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A team consisting of students from Delhi University and members of the Bharat Gyan Vigyan Samiti (BGVS) carried out a survey on the National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (NREGA) in Adhaura block of Kaimur district in Bihar. This was part of a larger survey on NREGA organised in 6 states by the Govind Ballabh Pant Social Science Institute, Allahabad. The survey took place between the 12th and the 24th of May in 5 gram panchayats within Adhaura block.

The area covered by Adhaura block is vast and relatively thinly populated, with 923 square kilometers of hilly, forested terrain inhabited by about 44000 people. The population in the inland regions is predominantly tribal. Being rocky and lacking perennial sources of water, as also being a neglected region on the whole, the block is pretty underdeveloped. Therefore an appraisal of NREGA’s role in changing lives thus far, as also of its potential in the future, was surely an exercise worth taking up.
The survey worked towards a number of objectives, which comprised of the following:

a) Talking to and interacting with the workers and gauging the effect of NREGA on their lives, from their point of view; as also evaluating its perceived potential in the future.
b) Awareness generation among the rural populace in general and the workers in particular, relating to their entitlements under the Act.

c) Examining the many difficulties in NREGA implementation as also bringing to light the very myriad forms of corruption and fraud in the same.

d) Grievance redressal activities (i.e. filing of affidavits); and filing of job card applications and work applications on the behalf of the workers. 
Findings: The basic finding of the survey was that NREGA is poorly implemented in Adhaura, with various irregularities plaguing its effective enforcement, and the impact of NREGA on the lives of workers is, at best, minimal.
The one positive aspect relating to NREGA which was unearthed by the interactions with workers was that, in spite of its many deficiencies on the ground, NREGA is still seen by many as a potential source of upliftment. There is huge demand for work, as also for job cards, and when asked as to how many days they 
would like to work under NREGA in a year, many emphatically answered 365.
However, in the current scenario, the prospects for success of NREGA in Adhaura seem bleak. The survey team carried out the survey in Adhaura, Aathan, Kohluan, Jamuninar and Dumranwa gram panchayats of Adhaura block. Following were the survey team’s main observations regarding NREGA in Adhaura:

1) System of advance payments: In many places we visited (Adhaura, Kohluan and Dumranwa GPs), we found an advance system prevailing, where workers were paid money before the work started or during the course of the work. The amount of money paid was unrelated to either any norms of minimum wage, or to the number of days worked by the worker. In Adhaura, everyone had been paid an advance of Rs.200, even though some had worked for 6 days while some had worked for 4 days. On the other hand, in Kohluan, the advance payments differed across workers, where one person was paid around Rs.800 before he even started work. While someone else was paid Rs.100 for 1 day’s work. The workers were told by the mate (who made these payments) that their final payments would be done ‘later’, where ‘later’ was either unspecified (Kohluan) or beyond the mandatory 15 day period after work commences (Adhaura).
Another important observation in this regard was the complete absence of records of such advance payments in either the muster rolls or the job cards. While in Kohluan, no entries were made at all for these advances in the muster rolls or the job cards, in Adhaura, fake entries were seen. For instance, in Adhaura, for the period 3/5/2008 to 8/5/2008, the muster rolls as well as the workers’ job cards recorded payment of Rs.492 (i.e. Rs.82 per day for 6 days) to all workers. However, ALL of them, without exception, received advances of only Rs.200 over this period, with full payment being promised only on the 16th of May.

When the team asked the mates as to why they indulged in making such advance payments, they replied that such payments were necessary to induce the labourers to come and work at the sites, since the panchayats did not have enough funds to pay them on time. However, the fact that fake entries were being made (or no entries at all) in lieu of these payments indicated that they were sources of fraud and money bungling.

2)  Payment irregularities: Irregularities in payments were witnessed in ALL the places the team visited, without exception, both in daily wage payments as well as payments made on piece rate basis:
a) Adhaura (daily wage basis): Not only were advances paid with impunity, but even when full payments were made on the 16th of May, they were paid at the rate of Rs.70 per day (instead of Rs.82 per day). Apparently, the mate had fixed this wage rate and communicated his decision to the workers earlier, at the time of giving advances. When some of the workers protested and demanded greater payment, they were thrown out of work and threatened that if they happened to mention the Rs.70 wage rate to the survey team, they’ll be never given work again. 

