NREGA Survey Report: May, 2008

1. Introduction


This is a summary of the findings of a survey of the status of the National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (NREGA) in five sample Gram Panchayats (GPs) of the Mainpat Block, Surguja District, Chhattisgarh. This survey was conducted by the G.B. Pant Institute of Social Sciences, Allahabad, between 13th May, 2008 and 27th May, 2008. The team was supported by local volunteers from Choupal, an NGO working on various issues, including the Right to Food Campaign, in Surguja District. A list of the sample ongoing worksites that were surveyed by the team is as follows:

	
	Gram Panchayat
	Village
	Worksite
	Dates

	1.
	Barima
	Barima
	Construction of a Check-dam
	14-15 May, 2008

	2.
	Kamleshwarpur
	Kamleshwarpur
	Construction of CC Road
	16-17 May, 2008

	3.
	Supalga
	Supalga
	Construction of a Check Dam
	18-19 May, 2008

	4.
	Asgaoa
	Paiga
	Land-leveling
	20-21 May, 2008

	5.
	Jam Dhodi
	Jam Dhodi
	Construction of a well
	22-23 May, 2008


The team was meant to cover an ongoing worksite in each of the sample GPs and interview 10 randomly selected workers, from each of these worksites for the ‘worker questionnaires’. The team did not manage to locate any ongoing worksite in Barima, Supalga and Paiga. One of the sample GPs that was meant to be covered, Biserpani, was left out as there was no ongoing work. The closest GP Paiga was covered instead. 

2. Awareness
In the 5 surveyed GPs the general awareness about NREGA and the workers entitlements entailed in the act was very low. While even the most unaware of the randomly selected workers knew about their right to 100 days of work in a year, most people were not aware of the revised minimum wage rates or the revised piece rates. About half did not know that payments are meant to be made within 15 days. 

The team noticed that only very few workers were aware that applications for work could be made; but even they had no idea how such an application was to be made, or that they had to collect a receipt when such an application was made. Consequentially though a lot of people have a vague idea that unemployment allowance is covered under NREGA they do not know how or when they become eligible to receive it or what the amount is. 
The awareness campaigns that we noticed in Mainpat block which included the entitlements page on the back of every job card, listing of the wage rates on walls at prime places in the village completely missed a significant proportion of the workers who are illiterate, and this is an issue that needs to be looked into. 
3. Job Cards 

3.1 DISTRIBUTION

Most workers we interviewed had job cards which dated from 2006. We were told that most families had been issued job cards in 2006 according to the voter list. However we also found a significant amount of workers whose families were had job cards, but themselves were not registered on these job cards, despite them being eligible. There were a few cases of workers being forced to work on other families' job cards because their families have still not received job cards. We also noted a couple of cases of families being denied job cards because someone in the family had a government job. 
Most workers we talked to had paid amounts ranging from Rs. 10 to Rs. 100 for their Job Card/ photograph to various village officials, ranging from the Sachiv, Sarpanch to the Up Sarpanch’s brother. The only GP where no amount appeared to have been paid for either was Paiga. There was even a case in Supalga where the worker had to pay Rs. 50 per every 2 persons in the photograph! 
3.2 MAINTAINENCE

In all of the surveyed GPs workers were unclear about when entries should be made in the job card. Most of the job cards that we saw had either no entries, and the few entries that we saw were usually incomplete or incorrect. Paiga was the only GP where we found complete job card entries with payment details and all the necessary signatures of officials. However in no cases were the job card entries made in front of the workers at the time of payment. 
4. Worksite

4.1 MUSTER ROLLS 

Muster rolls were not available at any site where work was going on. The team was only able to get the last paid Muster Rolls from within the Panchayat for Barima (completed worksite) and Paiga (halted worksite).  In Kamleshwarpur the current MR was obtained after negotiations that even involved the EE (Executive Engineer), however the authenticity of this seems suspect. (ref. to section 7.) The Sachiv at Supulga said it had been submitted to the block office for a social audit.  The MR had never been seen on the site during the 2½ months that work had been going on at Jam Dhodi.   
4.2 FACILITIES

The general state of the facilities available at the surveyed worksites was bad. 

