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Public Hearing on NREGA in Palamau, 26 May 2008
Thousands of villagers from all over Chhattarpur Block (Palamau District, Jharkhand) assembled at the High School in Chhattarpur on 26 May for a public hearing on the National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (NREGA). This hearing was the concluding event of a survey of NREGA in the area, initiated by the G.B. Pant Social Science Institute, Allahabad University. The survey also included social audit activities such as verification of muster rolls. The public hearing was jointly conveyed by the survey team and Gram Swaraj Abhiyan.

The public hearing began with a tribute to Lalit Mehta, member of Gram Swaraj Abhiyan, who was brutally murdered on 14 May 2008. Lalit, an engineer by training, was an active member of the right to food campaign and one of the founding members of Vikas Sahyog Kendra (VSK) in Chhattarpur. He had given up the comfortable job of professional engineer to work with VSK on issues related to the right to food, the right to work and the right to information in the area. Lalit was a very gentle person and his work was widely appreciated, but his fearless opposition to corruption and exploitation often antagonised vested interests. This appears to be the context of his mysterious murder on 14 May. The participants at the public hearing unanimously resolved that “Rozgar Adhikar Divas” would be held every year on 14 May in Chhattarpur, in memory of Lalit Mehta. They also demanded a CBI enquiry into Lalit’s murder.

The main findings of the NREGA survey were then presented by Dr. Reetika Khera, survey coordinator (see Annexure). These include a range of positive findings that point to the great potential of NREGA in the area. For instance, the survey suggests that NREGA makes an important contribution to food security, helps to reduce distress migration, and leads to the creation of useful assets. The programme is particularly valuable for women, who have virtually no other income-earning opportunities in this area. Unfortunately, this potential has been largely wasted due to massive corruption. The transparency safeguards are routinely violated, making it quite easy for unscrupulous elements to siphon off NREGA funds. As a result, the scale of works is very limited, in spite of considerable expenditure. The entire programme has been derailed by a sinister nexus of corrupt politicians, administrators and contractors who are appropriating the benefits of NREGA at the expense of the rural poor.

Three specific issues were taken up for detailed discussion: Job Cards, wage payments, and transparency safeguards. On each of these issues, testimonies were heard from NREGA workers and other participants. For instance, attention was drawn to the faulty design, incomplete distribution and irregular maintenance of Job Cards. Regarding wage payments, the main complaints were delayed payments, non-payment of minimum wages, and lack of transparency in the “schedule of rates”. Powerful case studies of corruption were also presented by the survey team, including evidence of fake muster rolls in Chiru and Khendra Khurd.

A panel of eminent observers listened to the testimonies and cross examined the witnesses as well as concerned local officials. Members of the panel included Annie Raja (member, Central Employment Guarantee Council), Amitabh Kaushal (NREGA Commissioner, Jharkhand), Shashi Bushan Pathak (People’s Union for Civil Liberties, Jharkhand) and Balram (Advisor to the Commissioners of the Supreme Court). Also present were many local officials responsible for the implementation of NREGA, including the District Collector, Deputy Collector, Block Development Officer (BDO), SDO, Junior Engineers, and many Panchayat Sevaks. Throughout the proceedings, government officials responded to pointed questions from the witnesses and other participants. The concluding speeches of the District Collector and NREGA Commissioner, however, did not impress the audience.

On the sidelines of the public hearing, hundreds of people registered for Job Cards, made collective applications for work, and submitted written complaints to concerned officials. The first demand in the concluding resolution of the public hearing was “action on all these complaints within 30 days”. Other demands included resumption of NREGA works on a massive scale, launching of awareness drives, design of a new Job Card, payment of unemployment allowances, setting up of a Helpline, and strict implementation of the transparency guidelines.

