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G. B. Pant Social Science Institute, Allahabad

Public Hearing on NREGA in Koderma, 18 June 2008(
Thousands of villagers from all over Markacho and Chandwara Blocks (Koderma District, Jharkhand) assembled at the High School in Markacho on 18 June 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 Bharat Gyan Vigyan Samiti (BGVS).

The public hearing began with a presentation by Dr. Kashinath Chatterji (secretary, BGVS, Jharkhand), who condemned the recent report sent to the Central Government by the district administration of Palamau after a similar survey was conducted there. Under the guise of an “enquiry”, this report makes insidious allegations about the survey team and effectively protects those involved in the nexus of corruption and violence that surrounds NREGA in Palamau. Professor Jean Drèze then talked about the vision behind NREGA, and how the Act could help in bringing about economic, social and political change in rural India. He also commented on the Palamau report and clarified that while the survey team was not trying to tarnish the administration (as the report claims), and always gave credit where it was due, it could not close its eyes to glaring evidence of corruption and embezzlement. Then Viswanath from the BGVS team presented the main features of the Employment Guarantee Act to the audience, and recalled the key entitlements of NREGA workers under the Act: employment on demand within 15 days; minimum wages; payment of wages within 15 days; unemployment allowance in the event where work is not provided, and basic worksite facilities (shade, water, first-aid and child care).

The main findings of the NREGA survey in Koderma 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 found that workers generally earned the statutory minimum wage, and that they were paid within 15 days in most cases. It also suggests that NREGA makes an important contribution to food security, helps to reduce distress migration, and leads to the creation of useful assets. Unfortunately, this potential has been adversely affected by 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 quite limited, in spite of considerable expenditure.

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. Attention was drawn to the faulty design, incomplete distribution and irregular maintenance of Job Cards. Regarding wage payments, there were complaints of delays in wage payments, lack of transparency in the “schedule of rates”, and problems relating to the system of bank payments. The survey team and participants also presented strong evidence of corruption in NREGA works in three Gram Panchayats: Paplo, Masmohna and Bendi. 
Among many other testimonies presented at the public hearing were the following:

· Mangari Devi from Masmohna Gram Panchayat said that she had worked on a pond (talab) construction project but did not get paid till now, and that the middleman used a JCB machine at the worksite. When she went to the Panchayat Sevak and middleman to ask for her wages, they threaten her and told her not to even ask for money. 
· Madhu Devi and Banwari Mahto, from the same Gram Panchayat, also said that they had worked at this worksite but they did not get any money for the last two months. The middleman is threatening them as well. 
· Sudamiya Devi also came forward and explained that there were fake entries in her Job Card. 
· Churaaman Miya from Markacho told that he worked for 22 days but did not get the full payment till now.
· Badhan Ram from Markacho told that when he went to the Panchayat Sevak (Pradeep Mahto) for opening the NREGA work, the Panchayat Sevak replied that he would forward his request to the Block office only on payment of 5000 rupees.
· Kanchan Devi, Shanti Devi, Kauslya Devi and Vasudev Yadav from Paplo Gram Panchayat came forward and said that they did not work for a single day on the worksite “Markacho daak bangle se bindhaniya hote hue khandradih tak grade 1 path nirmaan”, but their name was in the muster roll against an attendance figure of 14 days; the work was done by a JCB machine. They submitted an affidavit in this regard.
· Laxman Bhuiya and Kailash Bhuiya from Bendi Gram Panchayat (Block Chandwara) said that their Job Cards have been with the Forest Department since February, so they cannot even apply for further work. And in the muster roll, 28 days of work are mentioned against their names, and a payment of Rs 2147, but they did not work more than 20 days and got less then what is mentioned in the muster roll. They also had to pay 200 rupees each to open an account at the Post Office. They also submitted an affidavit in this regard, with 28 signatures.
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 Dr. B.D. Sharma (member, Central Employment Guarantee Council), Dr. Santosh Mehrotra (member, Planning Commission and Central Employment Guarantee Council), Professor Ali Imam Khan (P.K. Roy Postgraduate College, Dhanbad). Also present were many local officials responsible for the implementation of NREGA, including the District Collector, District Programme Coordinator, Block Development Officer, Junior Engineers, and Panchayat Sevaks. Throughout the proceedings, government officials responded to questions from the witnesses and other participants. 
Mid-way through the proceedings, a bunch of middlemen and their goons attempted to disrupt the meeting and started shouting abuses at the survey team and others. Some of them clearly felt threatened by the testimonies that were being presented. There was considerable chaos for some time, and a showdown was narrowly averted. Fortunately, this group was unable to disrupt the public hearing as the trouble-makers clearly had no support from the crowd. Eventually, a spirited intervention by Dr. B.D. Sharma persuaded them to calm down.

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. One of the main demands in the concluding resolution of the public hearing was “action on all these complaints within 7 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. The District Collector promised to look into the findings of the survey team, and specifically, to take action within 7 days in three Gram Panchayats (Paplo, Masmohna and Bendi) where evidence of fraud had clearly emerged at the public hearing.
About 2,000 local residents participated in the proceedings, which lasted more than five hours. The public hearing generated much energy and hope in an area where corruption is in danger of being accepted as a fact of life.
NREGA Survey 2008 (Koderma, Jharkhand): Preliminary Findings(
	A. Positive Findings

	 AUTONUM  \* Arabic  Proportion (%) of workers who feel that NREGA is “very important” for them
	75%
	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
	99%
	There is a big demand for NREGA work.

	 AUTONUM  \* Arabic  Proportion (%) of workers who felt that migration had decreased in their village after NREGA was launched
	67%
	NREGA helps people to avoid distress migration.

	 AUTONUM  \* Arabic  Proportion (%) of workers who had been paid within 15 days
	80%
	Wages are generally paid on time.

	 AUTONUM  \* Arabic  Proportion (%) of workers who reported the use of machine at the worksite
	11%
	The use of labour-displacing machines at NREGA worksites has been largely prevented.

	 AUTONUM  \* Arabic  Proportion (%) of workers who complained of harassment at the worksite
	5%
	There is no evidence of major worksite harassment.

	 AUTONUM  \* Arabic  Proportion (%) of workers who feel that the assets they are creating under NREGA are “useful”


	93%
	NREGA works seem to be productive.

	B. Areas of Concern

	 AUTONUM  \* Arabic  Proportion (%) of sample Gram Panchayats where at least 25 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
	26%

43%


	Most people are not aware of their rights under NREGA.

	 AUTONUM  \* Arabic  Proportion (%) of workers who don’t have a Job Card
	15%
	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
	55%
	In most of the sample GPs, Job Cards had been “hoarded” by government officials, contractors or middlemen.

	 AUTONUM  \* Arabic  Proportion (%) of workers who reported that contractors were involved at the worksite
	64%
	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
	8%

34%

24%
	Transparency safeguards are grossly violated, e.g.  Muster Rolls are fudged and Job Cards are not being maintained.


( Prepared by Praveen on behalf of the survey team.


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





PAGE  
6

