Where has the rice gone from ‘Food for Work Programme’ in Mau district of Uttar-Pradesh







By V.B.Rawat

A story of a village Panchayat where the district officials responsible for implementation of ‘Food for Work’ programme, cared for their own ‘right to food’ and left hundreds of people who contributed for the development of village roads, ponds etc to fetch themselves without giving their dues.

Brief history of the case:

Jagdish Pandey, is a Hindi teacher in a local college of village Amma Bhelur who happen to be the Pradhan of village Amma, is a tired man today. As I reach to his house, he politely ask me to sit on the cot before he take a bath in the open and get prepared a cold drink ( milk with Gur). And as soon as I start talking to him about the Food for work programe in his village Panchayat and he bring out all the details. Being an educated person and a respectable teacher, Pandey has done his homework well. He is the elected representative of 75 gram Panchayat of Fatehpur Mandav Block in Mau district. They elected him to fight together for their rights. There are 75 Gram Panchayat under the Fatehpur Mandav block and 13 Nyay Panchayats. In all Mau district, which was carved out of Azamgarh and Ghoshi has 9 blocks. Among these Pradhans 7 belong to upper caste Thakur, 5 Brahmins, 25 Dalits and rest the OBCs. The main purpose informing this is that Pandey could become the leader of the massive OBC-Dalit dominated block is a tribute to his work and concern.

He has a pain in his heart that the developmental work has been totally stopped. “ I wont start any further work unless we are able to give the labors their old due. My village Panchayat has to give about 100 quintal of rice to them under this programme. We still have some money left for the work but no food hence no work can be done”. And then he narrates how people who worked are coming him since morning.  The local laborers who were involved in constructing link road to the village come regularly to his house and ask for their rice under the SGRY scheme. They were told that under the scheme they would get Rs 23 and 5 kilogram of rice per day for their work. His village is on the bank of a huge lake called Tal Ratoy, which is adjacent to Ghaghra. A large number of landless people belonging to fishermen, Nishad community live in the nearby area along with other Dalit communities. Pandey is the Pradhan of his  Gram Panchayat as well as President of Pradhan Union of Fetehpur Mandav block 

The SGRY scheme began in Uttar-Pradesh from year 2002 under which 80% was to be based on labor and 20% on cash.  Various Panchayat schemes like construction of roads, water shed management, plantation, marginal bund formation came under this. The state administration has made a provision that 50% of the total ration would go to Gram Panchayat, 30% to Kshetra Panchayat and 20% to district Panchayat for different work they take themselves. The Block Development Officer is entitled to permit the ration for the Gram Panchayat and Kshetra Panchayat. 

According to Jagdish Pandey the different Gram Panchayats have given coupon to laborers for their work so that they can get the rice but unfortunately, all the people are roaming around while getting no rice. The poor labors are going from pillar to posts, from block offices to the offices of Pradhans but nothing is moving in a state where the landless fear heavy caste based violence and antipathy of the official class.

It is also alleged by the Pradhan Sangh, that the ‘drought relief’ has also become victim of this official-contractor-politicians nexus and without informing the local block office and Gram Panchayat, the district Panchayat has got everything done and shown in the papers. In fact, Pandey alleged that the district officials have got the master-roll filled with the help of electoral roll. 

Smt Sunaina Devi, is the Pradhan of village Dubari, which has a population of 13000 and is the biggest Gram Sabha of the district. She says that Rs 2,56,000 have remained unspent under the SGRY scheme because unless they distribute the ration to the labouers it would be difficult for them to start new work. “ I cannot go for more developmental work because the backlog is there and people come to my house from early morning asking for the rice. The Panchayat has to give over 150 quintol of rice to the laborers. If start new work and rice is not there than the quantity of pending rice will increase and put us in tremendous pressure. We are becoming target from our political opponents and also from the labourers who think we have collaborated with the officials.” 

