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Jan Manch on Employment Guarantee (2 July 2005)

Summary Report
Introduction

A “Jan Manch” (People’s Platform) was held at the Constitution Club in New Delhi on 2 July 2005, to mark the arrival of the Rozgar Adhikar Yatra.  Launched on 13 May 2005, the Yatra travelled for 50 days through 10 states, in an attempt to generate wider awareness of issues relating to the right to work, especially the need for a full-fledged Employment Guarantee Act.  A long series of activities took place on the way – public meetings, state conventions, puppet shows, street plays, public hearings, rallies, and more.

The Jan Manch was convened as a platform to share people’s concerns with political parties and others, and to build further support for a full-fledged Employment Guarantee Act.  It was also an opportunity for the political leadership of different parties to state their views on different aspects of this legislation before the monsoon session of Parliament begins. 

The Jan Manch began with a beautiful song, specially written for the Yatra by Vinay and Charul (Abhigam Collective, Gujarat).  The moving lyrics of the song, which highlight the unrecognized contribution of workers’ hands in the civilisational process, lent special significance to the main slogan of the Yatra: “Har haath ko kaam do, kaam ka pura daam do”. The song set the tone for the Jan Manch, where across the spectrum of speakers the need for a right to work was repeatedly affirmed.

1. Morning Session
In the morning session, the main speakers were leaders of major political parties.  They presented their party’s position on the Employment Guarantee Act and related matters.

Com. Prakash Karat (General Secretary, CPI(M)) welcomed the arrival of the Yatra and expressed his full support for this creative initiative.  He also welcomed the promise of a national Employment Guarantee Act, made in the Common Minimum Programme.  However he expressed his disappointment with the National Rural Employment Guarantee Bill, tabled in Parliament on 21 December 2004.  He mentioned that useful suggestions for improving the Bill had been made by the Standing Committee and felt confident that a strengthened Employment Guarantee Act would be passed during the monsoon session of Parliament.  “This will be an important step towards attaining the right to work as a fundamental right,” he concluded.

Aruna Roy (Mazdoor Kisan Shakti Sangathan) said that the enactment of a national Employment Guarantee Act was a historic opportunity.  She mentioned five essential features of an effective EGA: (1) universal entitlements (any adult should be entitled to apply for wok); (2) irreversibility (the government should not have the discretion to “switch off” the guarantee”); (3) unlimited guarantee (no restriction on the number of days of employment); (4) national coverage (extension to the whole country in a time-bound manner); and (5) assured payment of minimum wages, for men and women equally.  Disputing the claim that the country could not afford an Employment Guarantee Act, she also expressed concern that the financial requirements of the Act should not be used as an excuse to push through anti-people fiscal reforms such as withdrawal of subsidies or privatization of public sector enterprises.  She concluded with a strong call for the immediate adoption of a full-fledged Employment Guarantee Act.

Ramdas Athawale (President, Republican Party of India) stated that his party, which is inspired by Dr. Ambedkar’s vision, believes that it is the duty of the government to ensure that every adult who demands work can get work.  Arguing that a guarantee of 100 days was not good enough, he called for a guarantee of at least 300 days in the year.  He also cautioned that the main issue was not just the enactment of an effective law but also its implementation.  He called on the government to listen to the workers, Dalits and others who had voted for a change in economic policies, and to do justice to their demand for the right to work.

Com. D. Raja (Secretary, CPI) congratulated the organisers and participants of the Rozgar Adhikar Yatra.  “Our party,” he said, “has been with this Yatra since its inception to the fullest possible extent”.  He argued that “no government in India can succeed without addressing issues of unemployment and poverty”.  Com. Raja referred to various suggestions made by the CPI to improve the National Rural Employment Guarantee Bill, and mentioned that many of these suggestions had been accepted by the Standing Committee.  Urging the government to pass a strong Employment Guarantee Act during the monsoon session of Parliament, he added that strong mass movements and people’s intervention would be needed to ensure that the Act is effectively implemented.  “Our party will be with such movements, you can count on our continued support and cooperation,” he concluded.

