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 It was the accentuating problems of rural poverty in India, which led to the enactment of the NREGA, 2005, a landmark law that establishes for the first time the “right to work” for rural India. 

Jawaharlal Nehru University, Delhi University and the Centre for Budgeting Governance and Accountability at the behest of the Ministry of Rural Development, undertook a survey to evaluate the implementation of the NREGA, 2005. 

The survey was to be conducted in four states, Jharkahand, Chattisgarh, Madhya Pradesh and Andhra Pradesh. Two teams of twelve members each were deployed in two districts of each state where the act had been implemented to investigate its implementation and functioning.

As a member of the group visiting Jharkand State, my team was deployed in Latehar district. I went with the objective of observing and comprehending the working of social and economic systems in rural India. Treating it as a personal experience, I decided to be part of the team that conducted the household survey, which aimed at evaluating the economic conditions under which people were living. The household team covered two villages and conducted a survey in approximately 30 houses in each of the two villages. 

The first village visited was Paigar. The most striking feature of this village was the appalling level of poverty and general seclusion. Ideas that became even more apparent as the team enquired about the existence of basic necessities. The village, which is largely tribal, has no medical facilities, lacks a PDS outlet, the nearest school is 3-4 km away and comprises of a solitary teacher on the rolls.

Over the next two days while conducting the survey, we were able to gain a greater insight into the extent of deprivation the village had been reduced to. Since no major development has taken place in the area for the last 20-30 years, leaving the condition of the people living a marginal existence to remain unchanged.

The major occupation in the area is agriculture, though it is largely subsistence based. During the lean season, people depend on collecting “tendu” leaves which is the basic raw material for making “bidis”, and not a very lucrative activity. 

Public works programme thus is a critically important source of income for the people. As per our findings at least one adult in every household has worked on a public works programme at a minimum wage of Rs 60 This suggests that the public works programme has reached the people for whom it was meant. However, the tragedy is that most people have worked on the basis of the task rate system where the task of cutting a pit or chowka (10*10*1 foot) is Rs 73 (the state minimum wage rate), and since this work generally involves more than one person, this wage is divided by the number of people who work on one task. This implies that a single person does not receive the minimum wage but it is shared among all those who work on the particular task. Another problem exacerbating the plight of the people is the delay of 2-3 months in the payment of wages. 

The most unfortunate fact however is that in a place where people so desperately require an act such as the NREGA, the villagers seem to be oblivious of its existence. A majority of the people had applied for the job cards without having adequate knowledge about the provisions of the law. As a result people were duped into paying for their photographs required in the form, although this is the responsibility of the Panchayat Sevak. A number of job cards were incomplete, lacking important information such as the date of issue, the photograph of the job card holder, his or her signature and the address of the applicant.

The situation in Paigar gave us a new understanding of the term injustice. However it was the receptiveness of the people, eager to learn about their rights, which provided a glimmer of hope. 

The next village the team visited was Lanka, Tola- Nakta. Though a perfunctory look at the village was enough to judge the difference between the two areas, the disparity only lay in the specifics, as the problem of poverty was as brutally naked as the unclothed children of Paigar. The main occupation in Lanka Nakta is agriculture and even though the size of landholdings is greater than that of Paigar, it is largely subsistence based. Similar problems of unemployment exist, and public works programme appear to be an essential source of livelihood for the people. Despite this, many people complain of not receiving the minimum wage as the work is largely based on the task rate system.

However a redeeming feature of an otherwise bleak scenario was the existence of a primary school till class 5 that also provided mid day meals to the children. 

Unfortunately the higher literacy rates did not translate into greater awareness, as most people lacked basic knowledge about the act. Though a majority of the people had applied for the job cards in February 2006, only four household had received them after an interval of 3 months. This is a flagrant violation of the act which clearly states that the job cards must be distributed within a period of fifteen days after filling in the application forms.

To most people, it appeared, NREGA was yet another scheme and were ignorant of the fact that they have the right to seek work and claim unemployment benefits in case they do not receive work within 15 days. At an informal meeting with the team, the villagers raised concerns regarding the exploitation that was meted out to them by the contractors who are illegal, as per the act. Additionally the gram sabha the main body that is responsible for determining the projects to be taken by the village has not played a key role in identifying appropriate projects. The above practices clearly indicate that the beneficiaries are not as empowered as was envisaged by the act.

The other two teams namely the worksite discussion team and the completed muster roll verification team, helped in constructing a different perspective of the Act. The worksite team was responsible for evaluating the terms and conditions under which the people work and the completed muster roll team had to verify the worksite records. As per our findings, the work largely consists of pond and kaccha road construction. Although many of these projects were termed complete, as per official records, the ground reality was quite different. Since the menace of corruption has come to permeate the system, our findings brought out that many of the projects are started but abandoned midway, while in others, work takes place irregularly. Land measurements which is to be estimated by the junior engineer before work begins, is in reality conducted 2-3 months after the work starts. This translates into delay in sanctioning of funds for the project and results in deferment in payment of wages. The prevalence of this vicious cycle is used as a justification by the contractors to pay less than the minimum wage.

Latehar district is not operating on the district schedule of rates but on the state schedule of rates which is outdated since it is based on the previous minimum wage rate. This corresponded with the workers lament that the task rate does not take into consideration the soil type and excludes the work of lift and lead. Evidence of such inconsistencies was also observed in the worksite records, which are maintained in a note book rather than in a muster roll. The reason quoted by the BDO’s office is that the new muster roll was received only on 16th of May. An exception it seems which was only made for Latehar since the other districts in the state had received them in March 2006. In addition, the worksite records had fictitious names, job card numbers were missing and attendance was taken only once a day, in the evenings. 

The only complete muster roll the team was given was riddled with inconsistencies. The muster roll (of a worksite in village Auratand) dated from 20-24 March, included job card numbers of all the labourers, though the BDO’s office had admitted earlier that the job cards had been distributed only in April. Secondly, fifty-three names were included in the complete muster roll, but when the team investigated the work site records, the names of 123 people were mentioned. These facts lead us to infer that the muster roll in all probability was fabricated.

Many of these concerns were raised at the Jan sunwai (public hearing) attended by the BDO, DC and the other block officers, where the villagers vociferously spoke of the violations of their rights, rebuked officials for their misconduct, while taking the ownership to ameliorate the prevailing situation. 

Ironically it is this abiding spirit of the ordinary people and such experience that validates ones belief in the immense power of democracy, and fails to undermine the importance of such an act, when it appears to be loosing its significance in a web of bureaucratic corruption and local power politics. 

