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PRESS RELEASE
Abhiyan faces Information Roadblock Again; Sits on Dharna

Information for Social Audit on NREGA works in Jhalawar District not forthcoming 

Jaipur, January 30, 2008: Fresh from the struggle to conduct a social audit in Banswara district barely over a month ago, the Rozgar Evum Suchna ka Adhikar Abhiyan that planned a social audit/jan sunwai along with Hum Kisan Sangathan in Jhalawar district, Rajasthan starting February 1st finds itself in the midst of another battle for information on NREGA works, this time in Manohar Thana block, Jhalawar. The never-say-die campaigners are on an indefinite dharna in front of the block office from January 29th onwards till the information is provided. 
The Abhiyan had applied for information at the village level from the five gram panchayats Jawar, Manpasar, Banskhedi, Banskheda and Anwalkhera in Manohar Thana block selected for the social audit, on the 15th of January itself. Long past the time limit of 7 days under the NREGA guidelines, and despite repeated promises from the Collector and Programme Officer of the block that the information would be provided, not a single record has been passed on to the Abhiyan till date. At the time of this press release, assurances continued to come but not the information.
Not surprisingly, the ‘message’ of Banswara seems to have travelled across to this remote block in Jhalawar, as the Sarpanch Sangh here too have schemed not to provide the information. In a gross violation of the law, which explicitly states that no one can be denied information under NREGA on any grounds, the Sangh has submitted in a memorandum to the block’s Programme Officer, NREGA on January 28th that “no information with be provided to Hum Kisan Sangathan”. Incidentally, the sarpanch of Jawar panchayat happens to be the Adyaksh, Sarpanch Sangh, Manohar Thana block.
On the same day, representatives from the Abhiyan had also met the Jhalawar Collector and given him an ultimatum that if information was not provided immediately, a dharna would ensue. Around 400 people from the area as well as outside are now on dharna in front of the block office. “On the second day of the dharna today, we have given a written application to the Collector, demanding that the records be seized from the sachivs (panchayat secretaries) of the five panchayats who are responsible for maintaining the records, that the information be provided and the sachivs be suspended,” said Devendra of Hum Kisan Sangathan.
That the Abhiyan is up against yet another difficult tussle to assert what is any citizen’s right under the NREG Act and uphold the spirit of transparency also clearly goes to show that nothing has changed despite the state government’s proclamations in favour of transparency & accountability, the central government’s clear guidelines and directives and civil society’s attempts to focus on just few panchayats to conduct the social audit.
It may be recalled that the Abhiyan was forced to change its modus operandi this time and revert from extensive social audits of the whole district to selective social audit of a few panchayats and the jan sunwai pattern in the wake of the state government’s sudden disassociation from the campaign’s efforts from Banswara onwards. The government’s continued apathy in proactively supporting even such small-scale efforts to ensure better utilisation of public money thus puts itself in a rather poor light.
On the 24th of this month, well known social activist Aruna Roy had met the Chief Minister Vasundhara Raje in Ajmer and given a letter in this regard. The CM, who has repeatedly contested elections from Jhalawar and is due to face the electorate later this year, had then assured that the government would cooperate. Yesterday, Abhiyan member Nikhil Dey had also dialogued with Ram Lubhaya, Principal Secretary, Rural Development, government of Rajasthan and the Additional Chief Secretary and Development Commissioner Ashok Pande here in Jaipur in this connection. Aruna Roy has also written to the Chief Secretary, Rajasthan government today requesting his intervention to provide information and ensure that the process of public vigilance in NREGA is taken forward.  

Sd/-
Devendra and Nikhil Dey

(for the Abhiyan)
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