The National Rural Employment Guarantee Act, 2005: Suggestions for Rules and Guidelines under the Act.

October 27, 2005

Sub: Reference your letter - D.O. No. M-28012/2/04-SGSY(M) 

dated 7th October 2005.

Dear Shri Raghuvansh Prasad Singhji,

In your letter of 7th October you listed some issues/aspects relating to NREG programme on which you asked for my suggestions. I have attempted to address here the following selected issues from out of your letter.

Para 7: c. The nature of works 

Para 8: d. The delivery systems 

2. The nature of works is indeed the crux of the matter so also the delivery systems. The two are closely related as evident from what Gandhiji told us on the eve of Independence: 

I have not visualised a poverty-stricken India. Establish village swaraj – make each village self-governing and self-contained as regards the essential needs of its inhabitants. 

3. To this end the nature of works must constitute a dynamic and direct assault on poverty; poverty expressed in terms of low consumption of food in particular, and low purchasing power due to lack of employment – a deficiency which the Employment Guarantee Programme aims to overcome.  The core of the NREG programme has therefore to be to at least in the foreseeable future enable the poverty-stricken section in the village to be employed in works which help to produce locally more of the type of foodgrains required for local consumption.

4. Is there anything from our past experience from which we can draw some lessons for NREG? The only major programme attempted after Independence with some what similar approach has been the Maharashtra Employment Guarantee Scheme (MEGS).  Infact, the Standing Committee of Parliament which examined the NREG Bill, in July 2005, did analyse the experience of thirty years of the operation of the Maharashtra Employment Guarantee Scheme (MEGS). The committee first listed its numerous achievements. Then it also listed the failures of MEGS as follows:

(i) The Programme still continues after 30 years without any decline in the demand for unskilled wage work under the scheme.

(ii) Modest impact in poverty reduction or in unemployment reduction in the State.

(iii) Distressed seasonal migration of workers from backward regions continues, as the guarantee is not really implemented in many cases.

(iv) Social security measures, maternity benefits, and facilities at work sties are implemented poorly.

(v) Skill training is given, if at all, on a negligible scale.

(vi) Unemployment allowance is not paid to anybody so far as (i) continuous work of 75 days (which is an precondition for unemployment allowance) is not provided to most persons, and (ii) even when provided, adequate records from one site to another are not maintained.

(vii) Quality of the assets created and their maintenance/use are frequently not satisfactory.

(viii) Delay in payment of wages ranging from one month to three months.

5. The Committee however did not identify lessons arising from these failures of MEGS for the benefit of NREG programme.

Nature of works

6. I have however attempted an explanation for the cricual failure of MEGS namely that “the programme still continues after 30 years without any decline in the demand for unskilled wage work under the scheme”. The explanation appears to be that the actual works undertaken on which workers in the villages under MEGS were employed were ad hoc in nature and not part of a comprehensive village area development plan focused on direct attack on poverty i.e. raising consumption of food through increasing local production of foodgrains. That is indeed the core task to develop the economic muscles of the village in the short and long run; with the overall aim of raising income and social consumption of all the population, and moderating incidence of out migration, operationally, it involves planned and systematic development of all critical village resources i.e.

· every inch of land (cultivated, cultivable wasteland, waterlogged);

· every drop of water; 

· every blade of grass/ vegetation, forest, fuelwood 

· all livestock

· all common property resources (grazing ground, forest areas etc.) 

· upgrading all existing sources of livelihood, 

· expanding local market for local production, 

· increasing credit flow -institutional, for local producers 

· enhancing income of workforce (agriculture and non-agricultural i.e. manufacturing/ services) and expanding employment, (by gender, by age)reducing under-employment and unemployment 

The plan should also expand / upgrade vital social inputs such as to ensure full coverage

· schooling, 

· healthcare, sanitation, safe drinking water

· housing, 

7. It is out of such a plan that works should be chosen for the short run. If the short run programme were a definite component of the overall plan (and not ad hoc) they with more assuredly foster avenues/activities which have the potential of creating sustained employment. 

To be doubly sure, the work programme should sponsor/stimulate:

· farm plans for every single holding of any size, to raise agricultural output and yield as a part of a wholesome, well thought out production plan based essentially on local resources, 

· such a plan must be formulated with full involvement of the people especially all farmers through the local panchayat and 

· with advice from experts knowledgeable in land resources development, agriculture, water development, forestry, non-agricultural avenues of gainful employment, horticulture, forestry, seeds and organic manure.

8. It is necessary to utilize to the maximum extent possible locally available (in the village or neighbourhood) technical, scientific advice from experts, in addition to what may be available from departmental staff.  For this the panchayats could maintain a panel of practicing and retired experts in different fields residing in the village or otherwise accessible and willing to assist the panchayat in formulating the village area development plan, as mandated by the 73rd Amendment to the Constitution Article 243 G (a)

the preparation of plans for economic development and social justice;

9. Each scheme in the plan should indicate its employment component. For obtaining such technical advice and assistance each village panchayat should be authorized to spend a certain percentage (say 3 to 5 percent) out of the NREG funds. 