(Un)-official version of the case: A senior government official blamed the entire district officials for deeply involved in this major rice scam. He alleged that the entire rice which is missing from Fatehpur Mandav Block has been sold in the Bihar market. It is to be reminded that Mau and eastern UP is actually borders with Bihar. The rice scam is not just belonging to one block; the official says that it is in the entire district. Somewhere, local officials are succumbing to the pressure of the high up and giving up easily.

In the Fatehpur Mandav Block, the total rice allotted from the district authorities was 8262.93 quintal. The Block Development Officer allotted  5844.78 quintal rice to  Senior Marketing Inspector, whose duty is to ensure that the rice has been taken from the Food Corporation of India. Against this the Senior Marketing Inspector or simply SMI Madhuban, allotted 2470.46 Quintal of rice to the Gram Panchayats. Hence a total of 3374.32-quintal rice has not been distributed by the SMI. But it is not the only due. In the three-tier system, some work is directly done by the Kshetra Panchayat and SMI is responsible for the food part. Hence out of total 8262.93 quintal rice allotted from the District Authorities, the Senior Marketing Officer, could only distribute 2470.46 quintal of rice and the balance 5792.47 quintal has disappeared. The local newspapers on 17th May 2003 alleged that 86000 quintal of rice was transported illegally to Bihar between 15th to 31st March 2003. The district magistrate has come to know about this and the total cost of this scam goes around 11 crore rupees.

As the people started asking question to the Panchayat leaders and pressure started building up the block Pradhan Union wrote to district authorities about the same but nothing happened. They also put a dharna and gharoed the district officials and ask that an FIR must be lodged against the erring marketing officer who in this case has allegedly 

Been the Senior Marketing Inspector. On the block day, which is organized every month, when people come to narrate their problems at the block office in presence of their leaders and officials, the entire crowed of over 1000 people raised slogan against the corruption in the distribution of rice.  It was on 25th April 2003, that the Senior Marketing Officer in the presence of district level officials gave in writing that he has not been able to give more than 5000 quintal rice to the Gram Panchayats for the year 2002-2003 and that he would distribute it within a week.

It is contempt of the court:

However, till the time of this investigation was being conducted no action had been taken against the erring official. The SMI was missing and people were starving finding no way to get their due rice and developmental work was standstill. We could not meet him but understood that he later on blamed that he was forced to write an apology in the presence of the Upjila adhikari (Sub district Magistrate). Such things always happen as the nexus between the officials is deep and they take shelter under the different pretexts. District Mau received total of 81,750 quintal of rice for the financial year 2002-2003 for food for work programme. It got 26,858 quintal wheat for the same year for Drought Relief Programme. Unfortunately, our officials feel that unless people complain everything is well attended. District officials claims that there is a heavy scam in the entire district in both the programme. One of the official said that even during the year no proper distribution of BPL ration has been done. Poor people cannot catch the authorities for they will never be found on the desk. Their ignorance is considered as the main hindrance added by the caste bias.

Honorable Supreme Court of India had issued order of strict implementation of anti poverty programme and particularly this food for work programme and yet it is becoming victim of the state’s antipathy towards the poor. Nowhere in the Shops or related offices, one could find the mention of Supreme Court’s order. People don’t know their rights and there has been no efforts by the state government to publicise the Supreme Court’s ruling on the issue. There is virtually nothing, no governance at all as far as corruption is concern.

It has to be seen that court’s order or the order from the senior authorities are not implemented and if those are being implanted under compulsion, they are half hearted measures which fail them.

A fax by the Joint Secretary  N.S.Kushwaha, regarding the modification and repair of a Pokhar (pond) in the Katghara Shankar, Madhuban, send to Chief Development Officer on November 12th, 2002 remains unattended. 

Another fraud has been detected in the case of making the coupon which is given to the labourers who work under the food for work programme. According to clause 14 of UP government’s secretary rural development Mr Ajit Seth’s letter from Lucknow on 30th October 2001 (Letter no: 4769/38-10-04-2001-7/2001.TC), the size of the coupon should be 27 x 9 centimeter and on a well-made paper, which does not get rotten in summer. At the office of the Block Development Officer, in Madhuban the measurement of the coupon was 15x 10.5 centimeter.  Definitely, the district authorities made money out of the coupon also.

