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Submission to Parliamentary Committee on Proposed National Rural Employment Guarantee Act 

1. We welcome the initiative of the Parliamentary Committee to invite suggestions. Being involved for over a decade in addressing drought mitigation, we have great expectations from the Committee. We request for making a personal presentation to the committee. We suggest that the Committee to visit select states to discuss with civil society and particularly to Andhra Pradesh as it witnessed the largest and massive Food for Work in recent years and for three continuous years while also witnessing highest number of farmer suicides. The AP experience and some of the innovations made here has great value in shaping the employment guarantee programme. 

2. Hunger and malnutrition is a major problem facing the poor and food grain is a component of the programme. Unlike other human needs, food consumption cannot be postponed. The biggest worry of a poor rural household is not only hunger, but the lack of confidence of access to timely food. It would be simple to address this debilitating food insecurity of the poor by providing in the beginning of each month or a fixed date, the household needs of cereals and legumes, on credit, if needed. This loan can then be adjusted against receivables from their work. It is an irony that we are willing to provide the poor with bank loans even while they lack money, but cannot lend to their only strength – labour. On out initiative the Andhra Pradesh govt. adopted “Food Assurance” in Food for Work in drought areas. It involves the identified households getting their monthly food requirement of fifty kgs of rice and ten kgs of dal and repaid through work as made available. In practice, we found that soon people have a credit balance with more work done than the value of grain received but assured of getting their monthly grain in subsequent months. This will be a very effective way to address hunger and the anxiety of food access among poor households. This can succeed when poor people have confidence of the govt. delivering grain on time and the quality is maintained and are assured of the quantity.  

3. The Act states that contractors cannot be involved in implementation. In FFW and SGRY similar provision exists but in practice contractors are used and the word is replaced as ‘nominee’. Writing down stringent conditions will not solve the problem because our approach necessitates having contractors. We must see the factors compelling the use of contractors rather than merely issue an edict. Then only can we address the needed changes in the system. For instance, the dichotomy of the Standard Schedule of Rates (SSR) and minimum wages, even though the SSR is supposedly based on it, is well known and recognized by everyone. The SSR relies on out turn of work to fix the payment whereas the minimum wages are based on certain hours of work. A recent “time and work” study in Andhra Pradesh by the Engineering Staff College of India showed that the wages received by toiling people in all categories of manual work are less than a third and even a fourth of the prescribed minimum wages as payment. It is still viable to the contractor’s as they use labour saving equipment and negotiate a higher SSR rate. Some unskilled manual works no longer find mention in the SSR! Despite this, the labourer is chastised as avoiding toil and not availing employment. Developing labour banks must form the basis to implement the programme. The Act must provide for two people to be facilitators in a workforce of thirty people and their emoluments must be built in the programme. This is vital to coordinate work and enable workers to take responsibility rather than depend on contractors.  

4. Although people or gram sabha will decide on the selection of ‘works’ but in reality the type of assets will wrests in the hands of engineers and bureaucrats. Several evaluations documented how wasteful these so called assets are. You must allow for a range of activities as proposed by the people and encourage them to develop a shelf of works along with explicitly stating the reasons for its selection and its perceived benefits. We found local communities everywhere seeking landfills as cattle and children fall into them but are rejected as not being ‘durable asset’! Similarly bush clearance or weeding of parthenium is not allowed. Activities reducing women’s drudgery or enhance the quality of life of poor communities are rejected. WE must get out of cement and mortar as central to making an asset. While deciding on the ‘works’ officials must explain how its measurement will be done. Developing barefoot engineering supervisors from the community and asking them to help the community while also undertaking check measurements must form part of the implementation strategy. 

5. The design of a structure is crucial as it determines the materials used and this in turn decides whose labour is valued for its construction. Current civil engineering mindset and existing construction technology debilitates and undermines the workers compelling them to accept being unwanted, unskilled and only capable of low paid menial work. In this way a person’s worth is made redundant, destroying their self-image and then favour to show mercy at working at much less than their labour potential. Women are victimized in this manner even while the law seeks for equal wages. As this programme is aimed at unskilled people you must propose and ensure designing of works that focus on the capacities of labour and their skills.    

6. “Livelihoods” is in the text of the legislation. But beyond the current shelf of watersheds or soil and moisture conservation works, the officialdom has no proposals or ways to develop the production infrastructure. This will change only when we move away from measuring a structure to justify the costs to measuring the value and impact of an activity in terms of sustainable incomes. This is vital as outcome measurement enables the programme being seen as investment rather than a dole. Our experience in developing fallow lands has shown that when planned properly each acre can provide not only a good crop but also one hundred and twenty five person days of employment per acre per season along with twenty-five for bullock pairs.   