Dr. Suneelam (Samajwadi Party) argued for a strong Employment Guarantee Act in the light of recent experience in Madhya Pradesh.  He criticised the National Rural Employment Guarantee Bill for restricting the guarantee to “poor households”, as the BPL list was deeply flawed.  He argued instead for a universal guarantee.  He also joined other speakers in stressing that the main challenge was not the enactment of the legislation but its effective implementation.  “This is a long battle which we’ll have to fight together.”

Madhusudan Mistry (Member of Parliament, Congress (I)) assured the audience that the Congress Party was committed to the enactment of an Employment Guarantee Act during the monsoon session of Parliament.  He commented on various unresolved issues, such as the determination of minimum wages to be paid under the Act.  There is no agreed benchmark in this respect, he said, minimum wages vary between states and even between implementing agencies.  The main thing, he felt, was to pass the Employment Guarantee Act without delay; amendments could be made later if necessary.

Jean Drèze (economist) presented initial findings of a recent survey of the National Food-For-Work Programme in six states, which points to massive corruption and irregularities.  Referring to the government’s notion that this Programme is an “experiment” undertaken in anticipation of the Employment Guarantee Act, he argued: “The credibility of this experiment depends on it being carried out in good faith, with full political backing and with the safeguards that are required for such a programme to work.  This we found to be lacking everywhere we went.  The government is making no serious effort to enforce its own guidelines.”  However he also noted that the Programme was doing relatively well in Rajasthan, where the right to information movement had fostered a culture of public vigilance.  “Where it works, the Programme is a lifeline for the people”, he said, arguing that this could be done not only in Rajasthan but also elsewhere.

L.C. Jain stressed that the enactment of a strong Employment Guarantee Act was a moral imperative.  No prior “experiment” was needed.  He argued that if the Indian people had driven out the British, they should also be able to prevent the government from relinquishing its solemn promise to enact an Employment Guarantee Act.

Kumudini Pati (CPI-ML Liberation and AIPWA) expressed her support for the Yatra and condemned the lathi charge that had taken place in Surguja (Chhattisgarh).  “Whenever we ask for our rights,” she said, “attempts are made to shut us up; we have to fight together against this.”  She said that many organisations had struggled for an Employment Guarantee Act for a long time, in their own way.  However nothing concrete had been done by successive governments.  She criticised the National Rural Employment Guarantee Bill for restricting the employment guarantee to “100 days per household per year”, and made a strong case for unrestricted individual entitlements – any adult should be entitled to apply for any number of days.  She argued that we should not dilute our demands or make compromises.  The Employment Guarantee Act should be full-fledged, universal and irreversible.

Danish Ali (General Secretary, Janata Dal Secular) expressed his party’s full support for this movement and argued against any compromise on the Employment Guarantee Act.  “The Employment Guarantee Act should not be implemented with ifs and buts,” he said.

K.R. Narayanan (former President of India), who had gone out of his way to attend the Jan Manch in spite of being in poor health, made a brief but moving statement of support.  “I came here,” he said, “to identify myself with the cause which you are propagating. Any movement which is a good representative of the women of India is bound to succeed.”

V.P. Singh (former Prime Minister of India) gave a detailed analysis of the flaws of the National Rural Employment Guarantee Bill 2004.  He particularly criticized the “reversibility” of the guarantee:  “What kind of guarantee is it if it can be turned off at the government’s wish?”, he asked.  Following on this, he outlined some essential requirements of an effective Employment Guarantee Act.  He argued that the work guarantee should be universal, permanent, and unlimited.  Further, the Act should ensure the payment of minimum wages, and equal participation of women.  As far as the Food-For-Work Programme is concerned, he said: “If the experiment fails, it is a failure of the government.  You cannot punish the poor for this failure.”