Boards were present at only two of the surveyed worksites (Kamleshwarpur and Supalga), and even these did not have complete information- neither the required task nor the implementing agency was mentioned on either of these boards. For example, although the officers in charge as mentioned on the board at Supalga are RES officers, the Sachiv told us that the implementing agency was the Gram Panchayat. 
There were no crèches at any of the worksites, and workers were not even aware of that there was supposed to be childcare facilities. There were even instances of mothers with children being turned away from work (in Supalga).
Medical kits were said to be available at Supalga and Barima, and were glaringly absent in Haramar where an old worker who had hurt his thumb during work had wrapped it up in a plastic bag. In Kamleshwarpur a couple of strips of tablets were being paraded as the Medical Kit.

Constructed provisions for shade were only seen in 2 of the visited GPs (Jam Dhodi and Paiga), while a convenient tree provided shade in Kamleshwarpur. However there were no reports of any provisions for shade in either Barima or Supalga (in 2008). 
There were no provisions for drinking water in either of the working worksites we visited, though there was a dry ghara in Jham Dhori. The only place we heard reports of drinking water available at the site was at Barima, and workers in Kamleshwarpur specifically complained about absence of drinking water. 
5. Payment Related Issues 
5.1 MINIMUM WAGE RATES

The minimum wage in Chhattisgarh was revised from Rs. 69 to Rs. 72.23 starting 1st April, 2008. 

While the revised rate (2008) for a  ‘godi’ measuring 10 feet*10 feet *1 foot is a minimum of Rs. 118, the two sites where work was as per piece rates (Paiga and Jam Dhodi) workers were being paid Rs. 72 per ‘godi’, which is the rate for a 10 foot* 10 foot* 7 inches ‘godi’.      

5.2 DELAYS/ INCOMPLETE PAYMENTS

Delays in wage payments and incomplete payments were the most common complaint we heard from workers, and these acted as disincentives for work. While most workers are willing to accept a reasonable time period of 2-3 weeks for their payments (even where they are not aware of the law which is supposed to ensure the same), anything beyond that is quite obviously unsuitable when dealing with workers who are surviving on a hand-to-mouth sustenance basis.  

In Jam Dhodi workers had not been paid for 2½ months (ever since the work had begun), and we heard reports that although many NREGA projects had been taken up in the GP full payments had been made for none. In Supalga the Sachiv would delay payments and give unofficial advances to workers in need. When the payments would be made it was seldom the complete amount that was due to the worker. Even the Sarpanchs husband had yet to receive payments that were due from the previous year. In Kamleshwarpur there were complaints of both delayed payments and incomplete payments, dating from the beginning of the work (29th of January 2008). In Paiga, while payments had been made within a month of their work, the amounts received were incomplete.  
6. Scale of Works

A frequent complaint we heard from workers in most of the GPs we visited was that they had not been provided the full 100 days of work per family- especially in Kamleshwarpur and Barima, where workers had not worked for more than 30 days (at the most) in the last 12 months. 
7. Utility of Works
Most workers that were interviewed thought that the projects being carried out had some utility in the village. However the workers objections were regarding the quality of the work and nature of implementation. 
The check dam built in Barima was not high enough. Some workers complained that its placement meant it would be difficult for even cattle to access the catchments area, and the low height meant that it would not hold water in the dry months- according to the mate it would “go dry by January”, who agreed that in the manner it was constructed it would not be a useful asset for the village. 

In Kamleshwarpur the road had been built because of a proposal that Tibetan refugees who live nearby put through the Gram Sabha.  The road was useful because it led to a hospital, but the workers main objection was regarding the quality of the CC road being built. According to the workers they had been instructed by the (alleged) contractor to mix the masala
 according to the ratio of 1:6:10 instead of 1:3:5. 
In Suplaga that rate at which the work was being carried out was very slow. According to the testimony of a local volunteer team member who had seen the site in 2007, only about 10% more work had been done in 2008 as compared to the previous year. This could be due to the lesser number of workers who were willing to work on the site due to the payment dues from the previous year. 
In Paiga the nature of the work itself meant that its usefulness was a subjective matter (for the farmers whole land is being leveled), but an interesting point to note is that it was being carried out on the Sarpanchs land (who was not a BPL card holder, though that is not the only criterion for selection of lands).

In Jam Dhodi also the well was being constructed on privately owned land. The well was 21 feet deep and about 15 feet wide, and would require at least 25 bags of cement. However the overseer of the site had been promised only 5 sacks of cement by the Sachiv. 