7. As this is a long run programme, you must see the tremendous potential it has to develop our dry land agricultural areas which witnesses a massive rise of cultivable lands being left fallow. Impact assessment, validated results and scientific measurement of investments is vital to give depth, meaning and develop a framework to improve opportunities for improving livelihoods. Then only will asset creation have meaning and deliver the desired results. In recent years our organization, Centre for Environment Concerns, found good results in developing marginal lands to resist drought, increase agricultural productivity in rain fed crops, reduce fallow lands and enthuse farmers to look at livelihood opportunities in rain fed agriculture. Our approach involves working over a period of three years with focus on soil texture and nutrient in the first year, water conservation and moisture enhancement in the second year and increasing the microbial activities in the third. This planned, scientific and systematic development of land witnessed good crop productivity and enthusiasm among the poor and who own the most unproductive lands. The results were striking even though the entire area is chronically affected by drought. This approach to land development has gained recognition of agricultural experts, scientists and bankers. You must allow the development of the lands of small and marginal farmers in the programme and challenge our bureaucrats and extension personnel to seek clear output criteria and results.     

8. We suggest classifying all areas and placing them on a scale based on “distress”. It could be an administrative or information unit such as the Taluk, Block or Mandal. Such a classification will help a) plan specific type of interventions and the extent of its coverage b) address institutional competencies to provide quality inputs and focused attention c) propose ameliorative measures and d) measure performance of interventions and its impact in bringing the unit down the scale. The scale can be built using select factors, assigning weights and based on data of the last five years. The aspects to be factored in could include agricultural produce and market arrivals, wages and employment availability, rainfall and drought, land use under irrigation and single or double crop seasons, credit lending by banks, migration etc. In the high distress areas interventions must focus on enhancing employment, facilitation services for migration, local seed banks and a modified insurance cover. The middle ones on the scale need adequate and timely credit, quality seed, farm equipment, timely agricultural operations, correction of soil nutrition deficiency to improve productivity, post harvest facilities etc. Those in the lower end of the scale need new technologies, crop diversification, pest and plant disease control etc. The level on the distress scale must be the basis to plan the extent of employment guaranteed with possible automatic enhancements based on two verifiable factors - drought or monsoon performance and market prices of major crops grown in the area. This would assure people of their entitlement for wage employment, govt. action being prompt and eliminate delays and driven by results. 

9. You must view the proposed programme as an opportunity to build value of labour and its dignity and recognizing its enormous capacities to usher economic development along with altering equations that subjugate and exploit them. The programme is no dole to labour. You must develop benchmarks that recognize and center stage the value of labour understanding it as part of a contentious relationship with capital, technology, natural resources and profit motive. 

10. The programme will put money in the hands of the people triggering a multiplier effect leading to overall economic growth. This opportunity must be tied to promote products and services with a certain value for value or a produce from rural India. This would be vital for livelihoods for artisans who are very severely poor and are not able to participate in the employment programme. 

11. For benefits to people and reach the intended objectives of the programme, innovation and creativity are crucial. You may consider involving non-govt. organizations to come up with specific proposals, allow the use of constituency funds of MPs and MLAs for trying new approaches and possible a quota in the programme to local elected officials for innovations. 

12. This employment programme will have higher value and impact on agriculture and livelihoods if it is supplemented by assuring work to bullocks. This is vital for timely agricultural operations and success with small scale farming who constitute the bulk of our farmers. This demand generation of bullocks would have a multiplier effect on the agricultural economy. We strongly recommend that about fifty days of employment to pairs of bullocks be built into the employment programme or considered on a pilot basis in select areas facing shortage of bullocks. If such a demand is assured then banks will come forward to lend for their purchase. This additional measure will provide fillip to successful agriculture, assist in tasks of transportation in the identified works and in developing the lands of small and marginal farmers.       

Thanking you and looking forward to making a presentation to explain our field experience and address clarifications on our proposals as needed by the honorable members, I remain.

Yours Sincerely

K.S. Gopal

Centre for Environment Concerns, 3-4-142/6, Barkatpura, Hyderabad 500 027

Phone: 040-27564959/27563017   E Mail: hyd2_cenvicon@sancharnet.in; cecgopal@yahoo.com   