Prabhat Patnaik (Jawaharlal Nehru University) endorsed the demand for a full-fledged Employment Guarantee Act but warned against the possibility that the Act might be used as a means of roundabout support for the neo-liberal programme. “We must make sure that what is given to the left hand is not taken away by the right hand,” he said.  He referred specifically to recent assertions that public sector disinvestment was required to finance the Employment Guarantee Act.  Prof. Patnaik comprehensively demolished this argument, noting for instance that disinvestment could only provide one-off revenue, and not a sustainable source of funds.  On the other hand, effective management of public sector enterprises could generate regular revenue and help to finance social sector initiatives such as the Employment Guarantee Act.

The morning session ended with a unanimous pledge to “struggle together until the right to work is reflected in a full-fledged Employment Guarantee Act”.  The full text of this pledge is reproduced at the end of this report.

2. Afternoon Session
Further presentations

The afternoon session began with presentations by leaders of trade unions and other mass organisations including Amarjeet Kaur (AITUC), Annie Raja (National Federation of Indian Women), Ardhendu Dakshi (CITU), Ashok Chaudhury (New Trade Union Initiative), Nikhil Dey (Mazdoor Kisan Shakti Sangathan), Sudha Sundararaman (All India Democratic Women’s Association), Swami Agnivesh (Bandhua Mukti Morcha) and Umraomal Purohit (Hind Mazdoor Sabha).  Brief interventions were also made by Abhijit Sen (Planning Commission), Surendra Mohan (former Member of Parliament), and activists from Dalit Bahujan Shramik Union and Punarvasan Sangharsh Samiti.

Most of the speakers lent their support to the demand for a full-fledged, universal and irreversible Employment Guarantee Act.  Another recurrent theme was the weakness of the National Rural Employment Guarantee Bill, tabled in Parliament on 21 December 2004, and the need to restore essential safeguards in the Bill: universal eligibility, national coverage, assured payment of minimum wages, and so on.

Equal wages and equal participation for women was another central concern.  The NFFWP survey mentioned earlier found that in some places women are paid less than men. Equal wages for women and men should be ensured under the Employment Guarantee Act. Also, a case was made for pro-active measures to facilitate the participation of women.  Amarjeet Kaur (AITUC) argued that the Act should include 40 per cent reservation for women at the Block level.  Sudha Sundararaman (AIDWA) reiterated this demand and also called for facilities like crèches to facilitate the participation of women.  Fighting for women’s right to work, she said, was particularly important as globalisation policies had led to the “feminization of poverty”.

Several speakers commented on the political context of this struggle for a full-fledged Employment Guarantee Act.  As Ardhendu Dakshi (Secretary, CITU) put it: “The result of the 2004 general elections was a manifestation of people’s revulsion against the prevailing economic policies. Poverty and unemployment became central points in the politics of the country. The situation demanded that these problems be given top priority and that is why those figured in the NCMP. Today the government can ignore the realities only at its peril.”

Swami Agnivesh, among others, also highlighted the centrality of this issue in Indian politics.  “At this time, no issue is more important to fight for than the Employment Guarantee Act,” he said.  He likened the Act to a morsel of food stuck in someone’s throat: the government can neither swallow it nor spit it.  Abhijit Sen, for his part, felt that “nothing could stop the Employment Guarantee Act now”.  However, he cautioned that both the content and the implementation of the Act were causes of concern and required further struggle.

All the speakers pledged their organisation’s support for this struggle.  The right to work is expected to be “the priority issue” at a forthcoming convention of all central trade unions, to be held in Delhi on 9 July.  As one of the trade union leaders put it: “We will have a national convention in the next building (Mavalankar Hall) next week itself, and we are planning to go for all-India strike on 29 September. We will not sit idle and allow the Employment Guarantee Bill to become a dead letter from day one.”

People’s testimonies

“Testimonies” of villagers from Chhattisgarh, Madhya Pradesh, Maharashtra and Rajasthan were also heard during the afternoon session.