b) Aathan: In Panchmahul village, payment hadn’t been made for the last pakhwada, even though work had stopped about 10 days back (the team was there on the 16th of May). To compound matters further, the mate has fixed the daily wage as Rs.77 per day. In Haar village, full payments haven’t yet been made for work that stopped in January. 
c) Kohluan (piece-rate basis): Here, the advance system was prevailing, and the contractor (yes, a contractor was in charge of the worksite at Pipara village) nonchalantly said that full payment would be given when the dam was completed. Even he didn’t know when that would happen. However, most shockingly, he had promised the workers a wage rate of Rs.60 for 100 cubic feet dug; telling them that the rate is Rs.68 but he would take a cut of Rs.8 himself. He changed tune only on the 14th of May, when the Rozgar Sevak came to the village and declared that the minimum wage was Rs.82. Even then, instead of the norm of 66 cft (men) and 55 cft (women) for Adhaura, workers were still required to dig 100 cft. 
d) Jamuninar: In Salea village, again, there was a prevalence of advance payments. Incomplete payments were made, and that too, at the rate of Rs.70 per day. For piece rate wages, the rate was fixed at Rs.70 for 100 cubic feet dug.                                        
e) Dumranwa (piece rate basis): Workers were promised a wage rate of Rs.70 for 100 cubic feet dug; but even then, full payments haven’t yet been made. They have been given advances ranging between Rs.200 to Rs.400, bearing little relation to the actual number of days worked by the workers.

  Thus, even though the minimum wage is Rs.82 per day for Bihar, and Rs.82 for 66 cubic feet dug (men) and 55 cubic feet dug (women) (for Adhaura, because of its hard soil), the actual wage rates being paid (or rather, being promised) were substantially lower.

3) Muster roll and job card irregularities: The team witnessed various irregularities and deficiencies in maintenance of muster rolls and job cards:                                         

a) Fake entries: Both muster roll and job card entries were found to be fake in various places (Adhaura, Jamuninar). In Adhaura, for the last paid muster roll, NOT EVEN 1 entry was found to match what actually happened on the ground. Similarly, in Jamuninar, the muster rolls and job cards recorded exaggerated payments. The muster rolls and job cards were largely consistent with each other but were greatly at odds with reality. For instance, in Jamuninar, Durga Singh worked 16 days and received payment at Rs.68 per day (the then prevailing minimum wage) according to the muster roll; but in reality, he worked only for 8 days and received Rs.480.
b) In Panchmahul village, Aathan, muster roll entries were dubious, where for 7 consecutive muster rolls (MR 81999 to 82006), man was followed by his wife. Also, the muster rolls did not have any dates, and in one muster roll (82023), there were only 6 signatures/thumb impressions, whereas 8 payments had been made. Entries too were suspect. When the team interviewed a worker, Ram Iqbal Uraon, he said he had worked at the site for 14 days without pay. However, the muster roll recorded him working for 34 days and being paid at the minimum wage rate.
In Jamuninar, for the completed worksite muster rolls (Dec 2006-March 2007), various irregularities were seen. The maintenance of muster rolls was quite poor with gross overwriting of dates at many places (MR 73624, 73625, 73626) indicating that the muster rolls were not filled duly. The serial numbers of the muster rolls seemed dubious and did not match the chronological order of the work done.  

c) Many a time, muster rolls recorded people working who hadn’t actually worked, and sometimes did not even have a job card. For instance, in Jamuninar, the muster roll recorded Harinarayan Singh working for 21 days at Rs.68 per day. However, when asked, he denied working at that site. Similarly, the muster roll recorded Chhavinath Ram as working at that site, when he never even had a job card.
d) As far as job cards were concerned, the team came across glaring breaches of regulations. Firstly, there were fake entries in job cards in Adhaura, where, for the period 3/5/08 to 8/5/08, payments of Rs.492 had been recorded as opposed to actual payments of Rs.200 (advances). Various job cards recorded payments of Rs.4000-5000 for the year 2007, when the household had received only Rs.800-900 in the corresponding period. In Adhaura itself, we found 3 people whose job cards had been filled without them doing any NREGA work (an example is the job card of Shivpoojan Singh, recording more than 100 days of work. A photocopy of the job card is attached in the ‘Other Documents’ file for Kaimur district in Allahabad). In Jamuninar people had to pay Rs.25 for photographs on the job card, even though the team did not even see 1 job card with a photograph there.
In other places too, job card irregularities were pervasive. In Aathan GP (Panchmahul village), none of the workers the team came across possessed their job cards. They had all been taken by the ‘munshi’ or the mate, allegedly to fill up the muster rolls, thereby making it clear that muster rolls were never available on the worksite and were not duly filled. Similarly, in Haar village of the same GP, we found empty job cards, even though some payments had been made. In Kohluan GP again, the advance system had precluded any entries being made in job cards, with the contractor there declaring that all the paperwork would be done only when the dam was completed and full payments made. In Dumranwa and Jamuninar too, we found empty job cards, again because of the advance system prevailing there. Adhaura was the only place where some payments (though wrong) had been recorded in place of advances.
4) Levels of awareness: On the whole, the levels of awareness amongst workers as regards NREGA and its provisions were very low in all the GPs visited:

a) Very little knowledge of work applications, and the fact that NREGA work is demand-driven. The overwhelming tendency was to wait at home till some GP official or the mate came and told them that a work had started in the village. Most of them were astonished that they could demand work. In all the GPs the team visited, it came across only one man (Adhaura GP) who had actually applied for work in written. However, he didn’t receive any receipt and no work was granted to him.
b) Fuzzy knowledge of the wages to be paid at the worksite. Even as some did know that the state minimum wage was Rs.82, many could not relate it to the wages they were supposed to receive at the worksite. In Adhaura, interviews with workers showed that they did know that they were supposed to receive Rs.82 at the worksite, but later the team found out that this had been drilled into them by the threatening mate. In matters of piece-rate based wages, nobody (not even the team till quite late) was aware of the correct wage rate. For Adhaura, which is rocky, the rate is Rs.82 for 66 cft (men) and 55 cft (women). In contrast, we found rates not only below the mandatory minimum wage, but also the minimum amount of digging required for receiving the stipulated wage at the worksite was 100 cft (men and women).

c) No knowledge at ALL of the provision regarding the mandatory 15 days within which work has to be provided; no knowledge of the provision for unemployment allowance, travel allowance (for instance, in Badap village of Dumranwa GP, the team found that the worksite had workers from Guiyan, a village 6-8 kms away, working there. Apparently, the Badap workers had stopped going to the worksite because of irregular wage payments. In spite of the distance, the Guiyan villagers weren’t getting any travel allowance and were staying at the site itself, with food being provided by the mate, the manner in which the food account would be cleared remaining unclear)
d) No knowledge of worksite facilities. Some were aware of the 100 days employment provision, but they did not view it as any kind of guarantee. Rather, they saw employment as arising at the munshi or the mukhiya’s behest.

5) Worksite:  
a) No worksite facilities were available at 4 of the 5 GPs the team visited. The team saw one active worksite and the conditions at the rest of the worksites (not in operation) were told to them by the workers interviewed. In Adhaura, on the first visit to the worksite, all facilities except the crèche were seen present (a tree served as a place for shade). However, these facilities appeared doctored. In the subsequent visits the team made to the same worksite, the same facilities (drinking water, first aid and availability of muster roll) were absent. In the other GPs, there did not exist facilities for drinking water, first aid or crèche, and a tree served as a place for shade and rest.

b) As regards the availability of muster rolls at the worksite, only Adhaura GP had them. At Kohluan (the other GP with an active worksite at Pipara), no muster rolls were present. In fact, work at Pipara was going on in a curiously automated manner, with no supervision and by only the occasional visit by the contractor. He said no supervision, attendance etc was needed because the work was on piece rate basis. So each person would get paid according to how much he worked, regardless of attendance. Thus the 100 days provision was just discarded there.

c) No vigilance committees at ALL.

d) Attendance not taken at all in Kohluan GP, and take on a rough copy in Jamuninar, Dumranwa and Aathan GPs.

6) Administration and Funds: There were quite a few administrative deficiencies in Adhaura block, which may in part explain the poor enforcement of NREGA there:

a) No separate post of Programme Officer, with the BDO managing NREGA implementation, thereby leading to inefficiencies.

b) Out of the total of 11 GPs in the block, only 5 had Rozgar Sevaks. In the rest, NREGA work was handled by the Panchayat Sachiv, leading to work dereliction, in part because of overburdening. For instance, the Sachiv of Kohluan GP was so tired of managing NREGA plus other duties that he wanted it to just be dismantled.

c) Acute lack of funds, which was partly the reason for advance payments being made at many of the worksites. Panchayats had sums as meagre as Rs 1 lakh distributed to them on April 31st, and even after this, many Panchayats’ money payments were yet to be cleared by the lone rural bank in Adhaura block. The team felt that the primary reasons for lack of funds were not only government apathy, but also, lack of demand for work by workers, which precludes the need to ask for money.

d) Another deficiency seen was obviously corruption and dereliction of duty. One of the contractors, who had forcibly taken away Shivpoojan Singh’s job card and made false entries in it, and who was called to the mike during the public meeting almost bashfully admitted that ‘everyone, from the BDO to the JE to the mate’ took cuts out of NREGA money, and that the total amount of the cuts reached as high as 40%. Similarly, the BDO office was deserted 4 days a week, with the BDO preferring to stay home or in the district headquarters.

Conclusions: NREGA implementation is undoubtedly weak in Adhaura block. Nobody amongst the people the survey team interacted with has got even close to achieving 100 days of employment in a year, with the average being about 10 days. There were very few worksites in operation in the block (the team found just two) and very many irregularities like the ones mentioned above continue to hamper NREGA’s role in changing rural lives. Lack of political mobilisation of the workers and consequent lack of a common forum further alienates them from their rights as also ways to seek recourse. However, the one point which gives cause for optimism is the optimism of the workers themselves, who say and believe that, if given work, they will grab it with both hands, and it would go a long way in ensuring their upliftment, reducing migration, and guaranteeing them some basic entitlements which have steadfastedly eluded them so far.