10. The Central/State government’s, sectoral/technical agencies especially remote sensing and GIS agencies, the State and District Councils of Science and Technology, Agricultural Universities, Regional Engineering Colleges etc, should all be mobilized to assist panchayats with information data/maps of the village, its land, water, vegetation, forest areas etc.; as well as to provide all village/block level data collected by different departments such as agriculture, soil analysis, irrigation, forest, animal husbandry, education, health etc.

11. Selected village area plans so prepared and their working experience could be put on the internet for wider knowledge across the country, and for inviting suggestions.

12. To sum up, in the overall, the objective of the village area plan is to advance the well-being of the entire population of the village – men and women alike, in all aspects –enhancement of livelihoods; elimination of deprivations and social discrimination in any form – gender, caste, communal and their wholesome replacement by social cohesion and social justice; flowering of culture and nursing of natural resources and bio-diversity.

13. Within this broad perspective, the village area plan is to keep the thrust on enhancing local production and employment opportunities to promote livelihoods. These in turn will strengthen the economic muscles of the village to ensure sustained development and growth.

14. Phasing of the Village Area Plan

It will have three phases starting, optimization and push forward

(1) Starting point

Benchmark: documentation of existing status of livelihoods, production, consumption especially food grains, employment, and other vital aspects of economic and social life of people and area.

In particular,

1) Economic – existing pattern of livelihoods, production (agriculture, non-agriculture), services, employment (underemployment, unemployment) earnings in/out migration local consumption (gaps in consumption and production of essentials) e.g. food, cloth, trade in and trade out, condition of means of production namely soil, water, vegetation, fauna, flora, forests, livestock, grazing ground, common property resources.

2) Social – status of access of all the population to health, education, sanitation, drinking water, sports, and information.

(2) Optimization

In the first phase emphasis should be on optimization of available investment, facilities, assets and sources of livelihood, the scope for expanding them without extra investment except marginally.

Production plans for the village must be built up by plans for each individual household and farm for optimization of production, existing skills, services i.e. improvements in output, yields, employment, incomes - that can be made without additional capital or with nominal addition to - capital same approach to be followed for health and education facilities, and common property resources.

(3) Push Forward

Expand/increase production and consumption of essential food grains for every person, household, farm, non-agricultural occupations and all products and services to meet unsatisfied demand to ensure minimum standard of life.

All plans for expanding production must keep in view the necessity of maximization of labour absorption/ employment (both males and females) but totally eliminating child labour.
Delivery System

15. The word delivery is really not appropriate. It is local – both planning and implementation, and not ‘delivery from above’.

I have looked at the following clauses of the NREG Act

 

16. (1) The Gram Panchayat shall be responsible for identification of the projects in the Gram Panchayat area to be taken up under a Scheme as per the recommendations of the Gram Sabha and the Ward Sabhas, and for executing and supervising such works.  

 

16. (4) The Gram Panchayat shall forward its proposals for the development projects including the order of priority between different works to the Programme Officer for scrutiny and preliminary approval prior to the commencement of the year in which it is proposed to be executed.

 

16. As I see it, the Gram Panchayat (GP) has the ‘responsibility’ to identify schemes.  But it seems to have been robbed of the authority to approve (!).  GP has to submit the schemes to a Programme Officer at the Block level for approval.  This is disastrous.  Each Block has an average of 100 villages/GPs. The Programme Officer will have comprehend, scrutinize and approve proposals from 100 gram panchayats, say 10 proposals from each GP or a 1000 proposals (or say even 500 proposals) in the Block. And, all in time for work to flow continuously, uninterrupted, for the GP to keep engaged daily, those who register for work.

 

17. Remember the unemployed will be sitting on the head of the GP day and night – not on the head of the P.O. Imagine a 100 GP representatives waiting at the PO’s door for clearance of their proposals. What is the competence of such a PO to shoulder such a majestic responsibility. God forbid.

 

18. The preparation and approval of schemes must be the responsibility and authority of the GP, for which they must be given a revolving fund in advance before the commencement of the year – say equal to atleast estimated requirement of funds for the first year.  After the first six months, the GPs could send details to PO for recoupment of funds spent. Reimbursement must be made within a maximum of two months to prevent disruption of work flow.  As suggested above GP should be authorized to spend upto 5% of the fund to secure technical advise to formulate schemes.

 

19. Besides, the GPs are expected to draw up schemes in advance of the commencement of the year for the PO to scrutinize and give approval. When will the unemployed be called upon to register? When will be GP complete preparation of proposals? When will the PO approve? Does the government have a system analyst to show them the implications of such a design. This is a pure bureaucratic design. It will be infanticide. It will kill the scheme before it is born.

I hope these suggestions will be of some use to you.

with affection,

LC Jain
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