Where are the people? 

Garju is a frail old man of 65 years of age. In this summer of May, he is still working in the Village Ammu. For the past six month, not much work is done. He is worked for 20 days and owe 1 quintal of rice from the village Panchayat. As I ask him as where is rice?

He replies: “ I don’t know but everyday when I visit Pradhan’s house, the ready made answer is that the rice has not come. Now one quintal is not a small thing. I have a family of 10 people. Now how long will I survive without my due money and rice. But we cannot go and fight with them for long. We have to survive on daily work and hence we cannot leave work and go to the authorities who send us from one desk to other.”

It is scorching heat. Though the work in the village is standstill yet these skilled worker can get some work if construction activity is going in the private houses. Birju’s face is sweating and he wipes it with his gamachcha. The old and torn Gmachcha does not provide relief in the summer added by the pain of unreceived rice for the work he did for four months. It is about 105 kilogram of rice that he needs to get from the Panchayat.

Lal Chand belongs to Paswan community and has 3 young children but feel helpless. “ What can pradhan do when the higher authorities are not releasing the rice. There is no point of following them up as they ignore us. I understand the problem of the Pradhan. The only thing I want is now my I quintal rice, which must be given to us.”

A few others here are working in the oppressive heat. The officials who sits in the cool room may not been able to understand the plight of the people who have done so much of work. Almost every one this writer spoke on the occasion is a landless Dalit without any cards. 

It was difficult to meet all the victims at the moment for they cannot remain at home as they have to continuously work for survival. And this comes to the benefit of the official because some time the villagers are so tired of this official bulldozing that they forget and don’t even want to go to seek their dues. The official know very well that the people will not turn and hence signatures are forged and the register shown as the everything has been given.

What should be done:

According to international standard of human rights practices, no right can be treated as violated if the people don’t complain of it. Most of the workers who worked in the field are landless who have been tortured by the society and its caste bias. They cannot fight a battle like middle classes, as they have no permanent place to live and fight. If they come on the street, they loose their bread the very next day. In most of the cases, the local Pradhans are involved. In the new world order, we say customer is the king. The poor Dalits at the ration shop with their coupons are not ‘Kings’ but virtually a follower. The shop owners can turn him away at any time rebuking him. The entire ration is distributed on his mercy and if the higher up are his friends then you have no way to go.

Long ago, when he was handing over India’s constitution Dr Ambedkar said :  Today, we are entering into a very strange contradiction. In the political life we all will be equal with one vote each but will this equality be there in social life’ and then he warned that if we did not remove these inequaties sooner, the Dalits will blow away this institution of democracy which we all have made with so much of passion.” Dalits assertion for right is growing throughout the country. He does not expect much from the state which failed miserably but he is asking for his right. He works on our field, sweat out from the morning till evening and then ask for his legal right. Even that is being eaten up by the greedy officials who don’t care despite the Supreme Court’s ruling and who perhaps feel that they can fool every one from the media to political masters who may be the part of this corruption racket.

This report seek immediate justice for those poor landless Dalits who have worked through out this project and not only this they must be given compensation for the delay in delivery of rice in case it is there. We also ask the authorities to punish the officials for their work of omission and commission so that a strong message goes to those who are at the helm of the affair. We also ask the government and honorable Supreme Court to make such an arrangement so that people don’t need to go to the officials for their money. May be the Panchayats along with the civil society organizations need to be given more strength. A mere Panchayat will turn into caste panchayat helping those of one community which is the hall mark of our village life, we need to devise the mechanism where the Dalits have a place to live and eat. Dalit rights are human rights and must be honored for they are not charitable but the hard earn money. This multi million rice scam is the money of Dalits which they have earned with their hardwork and it must be returned to them with all compensation and severe punishment to those who dare to defy the rule of the law, our sacred constitution and its highest defending body: the Supreme Court. 