About 5,000 local residents participated in the proceedings, which lasted more than five hours. Friends of Lalit Mehta and supporters of the campaign had also come from far and wide - Bihar, Madhya Pradesh, Orissa, Andhra Pradesh, Chhattisgarh, Maharashtra and elsewhere. The public hearing generated much energy and hope in an area where corruption is in danger of being accepted as a fact of life. It was a fitting tribute to Lalit Mehta’s life and work.
NREGA Survey 2008 (Palamau): Preliminary Findings(
	A. Positive Findings

	 AUTONUM  \* Arabic  Proportion (%) of NREGA workers who:

Belong to SC/ST households

Are illiterate

Live in kaccha house

Own a fan
	86%
76%
88%
  0%
	NREGA reaches the poorest sections of society.

	 AUTONUM  \* Arabic  Proportion (%) of workers who feel that NREGA is “very important” for them
	76%
	NREGA is seen as a potential lifeline by the rural poor.

	 AUTONUM  \* Arabic  Proportion (%) of workers who wanted at least 100 days of employment under NREGA over the year
	100%
	There is a big demand for NREGA work.

	 AUTONUM  \* Arabic  Proportion (%) of workers who said that NREGA had “helped them to avoid going hungry”
	68%
	NREGA helps to provide food security.

	 AUTONUM  \* Arabic  Proportion (%) of workers who felt that migration had decreased in their village after NREGA was launched
	96%
	NREGA helps people to avoid distress migration.

	 AUTONUM  \* Arabic  Proportion (%) of workers who had been paid within 15 days
	85%
	Wages are generally paid on time.

	 AUTONUM  \* Arabic  Proportion (%) of women workers who had other sources of cash earnings than NREGA
	37%
	NREGA is a unique employment opportunity for women.

	 AUTONUM  \* Arabic  Proportion (%) of workers who reported the use of machine at the worksite
	8%
	The use of labour-displacing machines at NREGA worksites has virtually disappeared.

	 AUTONUM  \* Arabic  Proportion (%) of workers who complained of harassment at the worksite
	0%
	There is no evidence of major worksite harassment.

	 AUTONUM  \* Arabic  Proportion (%) of workers who feel that the assets they are creating under NREGA are “very useful”
	73%
	NREGA works seem to be productive.

	B. Areas of Concern

	 AUTONUM  \* Arabic  Proportion (%) of sample Gram Panchayats where at least 50 people were working at the time of the survey
	 0%
	The scale of NREGA works is very small.

	 AUTONUM  \* Arabic  Proportion (%) of NREGA workers who are aware of their entitlement to:
100 days of work
minimum wages
	32

50


	Most people are not aware of their rights under NREGA.

	 AUTONUM  \* Arabic  Proportion (%) of workers who have ever made a formal application for work
	0%
	The application process is not in place.

	 AUTONUM  \* Arabic  Proportion (%) of workers who don’t have a Job Card
	16%
	The distribution of Job Cards is incomplete. Even among NREGA workers, many don’t have a Job Card.

	 AUTONUM  \* Arabic  Proportion (%) of cardholders who were in possession of their Job Card at the time of the survey
	37%
	In most of the sample GPs, Job Cards had been “hoarded” by government officials or middlemen.

	 AUTONUM  \* Arabic  Proportion (%) of sample GPs that had their own Panchayat Sevak
	0%
	There are severe staff shortages at all levels (e.g. Panchayat Sevaks, Junior Engineers, trained mates).

	 AUTONUM  \* Arabic  Proportion (%) of workers who reported that contractors were involved at the worksite
	44%
	The ban on private contractors is routinely violated.

	 AUTONUM  \* Arabic  Proportion (%) of workers who said that:
   Attendance was taken on the Muster Roll at the worksite

   They signed on the Muster Roll when they were paid

   Entries were made in their Job Cad when they were paid
	12%
37%
15%
	Transparency safeguards are grossly violated, e.g.  Muster Rolls are fudged and Job Cards are not being maintained.

	 AUTONUM  \* Arabic  Proportion (%) of sample GPs where the survey team found evidence of corruption
	100%
	There is rampant corruption.


( Based on a survey of 100 randomly-selected NREGA workers in 10 randomly-selected Gram Panchayats of Chainpur and Chhattarpur Blocks of Palamau District, conducted in May 2008 by the G.B. Pant Social Science Institute, Allahabad. These findings are illustrative, given the relatively small sample size.
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