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Jan Adhikar Yatra

A Mass Padyatra Demanding People’s Participation in Governance and Policy formulation: A Background Note

Dates: 9th – 26th August 2007
 Starting From: Ajmer, Alwar, Tonk & Sikar

	Politicians Speak up!     We want answers to

indiscriminate decisions on…
Special Economic Zones   
Jathropha 

 Dalit Land Rights
insincere implementation of… 

NREGA     Right to Information
hollow promises on…

Social Security for Labourers



Why this Padyatra?

When a group of activists met the Rajasthan Chief Minister Vasundhara Raje about a year ago regarding the implementation of the National Right to Information Act in the state, she remarked with utter derision, “Indians have this ‘dirty habit’ of taking to the streets for everything.” Her words couldn’t have been more prophetic than now. Four years into its term the Rajasthan government has time and again designed policy and acted in an anti-people, anti-poor manner. Whether it be the aggressive implementation of the Special Economic Zone Act 2005, or the state government’s bio-diesel policy, the move to remove restrictions on the sale of SC/ST land to others or the poor compliance with the national RTI Act, this government’s politics reeks of incessant hobnobbing with corporate and vested interests where a handful of the rich and already powerful are benefiting at the cost of millions of ordinary people. People, poor and already marginalized are increasingly finding their land, livelihoods and voice in the democratic decision making process being outrageously snatched away. And all this in an entirely non-consultative, non-participatory way. What else, then, could the CM expect?!

Starting 9th of August (August Kranti Diwas) this year, approximately 500 people will begin walking from Ajmer, Alwar, Sikar and Tonk  towards Jaipur, creating awareness, informing people and building public opinion about the government’s anti-people policies. The padyatras will culminate in Jaipur for a weeklong sit-in from the 21st – 26th August.
This campaign is not just about a single set of issues, but more fundamentally about reclaiming democracy and ensuring people’s participation in the democratic process. The issues are not related to Rajasthan alone, as the architects of this lopsided, and exploitative economic growth has many willing allies in the governments at the centre and other states. These issues are not only the concern of a small peripheral group. They are integral to the lives of ordinary people and the future of our polity, which is slowly but deliberately being handed over on a platter to private vested interests. With the state level elections in Rajasthan slated for end-2008 and the national elections a year later, we intend to make sure that political parties do not reduce the elections to yet another farce but clarify their positions and act on these issues.
The Issues

The main issues for which we demand answers from the political parties pertain to land rights, livelihoods and stake in the democratic decision making process. To briefly introduce the problematic areas in each:

Special Economic Zones
The Indian Parliament that passed the widely debated and acclaimed Right to Information Act in 2005 also very quietly passed the draconian Special Economic Zone (SEZ) Act in the same session. The Act was passed ostensibly to create economic zones which would attract investment, create new jobs and increase the country’s exports.  In fact the law amounts to brazen land grabbing from farmers for corporate interests, who will also enjoy a number of incentives and tax exemptions, the SEZ policy has many other evils associated with it. The zones will amount to “foreign territories” within our own country, where people need special ID cards to enter. SEZs have been assured the best in terms of infrastructure and only 25% of the area would be required to be used for production purposes. This translates into a huge amount of land belonging to farmers and small peasants transformed into golf courses, shopping malls and swimming pools! Aiding this entirely lopsided “development” would be an entirely non-transparent, new legal regime within the SEZs. No panchayats or local bodies would govern in these zones and no gram sabha clearances or any other kind of clearances would be required. Special Administrative arrangements, special courts and special efforts by the Government for infrastructure development will help ensure a state supported enclave of privileged residents, reducing people living outside to 2nd class citizens. The policy is also totally silent on what happens to non-landowners living presently in these areas whose livelihoods depend on the land being acquired.       

Cultivation of Jatropha (ratanjot) for Biodiesel
In another land-grab policy, the state government is aggressively promoting jatropha cultivation for biodiesel production, not only on private land, but also by handing over the control of vast tracts of  so-called wasteland (up to 60 lakh hectares) to bio-diesel companies. To begin with, this entire policy has been formulated without any consultation with the public at large.  A policy that overrides land ceiling laws, and land use that has existed since independence, has been passed by the Cabinet, without even going to the State Assembly. With 30% of the land reserved for corporates, common resources of villagers are being thrown away to big private players at dirt cheap lease rents. Despite making noises about giving the rest of the land to self-help groups of BPL households, this remains only on paper, as many of these groups do not exist in reality, nor do they comprise the truly poor. Where they do, it is practically impossible to expect them to clear the land of existing usage, collectively manage the bio-diesel plants and successfully share the profits and loss. 

The so-called wastelands on which “ratanjot” will be cultivated include degraded forest lands which have been home to adivasis for years as well as land used for grazing livestock, a vital lifeline of the state’s rural economy.
Far from the “wonder-crop” myths propagated, in the absence of any prior awareness by farmers and proper cultivation practices large-scale jatropha cultivation is bound to lead to disastrous consequences.

