NREGA Summer Survey, 2008 - Dungarpur

Initial Observations(
A survey of National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (NREGA) worksites in Dungarpur district, Rajasthan, was conducted by the G.B. Pant Social Science Institute, Allahabad between May 13-24, 2008.  During the survey, local assistance was provided by the Vagad Mazdoor Kisan Sangathan. The survey involved visits to ongoing NREGA worksites in two blocks -- Sagwara and Bichhiwara. In addition, over a 100 randomly sampled labourers responded to a questionnaire that spanned issues such as awareness about NREGA provisions, impact of NREGA employment and worksite management. 

The analysis of the data generated is yet to be done. Therefore, the findings presented here are of a strictly interim and impressionistic nature.

I. Impressive Scale of works

This May, all of Dungarpur seems to be at work! In all of the Gram Panchayats (GPs) that the survey teams visited, there were at least three or four ongoing worksites. The average number of workers employed at the sampled worksites exceeded 200. In many GPs, muster rolls for over 2000 workers had been issued. 

In none of the villages that were visited was there a single complaint that work was required but not available at that moment. This is the outcome of an extremely commendable administrative determination to match if not exceed Dungarpur's record of employment generated in the previous year. Such exertions are worthy of celebration within Dungarpur and emulation elsewhere in Rajasthan and the country at large. 

II. "Zordar Guarantee": Impact of NREGA

Given the scale on which employment is being made available it is only to be expected that the NREGA is having a significant impact on the lives of the workers.  One of the major aims of the survey was to assess this impact. The findings in this regard are extremely heartening. To use the words of Lalubhai, a mate from Obri Panchayat, "Rozgar Guarantee hai Zordar Guarantee".

Most families reported that NREGA incomes were being used to purchase daily necessities. In this regard, nearly all said that their daily household expenditures could now be met more easily because of their income from NREGA works. Seeds, fertilizers and agricultural implements were among the other significant uses to which NREGA incomes were put. With the agricultural season to begin immediately after the NREGA works this summer, these earnings are certain to be a tremendous help to the small and marginal farmers that constitute the majority of the workforce.

Similarly, the survey team discerned the beginnings of a change in the pattern of migration. In every GP, respondents noted that there was some overall decline in the level of migration. It is clear that migration to Gujarat and elsewhere still continues. However, when NREGA work is available in the summer, there is a reduction in the numbers of migrants. Even when men are migrating, income from NREGA work helps in reducing the difficulties of those who stay behind.

While these are in themselves significant developments, there is much more that can be achieved in terms of creating incomes that will sustain families throughout the year. Some of the administrative improvements suggested later in this report would go a long way towards enhancing NREGA incomes and reducing extreme distress.

III. Useful Assets

There seems to be a general opinion that the assets being created at the NREGA worksites are useful. Ponds, annicuts and check dams in particular were highly appreciated. People reported that in most places where such works had been carried out under the NREGA, there had been clear-cut improvements in the number of months for which water was available in the village and also in the level of ground water. Gravel roads are also connecting remote villages to main roads. Respondents thought that these were especially useful in cases of medical emergencies as vehicles could now reach places where roads had been widened.  

IV. Worksites: A Mixed Picture

Worksites present a mixed picture of good and bad practices. There is clearly still room for improvement in the management of worksites, even though the fundamental elements seem to be in place.

a. Muster Rolls 

The NREGA requires the daily attendance at the worksite to be taken on muster rolls issued by the government. At all the worksites visited by the survey team, muster rolls were available and attendance was taken before as well as after the work was done. Irregularities in the maintenance of muster rolls were also rare and usually related to the fact that muster rolls had just been received, as at Nalwa, where job card numbers were yet to be entered in the muster rolls since the Job Cards were with the mate of the last "pakhwada". The virtual elimination of the system of dual records, so closely associated in the past with corruption in public works, is a tremendous victory for transparency at the worksite. 

b. Worksite facilities: water, shade and first aid
In order that working conditions be humane, the NREGA requires each worksite to have drinking water, provision for shade and a first aid kit. Drinking water was available at all sites visited. However, except for Barauthi and Selota, the women designated to provide water were bringing their own vessels, rather than the same being provided by the Panchayat.

Panchayat officials were equally lax with respect to the provision of shade. Once again, it was only at Selota and Barauthi that tents had been made available for shade. At the Fata Talab worksite in Jethana around 650 workers were employed at the worksite but there was no provision of a tent. When queried about this, officials routinely cited the presence of trees in the vicinity in order to shirk their responsibility in this regard. Given the conditions under which work is being done at the moment, the administration should take a dim view of such excuses and insist that the provision of shade be made at each worksite. 

