Villupuram: NREGA Off the Beaten Track
Villupuram, 30 July.  When two members of the Central Employment Guarantee Council, Annie Raja and Jean Drèze, reached Poiarasur village (Block Thiruvennainalur) on 29 July, an interesting surprise awaited them.  Job cards had been distributed that very morning – just a few hours before they arrived.  Further, backdated entries had been made in the job cards, in a frantic attempt to ensure that they matched the “muster rolls”.  In spite of this, a social audit team posted in Poiarasur found many discrepancies in the records.  The village appeared to live up to its name – “Poiarasur” can be translated from Tamil as “the kingdom of lies”.
Unimpressed with this window-dressing operation, the Council members headed for another village on 30 July, accompanied by Sowmya Kidambi (social audit trainer) and Ginu Oommen of the Institute of Social Sciences, New Delhi.  This village (Aavudayarpattu in Block Vikravandi) was outside the area where the social audit had been announced.  There they found many flaws in the implementation of NREGA, particularly in relation to the transparency safeguards.  The worksite board had fine pictures of the Prime Minister and Chief Minister, but none of the mandatory information about the worksite (such as starting date, amount sanctioned and wage rate).  The muster rolls were not at the worksite, and nor was the Panchayat President able to produce them, or for that matter any other NREGA-related records.  He said that all the records were at the house of the Makkal Nala Paniyalar (MNP), who had locked his house before absenting himself for the day. The Panchayat Assistant, for his part, was too busy with his own business to spare much time for NREGA duties.  
The job cards, too, were at the MNP’s house.  According to the workers, the job cards had been in his “safe custody” for several months.  In this informational vacuum, the Council members were unable to conduct any verification work.
The Panchayat office was neat and tidy, but here again there was little evidence of any effort to make NREGA-related information available to the public.  The office had a brand new computer, but it has been covered with cobwebs ever since the Government of Tamil Nadu dismissed all the computer operators appointed at the Gram Panchayat level.  In contrast with states like Rajasthan and Chhattisgarh, where the walls of Panchayat offices have been painted from top to bottom with essential information about NREGA and other schemes, the walls of the Panchayat office in Aavudayarpattu were bare except for one or two posters. It seems that little note has been taken here of the “people’s right to information”.
To be fair to the Panchayat President, he had initiated useful works in the village.  For instance, just outside the Panchayat office, a fine well was in the process of being completed.  The workers were earning the full minimum wage of Rs 80 per day and were delighted with this new employment opportunity.  As one of them, who used to work in Chennai and other places, explained: “We can earn higher wages outside the village, but it is much nicer to remain near our homes.”

However, these real achievements do not detract from the need to follow the procedural requirements of NREGA, and to observe the Guidelines.  The implementation of transparency safeguards is particularly important, to prevent mass corruption from creeping into the programme.  Hopefully, the ongoing social audit in Villupuram will give a useful wake-up call to the administration in this regard.

This report was issued on behalf of the NREGA Watch Tamil Nadu

For further information please contact:

The control room, NREGA Watch-TN

Circuit House 

Collectorate Master Plan Complex

Villupuram 605102

Tel No: 04146 - 227800, 04146 - 227040, 94448 39240

