ROZGAR ADHIKAR YATRA: REPORT FROM SURGUJA

(from the Yatra communication team)

The Rozgar Adhikar Yatra is nudging its way through Chhattisgarh in a din of speeches, songs, slogans and street plays.  The Yatra has been warmly received everywhere - with garlands, refreshments, songs and even traditional dances.

Before leaving Raipur on 2 June, the Yatra stopped at one of the street corners where casual labourers assemble in the morning to wait for work.  Hundreds of them were waiting in the faint hope that someone would pick them up – a gloomy scene.  The Yatra’s surprise appearance gave them some temporary relief, especially the puppet show on the right to work.  Some employers are also likely to be surprised when they see their labourers wearing a badge with the Yatra’s main slogan – “Har Haath Ko Kaam Do, Kaam Ka Pura Daam Do”.  Here as elsewhere, the Yatra’s badges, leaflets and other material have created much interest.

Later in the morning, on its way to Bilaspur, the Yatra made a prolonged stopover in village Chowrenga, where local residents have waged a long struggle against the intrusion of a sponge-iron factory.  The factory, they say, is polluting the groundwater and ruining the land, and provides little employment as the production process is highly mechanized.  A long discussion about the right to work took place in the playground of the village school.  The premises were packed as almost everyone in the village wanted to be part of the event.

This was also an opportunity to talk about schooling matters, including the lessons that can be learnt from the recent campaign for universal, nutritious mid-day meals in primary schools.  A delicious mid-day meal was advertised on the walls of the school (“chawal, dal, sabjee, papad, and kheer twice a week”), but the reality of it was different, according to the children.  This illustrated the need for continued struggle even after people secure legal entitlements, whether it is children’s entitlement to a mid-day meal or workers’ entitlement to guaranteed employment.  The mid-day meal prepared by the villagers for the Yatra, for its part, did full justice to the writing on the wall.

In the evening, a press conference took place in Bilaspur, followed by a public meeting at Raghabendra Sabha Bhawan.  The Yatra has received very good media coverage in Chhattisgarh.  Some newspapers have carried news about the Yatra for several consecutive days, helping to spread wider awareness of the issues, especially the need for a full-fledged Employment Guarantee Act.  Photographs of the Yatra’s colourful bus have made regular appearances in the local media, and onlookers sometimes recognize the bus as it passes through their town or village.

On 3 June, the Yatra continued its journey towards Jharkhand.  The evening programme in Udaypur (Surguja district) was one of the highlights of the entire voyage.  A large crowd of Adivasi men and women (mainly Pahari Korbas) was waiting for the bus and its arrival was greeted with a colourful display of traditional dances.  The Yatris are not averse to dancing, especially the JNU students, and it did not take long for the whole place to resemble a wild carnival.  After this “interval”, the crowd assembled to hear the Yatra’s message and also share experiences of the Food For Work Programme in the area.

Here again, people’s testimonies pointed to the dismal performance of the Food For Work Programme and related employment schemes.  For instance, there is a host of irregularities connected with wage payments: the muster rolls are nowhere to be seen, wages are delayed for months, women are paid less than men, and so on.  Not one of the labourers in the audience had earned the statutory minimum wage on public works programmes.  In fact, many of them did not even know about the official norm.  “We just take what the contractor gives us,” they said.  Incidentally, contractors are not supposed to be used under the Food For Work Programme.  But this again, most people did not know, as they have no inkling of the guidelines (or even the name) of the programme under which they are working.  An improvised “tutorial” on the guidelines took place.  The discussion continued late into the night and was followed by another round of dance – traditional and non-traditional.

The Yatra continues to enjoy a good response to its daily calls for donations.  One labourer donated Rs 45 and mentioned that it was his full day’s wages.  In Beltara, a shop-keeper offered to “treat” all the Yatris to Coca-Cola; after being told that they would prefer diesel money, he took Rs 400 out of his cash box.  One of the Yatris befriended someone who volunteered to seek donations from his own friends, and managed to collect Rs 12,000 within a few days.

Today (4 June), the Yatra will be reaching Ramanujganj at the Chhattisgarh-Jharkhand border after another round of public meetings in Ambikapur.  The stunning beauty of Surguja’s hills, forests and rivers adds to other fond memories the Yatris are taking away from Chhattisgarh.

