractor told the workers that tractor will be used for carrying mud at a later stage. Also, we read in the newspaper that 4-5 tractors were being used in Uncchi Khurd in Chatra block, which were confiscated during a raid by the District administration and an FIR was lodged. Barring a few cases, use of machinery does not seem to be a major problem in Sonebhadra district. The guideline banning the use of machinery is being taken very seriously by the authorities, at least in this part of U.P. 
· Child labour: Child labour was reported only in 2 out of 9 worksites-Padrikala and Dharamdaspur. In the latter, 10-15 children in the age group of 10-14 years had worked at the site. At other sites, however, workers mentioned that there was no involvement of children during the course of the work. But at the Block Office Chatra, the BDO told us that workers do usually get their children along and are allowed to work on humanitarian grounds. So, it is possible that the workers did not mention this fact since they are aware that child labour is a legal offence. 
· Gender bias in payments: We did not find any inequalities in payments made to men and women at any of the worksites. There is actually little scope for this when payments are made according to piece rates.

· Worksite facilities: According to the guidelines, it is mandatory to have provision for drinking water, rest sheds and crèches for children at the worksite. During the survey, no traces of these or any other kind of facilities were found at the worksites.
· Physical harassment at worksite: No incident of any physical harassment or verbal abuse was reported at the sites. The workers at some sites, however, did complain that they were not allowed take a break during their work.
· Usefulness of the project: In almost all the villages, there seemed to be a consensus on the potential benefits to be derived from the projects being undertaken, given their apt selection by the administration. Since most of the ponds are being built on community rather than private land, their usefulness for the local people is, without doubt, quite immense.
· Nigrani committee: The information regarding the mandatory formation of a Nigrani Committee before the commencement of the work was seemingly restricted to the Block Development Office. Even though the officials insisted that such a committee has been formed at all the worksites, our field visits did not reveal this. The workers were clueless of its existence, if at all it did exist.
It is important to realize that this committee comprising of 5-9 local people, is supposed to be a vital link between the workers and the administration. It can replace the contractors and take over the task of supervising the progress and the quality of work.

Section 3 
Conclusion:

From the above description, it is clear that the NFFWP guidelines are being openly flaunted at the worksites. The policy framed to benefit the local people is only adding to their plight and agony. The conflict between the interests of the officials and the common man continues and so do the sufferings of the latter.
This is, however, only one aspect of this program. The other and probably more important is that, in all these villages, there is absolutely no other source of employment, given the drought conditions and the not-so-fertile soil. This means that, in absence of such government programs aiming at generating employment, villagers have no other choice but to migrate to other areas in search of work. This makes NFFWP a lifeline for these people.
It is, thus, essential to focus on and resolve the serious flaws with its implementation which exist right now. Only then can its potential benefits be reaped to the fullest and NFFWP can set an example for bringing in a full-fledged employment guarantee law.
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