First aid kits were available at most sites, except Gandhwa and Sati Rampur. There was, however, little uniformity in the content of these kits. Often, crucial medicines and material for dressing (bandages, antiseptic, etc.) were not a part of the kit (as at Barauthi and Tamatia). At other places, expired medicines had been left in the kit. 

c. Childcare facilities
Given the striking preponderance of women workers at NREGA worksites, it is important that childcare facilities be made available. More than five mothers who had left children under the age of six at home were present at every worksite. In fact, at a Keshavbadi worksite in Bichhiwara (Kodar Manji's field), there were ten children below the age of six years present at the site, but no child-care facilities had been provided. The only worksite where a rudimentary provision had been made was in Selota panchayat of Sagwada block.

V. Job Cards

Job card distribution seems to have been fairly complete. However, in the third year of the NREGA in Dungarpur, most of the problems are related to the process of updating them in step with changes in households. There were a number of cases where newly created nuclear families had not received separate job cards. The problem, here, was compounded by the lack of knowledge among workers of the conditions under which one could apply for a separate job card.

With regard to the related problem of attaching photographs in job cards, over the last few months, workers are being asked to provide their own photographs. Workers had to pay an amount varying from Rs. 15 to Rs. 65 in most of the sample GPs. This seems to have been the outcome of a decision that labourers who have been unable to appear during the photograph drives of the GP will have to take the responsibility of attaching photographs to their job cards. This is an extremely unfortunate choice of the administration since it risks penalizing workers for inadequately publicised photograph drives. In many cases workers had migrated at the time the photographs were taken. Since the process of updating job cards is an ongoing one in any case, it would be preferable that a more institutionalised arrangement be organised by the GPs for the purpose of taking photographs. 

Job card maintenance was, by and large, adequate though in Tamatia, Barauthi and Gandhwa the payments and signature columns were incomplete. Some confusion, however, exists with respect to who will take responsibility for job card updating once the system of bank payments is introduced. But more on this below.

VI. Application Process

As mentioned earlier, the impressive evidence of participation in the NREGA is almost entirely an outcome of the laudable initiative taken by the administration in order to make work available proactively. However, the filling of work applications has largely been a formality so far. Workers at all the worksites affirmed that applications were filled only after they found out that work had been sanctioned and was soon to be initiated. The procedure followed has, to some extent, familiarised workers with the process of applying for work: the forms to be filled, the place to submit it and so on.

There is, nevertheless, a striking lack of awareness about the fact that the NREGA allows labourers to apply for work whenever they require it. Even those who are aware, or have tried to apply for work at times when works have not been sanctioned, state that the panchayat is unlikely to accept their applications 

Admittedly, if the application process had been strictly insisted upon, Dungarpur might not have been the success story it is today with respect to employment generation. It is, nevertheless important that familiarity with this process be increased. This is an aspect that has, so far, been ignored by the administration.  Awareness generation activities about work applications must continue apace. Even more important, pressure must be exerted upon GP officials to ensure that they accept applications for work whenever these are initiated by the labourers.  

VII. Low Wage Payments: Need for Group-Based Measurement

The single most vocal complaint from labourers at all the sample worksites was that they did not receive the designated minimum wage last year. This year too, even though they were aware that the minimum wage had been raised to Rs. 100 per day, they were not confident that they would receive this amount. In most cases, wage payments in the previous year were reported to have been between Rs. 50 and Rs. 60 per day. In one case from March this year in Bichhiwara, wages are to be paid at Rs. 18 per day. Given that wages in Rajasthan are paid as per the proportion of the designated task completed, low wage payments must be viewed in conjunction with the manner of worksite measurement. 

Current practice in Dungarpur is that workers are arranged into groups of five and shown a task to be completed each morning. At most worksites, mates also measure and record the work done in the afternoon. However, the wage rates on the muster rolls are prepared as per the measurements of the Junior Engineer. Invariably, these rates are the average of the task completed at the entire worksite. This has the effect of dis-incentivising the completion of the task, since those who finish are only paid at the average rate. Indeed, many workers were indignant that they had completed their assigned tasks each day and yet received remuneration at significantly lower rates. In all the sampled GPs, labourers were confident of finishing the assigned task, however, they were reluctant to do so unless they receive adequate remuneration in the future. As Valji Rupa, a labourer from Ramgadh Panchayat of Aspur block put it, "Tabadtod khodne ke baad bhi poore paise nahi mile, tabse main is kaam main zyada zor nahi lagaata". 

This structural disincentive can be quite easily corrected by introducing a system of group-based measurement. By separately calculating the wage rates of each group of five workers, based on the work that they actually complete, workers would be assured that they will be paid in proportion to the work that they actually do. At the same time, this would serve to significantly improve the productivity levels achieved at NREGA worksites. 

Many of the preliminaries for this are already in place -- workers are organised into groups and mates assign daily tasks to each group. There is even a measurement sheet ("mate maap pustika") which is being used to record the task completed by each group. This measurement sheet was actually being used at almost half the sampled worksites.

The introduction of group-based measurement is perhaps the most urgently needed administrative improvement in Dungarpur today. It would serve to ensure improved earnings from NREGA work and increased quality and productivity of work.  