The usefulness of the assets being built is largely dependant on the manner of implementation. We noticed that in material intensive sites the propensity for corruption through dilution and cost saving was greater, and consequently the quality of the asset being built was more suspect. 
8. Contractor
The survey team noted the active presence of a contractor at the Kamleshwarpur CC Road site. Every worker interviewed unanimously confirmed that there were two contractors involved in this project, “Atal Bihari Yadav” (from Narmadapur) for the 24 Lakh CC Road Project, and “Balram Yadav” (the Up Sarpanch’s brother) for the 10 Lakh WBM Road project. We were told by the officials that former was only the supplier of cement for the site. The implementing agency was the RES and although there seemed to be ample opportunity for a high scale of corruption, the exact amount was not ascertainable because the last paid MR was not made available to the survey team. The current MR was only obtained after extensive negotiations with the RES SDO Anil Mishra and the EE R N Chaubhey. This MR had some glaring inconsistencies which led us to believe that it was a hurriedly prepared document. The spaces for the name of the work, gram panchayat, implementing agency were all left blank as were the columns for the gender, caste, and gram details of each worker. Where the Gram Panchayat was mentioned all workers were listed as being from Kamleshwarpur, although we met workers on the site who had come from at least 2 other  GPs- Narmadapur and Lurena. We managed to obtain the Last Paid MR a week after our survey (on the 27th of May 2008) after meeting with the EE, but that document also seemed to be suspect. The payment appeared to be made after the survey dates, but since there is provision for recording the exact date of payment on the MR the exact date could not be ascertained. The biggest inconsistency noted on this MR was that the day of the 17th was marked as a holiday, although the team was on the site on the 17th and was witness to ½ a day of work, a day when the attendance was also taken- by one of the many overseers of site, said to be the brother of the alleged contractor, Atal Bihari Yadav. 

The chief complaints of the workers on this site were that though they were paid according to daily wages they were made to complete a certain task before they could go home. The SDO referred to a Progress Rate that was being followed- all the workers were expected to together finish laying down 10 slabs of cement per day, failing which they would not be paid the minimum rate. But they were also made to stay until late to finish the work, and to ensure their presence attendance was taken at 7 (although work hours ended at 6.) The women’s complaints had been met with verbal abuse and threats of replacement (by workers from other GPs). (The team noted the presence of workers from other GPs). 
The reports of the workers were that the value of the NREGA work had been completely undermined by the presence of the contractor, who would naturally operate the work under exploitative conditions as his profit maximisation is his only concern. The matter of concern here however is how and why agency implemented works (like the Forest Dept., RES) appear to be more susceptible to being run by contractors. 
9. Impact of NREGA

The improper implementation of NREGA work seems to be the primary problem seen in Mainpat. There are not enough number of works being carried out in most places, where the worksites we were surveying were either the first or the second NREGA project in that GP. 
The local job opportunities in each of the surveyed GPs are very low, mostly restricted to the seasonal harvesting season where a maximum of Rs. 50 per day can be earned (by a male worker). The other opportunities are other government construction sites, but these are available in only a few places. Consequently the migration of a male earning member to the nearest city (which is usually about 40 kms away) for 2-3 weeks at a stretch is a common phenomenon (a maximum of Rs. 90 per day can be earned this way). (The only exception we noted was at Barima where the alternative work is at the nearby BALCO aluminium mining sites.)  However most workers naturally prefer to stay within their villages and NREGA has enormous scope to help workers stay in their homes, and still be able to earn at higher wage rates than they would normally be able to get. The meagre number of works actually carried out under NREGA is a problem. However where NREGA has even been half-heartedly implemented (eg. at Paiga, where complete payments haven’t been made) we were told of a significant decrease in cases of migration out of the village. 

The Chhatisgarh government gives all BPL Ration card holders 35 kilos of rice at the rate of Rs. 3 per kilo. Consequently all workers we interviewed said that the money earned from NREGA work- even when it was a very small amount- was primarily utilised on subsidised rice, improving the status of food security in the lives of the workers. 
Another realm where there is vast potential for NREGA is in the involvement of women. The local agricultural wage rate during the harvesting season for women workers ranges between Rs. 25 and Rs. 30, and so the opportunities that could open up for women if NREGA work was properly implemented are immense. Even at the current state of affairs the feedback is positive- for example 65 year old Mularo was able to earn Rs.     to spend on herself and her family only because of NREGA work, while ordinarily she would have had no other employment opportunities because of her age. 
We noted a significant decrease in the number of workers who had worked on some sites when compared to the employment figures of the previous year (particularly in Supalga, where no women had continued to work on the site in 2008). This was because of the payments that were pending from the previous year, and this is the biggest challenge faced in this block. These delays and non payments act as deterrents for the workers, who are consequently labelled as “unwilling” by government officials. 
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