NREGA: Public Hearing in Batauli (Surguja District), 13 June 2007

"Employment guarantee" is a household name today in Surguja District.  Almost everyone has a job card, and people are not only demanding employment but also insisting on the payment of minimum wages.  However, there is a long way to go in ensuring that the National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (NREGA) meets these growing expectations.

These are some of the conclusions of a lively public hearing on NREGA held on 13 June 2007 in Batuli Block of Surguja District. This public hearing was the concluding event of a two-week survey of NREGA in the area, conducted by students of Delhi University and Allahabad University.  The survey covered 19 worksites spread over 15 Gram Panchayats in Batuli Block. The public hearing was attended by some 300 local residents, many of whom had walked long distances to participate in this event. 

As the hearing unfolded, survey teams presented their findings on various issues relating to the implementation of NREGA.  Four sets of issues were discussed: job cards; work applications; worksite facilities; wage payments; and transparency safeguards. 

The survey found that most rural families in Batuli Block had been able to obtain a job card, without being charged for it.  However, various irregularities were observed in the distribution of job cards, such as applicants being charged for the photograph, or joint cards being issued to joint families.  In Gram Panchayat Silma, it was found that only "Below Poverty Line" (BPL) families were given job cards. In Bilaspur, people had to pay up to Rs. 60 for the photograph.  Under the Act, job cards are supposed to be provided on demand, free of cost.

As far as work applications are concerned, the survey found that most people were not aware of the application procedure, or even of the need to apply. Work applications had been submitted only in a few isolated cases, such as Jharganwa Gram Panchayat. Applications were often discouraged or refused, and where they were accepted, work was rarely provided within 15 days.  In Govindpur and Jharganwa, works were only opened after four months had lapsed. No receipts were issued anywhere for work applications, even in Chiparakaya where people had insisted on a dated receipt. 

Turning to wage payments, the main complaint was that wages were not paid on time.  At almost 70 per cent of the worksites, wages had not been paid within 15 days, as required under the Act.  Startling delays were reported from Nakna and Tilaighar, where three months had passed since payment was due. Aside from causing extreme hardship to the labourers, delayed wage payments often make them lose interest in the programme. 

Transparency safeguards had been flouted at every worksite, as attendance was not recorded in the official muster rolls. Instead, supervisors record attendance in informal notebooks, and fill the muster rolls later on, safely protected from public scrutiny.  Similarly, incomplete or missing entries were found in many job cards.  Due to rampant violations of the transparency safeguards, many discrepancies were found in the muster rolls.  A glaring case came to light in Chiranga Gram Panchayat, where the Sarpanch was found fudging signatures and thumb impressions at home soon after the arrival of the survey team.

Jean Drèze (member, Central Employment Guarantee Council) put the findings in perspective and summed up the issues that had emerged.  He pointed out that in spite of all the problems discussed at the hearing, there was reason for hope in the possibility of making NREGA work.  In fact, the survey findings showed that there had been major improvements since last year (when a similar survey was conducted).  For instance, awareness levels had increased, almost every family had a job card, works had started in every Gram Panchayat, minimum wages were being paid, and even the extent of corruption had considerably declined.  He underlined the importance of NREGA not only as an employment programme but also as a tool economic, social and political change in rural areas.  He closed by summarising the main demands and suggestions that had been made by the participants.

Finally Ritu Sen (Assistant Development Commissioner [??]), who was representing the District Collector at the public hearing, responded to these demands and spoke about the steps that would be taken to address them.  For instance, she mentioned that a recent decision had been taken to provide "advances" (equivalent to 40 per cent of the amount sanctioned for a particular work) to the Gram Panchayats in order to avoid delays in wage payments.  From now on, payments would be made on a weekly basis.  Similarly, Gram Panchayats and Janpad Panchayats were instructed to keep shelfs of projects ready (with Administrative Sanction) so that employment could be provided anywhere at short notice.  Last but not least, she promised swift and firm action against anyone found guilty of fraud or other irregularities in the implementation of NREGA.  "This is a law and not a scheme", she said, "anyone who tinkers with people's rights under the Act does it at his own peril".