In Rajasthan, as in states like Maharashtra, Chattisgarh, Madhya Pradesh and Andhra Pradesh people are being forced to react to these policies as they become pawns in the livelihood experiments of the rich. 

Sale of SC/ST Land
In a move to clear any hurdles on land acquisition by big corporates, the Rajasthan government is mulling the removal of restrictions on SC/ST land to non-SC/ST. Needless to say, this is another blatant license to land-stripping by the rich off the poor. If it materializes, this would further entrench feudalistic equations by widening land inequalities between the already economically weak and oppressed dalits and the better-placed non-dalits over time. 
Implementation of the NREGA
While the SEZ Act is being rapidly implemented in states all over India, there is slow progress on the implementation of the National Rural Employment Guarantee Act. There is a critical need to extend the Act to all districts of the state, which has already been done by other states in the country like Bihar. Secondly, although Rajasthan is leading in terms employment generated, wage rates given to the labourers have been found to be abysmally low in many places. This is a violation of the minimum wage entitlements of labourers and urgently requires redress.  
Implementation of the National RTI Act
Right from the start, Rajasthan has shown a marked reluctance in implementing this historic legislation. Nearly two years since the Act was notified, there are no signs of the administration falling in line. Barring some exceptions, suo-moto disclosures (under Section 4) remain pathetic. Even basic display boards informing people of the concerned Public Information Officers have not come up in many places. The 30-day time frame is constantly violated, and old tricks of making people go around in circles still resorted to. The Information Commission that finally got off to a late start is yet to win the confidence of people. Moreover, its own decisions, even when in favour of the common man, tend to be taken lightly by the government offices involved. Much of this can be straightened out with a wake-up call from above, but obviously, this is the least of the government’s concerns.
Social Security for Unorganised Sector Workers
A huge majority - 93% of workers in the country are unorganized and so are their lives. They lead a life of constant insecurity with no assurance of a home, health, education or livelihood. The recent decision by the Union Cabinet to introduce social security for unorganized sector workers while long overdue comes across as highly vague and unimaginative in its framework. It envisages the setting up of a National Advisory Board that will design social security schemes to recommend to the government. There are many welfare schemes already in vogue, and what this sector requires is a much stronger prop in the form of enforceable legislations.
We Demand that 
· Land should not be given away anywhere in the country for Special Economic Zones, Where land is being acquired, it should be returned to the farmers. The entire SEZ Act be annulled so that no area in the country is designated a SEZ. 

· The anti-poor, anti-labourer and anti-peasant biodiesel policy of the state government be immediately withdrawn.

· The National Rural Employment Guarantee Act be implemented in all districts of Rajasthan and wherever it is currently in operation, the minimum wages be paid fully to the labourers.

· The central government immediately passes effective legislation on social security.

· The restriction on the sale of SC/ST land to non-SC/ST must remain.

· The national RTI Act be implemented thoroughly and in spirit across the state. Section 4 of this Act which requires suo-moto disclosure of information by all government departments be fully followed in practice, information displayed prominently outside offices and it be ensured that people get information without wasting their time and effort.
Whatever the issues, political parties have exhibited an incredible degree of solidarity and a convenient facade of silence. It therefore becomes imperative for us as ordinary citizens to break our silence and demand accountability. We demand that, whatever policy or legislation is formulated, the process should be fully transparent and participatory. People should be fully informed of it, and an open healthy and widespread debate should precede the formulation and implementation of any such policy. 

Participants and Itenary

The padyatra will be flagged off from the North, South , East and West of Jaipur. Organisations, unions and individuals active in their respective regions across the state are expected to locally start the process of spreading awareness and informing people of these issues from the 1st of August itself. Anyone who believes he/she has a stake in our democracy is welcome to join. On the 9th, those from Bharatpur, Dausa, Sawai Madhipur, Karauli, Jhunjhunu, Ganganagar, Hanumangarh districts will congregate at Alwar, those from Rajsamand, Pali, Sirohi, Chittorgarh, Udaipur, Dunagrpur, Banswara, Jalore at Ajmer, from Bikaner, Nagaur, Jodhpur, Jaisalmer, Barmer, Churu at Sikar and from Kota, Baran, Jhalawar, Bundi, Jaipur, Bhilwara districts at Tonk. Four region-wise janmanchs will thus precede the start of the padyatras on this date. Walking through villages, there will be public meetings, information dissemination, debates and a build-up of public opinion on the above issues. The four groups will walk into Jaipur on the 20th of August, for a series of public hearings starting 21st August. This mobilization will culminate on the 26th of August with a state-level janmanch where political parties will be asked to state their positions on these various issues. This campaign is just the beginning. It will intensify through the year, as we continuously demand democratic accountability from our elected representatives.
***