Shanti Lal from Dungarpur (Rajasthan) said that perpetual drought conditions had prevailed in his district for almost eight years.  The villagers have no choice but to migrate to other states in order to survive.  This hampers education and availability of food in the household.  That is why employment guarantee is a must for Rajasthan.

Ganga bhai from Chhattisgarh described the state of the Food For Work programme in Surguja district.  He complained that financial allocations and the choice of worksites are highly politicised; people’s needs do not enter the picture.  Also, money is extensively pocketed.  Muster rolls are systematically fudged, to the extent that there are names of small children also in the muster rolls.  He felt that unless an effective Employment Guarantee Act is introduced in Surguja, people would continue to live in abject poverty.

Val Singh from Badwani district (Madhya Pradesh) spoke about the hardships faced by labourers employed on the Food For Work programme.  “In our village,” he said, “labourers are paid as little as Rs 5 to 40 per day.”  There is no mechanism for grievance redressal.  Villagers are made to run from the Panchayat to the Block offices, and from there to the District offices, without any result.  In the end they are forced to migrate in search of work.

An Adivasi activist from Nandurbar (Maharashtra) argued that in addition to employment guarantee, people needed to be given rights to land, water and forest produce (“jal, jungle, jameen”).  He described the pathetic plight of 172 villages that have recently been displaced by dams on the Tapti and Narmada rivers.  “When land was taken away from us,” he said, “we were moved to forest land, but the Forest Department harasses us constantly.  We cannot even collect firewood there.”

There were also testimonies and presentations by some of those who had participated in the Yatra.  Nearly 200 individuals travelled with the Yatra for various lengths of time, and more than 160 organisations participated in different events on the way.  Samar (Progressive Students Union) gave a lively account of his experience on the Yatra.  He explained how a whole range of local issues (displacement due to large dams, factory closures, deprivation of land rights, child labour, among others) had been taken up en route, as a dialogue was established with local organisations fighting for people’s rights.   The right to work was the overarching theme of the Yatra, but it linked naturally with these issues against a background of rampant poverty and exploitation.

Interaction with the Rural Development Minister
Shri Raghuvansh Prasad (RJD), Minister for Rural Development, attended the meeting for a full three hours.  He heard many of the “testimonies”, made a speech and engaged in a long discussion with the participants.

Regarding the poor implementation of the NFFWP, he acknowledged that the guidelines were not being implemented as well as they should be. 

At one point during his speech, he said that he had never come across any villager who complained of there being no work. In his experience, the only two demands of villagers are electricity and water. The audience was unwilling to concede this point to him. After some argument he retracted it, and endorsed the key demands of the Rozgar Adhikar Yatra as far as the Employment Guarantee Act is concerned.

Shri Prasad said that the Employment Guarantee Act would be passed in a form that closely reflects the demands discussed at the Jan Manch.  However, he added that the fight for the finer details would continue for some time to come.  He regretted that the government was unable to provide work to the able-bodied and assured the gathering that this would not continue for long. He hinted at the possibility of the EGA being launched on Gandhi Jayanti (2 October) later this year, but left the audience guessing as to what could be expected in the monsoon session of Parliament.  Shri Raghuvansh Prasad’s concluding comment was: “I feel that you are very close to success in terms of what you are seeking. Hum aapke saath hain!”

3. “Pledge” adopted at the Jan Manch

The morning session of the Jan Manch concluded with a unanimous pledge:

“After nearly 60 years of independence, and in spite of hollow slogans such as ‘India Shining’, more than half of the country’s 100 crore population is still deprived of employment, livelihood and food.  The country’s wealth is founded on the labour of the people.  To earn a livelihood from this labour is a fundamental right of every citizen.  All of us assembled here on behalf of the millions of rural unemployed, and the many others who have been with us on the Rozgar Adhikar Yatra, pledge that until this right is reflected in a full-fledged Employment Guarantee Act we shall struggle wholeheartedly.  Together we shall compel the government to enact an effective Employment Guarantee Act.”

