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Press Note

Social Audit of NREGA Begins in Ranchi District
Ranchi (Jharkhand), 16 May 2007: A “social audit” of the National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (NREGA) began today in Ranchi District.  About 275 volunteers from Ranchi and elsewhere have departed for 15 Gram Panchayats in four Blocks to visit NREGA worksites, verify muster rolls, and hold public meetings.  The aim of this social audit is to empower people to fight corruption and defend their rights under the Act. 
Social audit is a mandatory requirement under the National Rural Employment Guarantee Act. This is the first time in the State of Jharkhand that the District Administration (Ranchi) and people’s organisations have come together to conduct a mass social audit of NREGA works.
A unique Social Audit Campaign 

This social audit is being conducted mainly by local residents (after two days of intensive training), but other volunteers have come from far and wide – Andhra Pradesh, Chhattisgarh, Delhi, Kerala, Orissa, Rajasthan and Tamil Nadu as well as other Districts in Jharkhand.  The selected Blocks are Angarha, Khuti, Kanke and Mandar. 
Rampant corruption has derailed many employment programmes in the past, and there is a fear that NREGA may follow the same fate.  However, recent experience in several states (notably in Andhra Pradesh and Rajasthan) has shown that it is possible to eradicate corruption from NREGA.  This requires rigorous enforcement of the transparency measures mandated by NREGA, effective exercise of the right to information, and building a culture of public vigilance.  Social audits can go a long way in fostering this process. An insightful account of Andhra Pradesh’s experience in this regard was presented during the training programme by Ms. A. Karuna (Director, Social Audit Cell Andhra Pradesh Government). In Andhra Pradesh, social audits are now built into the system; to the extent at least one social audit of NREGA is conducted every day in some part of the State. The government has also started recovering embezzled funds (Rs. 5 lakhs in 26 gram panchayats in 12 districts in the last month alone).
To illustrate further, there is a long tradition of siphoning off funds from public works by fudging “muster rolls” (last year, a verification of muster rolls in Garhwa District found that 85% of them were fake).  But NREGA requires muster rolls to be kept at the worksite, displayed in public, and examined by the Gram Sabha. Experience has shown that these measures can prevent fudging of muster rolls to a large extent. But this can happen only if muster rolls are actually disclosed, and if people learn to verify them.  Muster rolls have been obtained for all NREGA works in the 15 Gram Panchayats covered by this social audit, and the participants will be verifying them one by one with the community.
Another noteworthy aspect of this exercise is the involvement of 25 student volunteers from Delhi University and Jawaharlal Nehru University who are not only participating in the social audit, but also conducting detailed muster roll verifications and work site surveys.  This is part of a larger survey initiated by the Centre for development economics Delhi School of Economics in collaboration with the Institute of Human Development (Ranchi). Government officers from Chhattisgarh, Gujarat and Orissa are also accompanying some of the teams as a training exercise.
On 20 May, Gram Sabhas will be held in these Gram Panchayats to present and discuss the findings of the social audit in public.  This will be followed by Block-level public hearings on 21 May, in each of the four selected Blocks.  This will be an opportunity for concerned persons to bring their complaints to the attention of the concerned authorities and demand redressal.
This mass social audit campaign is an initiative of “NREGA Watch” (an informal coalition of organisations working for the effective implementation of NREGA in Jharkhand), in collaboration with the District Administration and the National Institute of Rural Development.
Central Employment Guarantee Council visit
On 20-24 May, a delegation of the Central Employment Guarantee Council (CEGC) will be visiting Jharkhand to review the implementation of NREGA.  The delegation will be taking part in the social audit on 20-21 May.  This will be followed by field visits on 22 May, a state level public hearing in Ranchi on 23 May, and consultations with the state government on 24 May.  Members of the delegation include Aruna Roy (Mazdoor Kisan Shakti Sangathan), Annie Raja (National Federation of Indian Women) and Jean Drèze (Allahabad University), among others.

The public hearing on 23 May will be taking place at the Administrative Training Institute (Ranchi) from 10 am onwards.
For further details, please contact Balram (09934320657), Gopi (09431760032) or Gurjeet (09431120534).