VIII. Bank Payments of NREGA wages: Confusion and Delays

The survey has been conducted at a time when the entire NREGA administration is in the process of switching over from a system of payments of labourers' wages in cash to payments through bank accounts. The transition, however, has been far from smooth. Confusion abounds at every step of the process. In addition, because of this switch, payments for work periods starting from April have been suspended in all the worksites that were visited. Immediate action is required to clarify a number of confusions and to reduce any further delays in wage payments.

Officials in almost every GP were unclear about the procedure to be followed with respect to the introduction of bank payments. First, it was not evident whether the responsibility for opening accounts rested with the GPs or with the individual workers. Nor were all officials certain about whether the accounts would be operated individually or jointly operated. 

Second, there does not seem to be uniformity in the types of accounts that banks are opening. Zero balance "no frills" accounts have been approved by the Reserve Bank of India for the disbursal of NREGA wages. These should be used everywhere except where agreements are being made with post offices, where Rs. 50 is the statutory minimum balance. It is disturbing, therefore, to find labourers reporting that they have been asked to pay varying amounts of money to open accounts in different GPs. The amounts ranged from Rs. 250 in Gandhwa to Rs. 50 in Bichiwara. In the latter case, the GP officials denied that any such demand has been made by them. Lack of clarity on this point is likely to encourage unauthorised demands for money from workers.

Care must also be taken that bank procedures are not treated as substitutes for the transparency safeguards built into the NREGA. One such transparency safeguard, is the collective and public disbursal of wages. It appears that, with the introduction of bank payments, muster rolls will not be publicly read out and workers' signatures will not be required upon them. Similarly, it is not clear to any of the GP officials or block officials when Job Cards are supposed to be updated or if they are to be updated at all. In Ramgadh Panchayat of Aspur, where the system of bank payments has been in place since April 2007, it emerged that the job cards had not been signed or updated by GP officials for a year now. It was simply assumed that the passbook would serve just as well. Experience from other regions indicates that this is a dangerous trend which must be nipped in the bud. Bank payments of NREGA wages must be seen as a supplement to rather than a replacement of the existing transparency safeguards. 

Finally, among workers, there is a willingness to try the system of bank payments and many, when asked, professed a preference for them. At the same time, there are many rumours and uncertainties as well, for instance, that people defaulting (or late) on existing loans with the bank would have their NREGA wages cut. Such rumours must be carefully addressed. Due sensitivity must also be maintained to the other needs of the overwhelming majority of first time users that are likely to use these accounts. This must include a panchayat staff that is well informed and able to help out along the way as well as with the familiarisation of workers with processes such as withdrawal of money, understanding passbooks, etc.

Conclusion: Building upon a Firm Foundation

The success of Dungarpur with respect to creation of employment and the proportion of households that has completed 100 days of employment is impressive. Work under the NREGA has perceptibly improved lives, helping to meet everyday household needs as well as reducing the costs associated with migration. Many useful assets have also been created, are helping improve the rural economy. 

This is not, however, a moment to rest upon the laurels of these achievements. Many critical challenges remain. The system of bank payments of wages has already created significant delays in wage payments this year and much confusion in general. Unless the associated processes are streamlined, the system will continue to create new problems. 

The most important challenge, however, relates to the introduction of a system of group-based measurement, which can, by itself, take NREGA-related earnings to a new peak. It is imperative that this be taken up by the administration, as well as peoples' organisations, in a big way. There are many ways in which Dungarpur has been a pioneer district with respect to the NREGA. What is required at the moment, is to build upon the firm foundations that have already been laid.

The following worksites in the sample GPs were visited on the dates mentioned below.

	Block
	Gram panchayat
	Worksite/village
	Date of visit

	Bichhiwara
	Gandhwa
	Gravel road from Ghati Phala to Sakarsi, Gandhawa
	May 14



	Sagwara
	Ghata ka gaon
	Gravel road from Hanumanji ka Mandir to Maganji's house
	

	Bichhiwara
	Sati Rampur
	Gravel road from Rampur Balwari to Sati, Rampur
	May 16



	Sagwara
	Jethana
	Deepening of Phaata Talab
	

	Bichhiwara
	Gumanpura
	Gravel road from Ara Machine to Rashtriya Prathmik Vidyalaya  Aatbatia, Nalwa
	May 19



	Sagwara
	Selota
	Gravel Road from Selota to Shamsan Ghat
	

	Bicchiwara
	Barauthi
	Gravel road from highway to Pali Phala school, Barauthi
	May 20

	Bicchiwara
	Bichhiwara
	Gravel road from Yadav Basti, Bichhiwara
	May 21



	Sagwara
	Garhajhumji
	Check Dam near Kalu Bhai's house
	

	Sagwara
	Tamatia
	Gravel road from Chetna Kendra to Bulawara
	May 23
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