13 June 2007


Employment Guarantee: A New Hope for Surguja?

A survey of the National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (NREGA) was conducted in Surguja District in June 2007 by students from Delhi University and Jawaharlal Nehru University.  The findings suggest that there have been major improvements since last year (a similar survey took place in June 2006, also in Surguja District).  For instance, there has been much progress in terms of awareness generation, the distribution of job cards, levels of employment, and the payment of minimum wages.  The extent of corruption also seems to have considerably declined.

However, many irregularities remain.  For instance, much remains to be done to ensure that the transparency safeguards are implemented in letter and spirit.  This is essential to eradicate corruption from NREGA.  These safeguards include:

· Availability of muster rolls at the worksites.

· Disclosure of all NREGA-related documents on demand.

· Making complete entries in the job cards when wages are paid.

· Paying wages in public and reading the details aloud as payments are made.

The survey shows that these safeguards are implemented in a very patchy manner.  Where they are implemented, we found relatively little corruption.

Another crucial issue is timely payment of wages.  Delayed wage payments cause extreme hardship to the labourers, and often make them lose interest in the programme.  Under NREGA, labourers are entitled to payments of wages within 15 days.  However, this rarely happens in practice.  In most of the sample villages, there had been major delays in the payment of wages - up to 3 months.

Other findings of the NREGA survey in Surguja are summarized in the attached sheet.  There is a long way to go in ensuring that the Act is implemented in letter and spirit.  But the findings also show that this can be done, and that where NREGA works, it is of great help in protecting people from poverty, unemployment and hunger.  In that sense it is a new hope for Surguja.

NREGA Survey (Surguja, June 2007)

Selected Findings

POSITIVE FINDINGS

· Most families have a job card.

· Awareness levels have improved.

· Employment has been generated on a massive scale.

· Minimum wages are being paid.

· Exploitation by contractors has disappeared.

· Most of the works are productive.

· Corruption levels have gone down.

· Where employment is available, NREGA is of great help in protecting poor people from hunger as well as from the hardships of migration.

AREAS OF CONCERN

· "Joint job cards" are being given to joint families.

· People are not aware that they have to apply for work in order to be employed.

· Work applications are being discouraged and even refused.

· Work is not being provided within 15 days of application.

· There are long delays in the payment of wages.

· Labourers are being paid at the "old rate" of Rs 62.63 per day (instead of Rs 67).

· Basic facilities such as medicine kits are lacking at most worksites.

· There are no child-care arrangements at the worksites.

· There is a shortage of staff at all levels.

· Muster rolls are not available at the worksites.

· Entries in the job cards are incomplete or missing.

· Because the transparency safeguards are violated, corruption persists.
