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1
General Issues

The core issues in creating and running an effective system for offering employment and income support as envisaged in the NREG Act 2005 lie in

(a) Managing the actual work at very many different sites that will run in full swing with quite possibly as many as 20,000 or even more people offering to work in some blocks during periods other than peak agricultural seasons. 

(b) Planning a large number of suitable projects well in advance and keeping all the inputs necessary for executing these ready for quick mobilization in response to requests for work from the beneficiaries as and when these requests come.

(c) Creating and maintaining up to date the enormous amount of documentation that is unavoidable in a scheme of this magnitude. Essential documents are

· Household Job Cards with particulars of all household members

· Project Records for each site at which NREG work is taken up

· Consolidated records at Gram Panchayat and Block levels

· Reports to district, state and union levels

(d) Preventing corruption. Though the individual transactions will be small, the NREG scheme will handle more funds than many banks. Handling this amount of money and documentation cost-effectively and without scams like the Fodder Scam in Bihar is possible only by full computerization using the latest software – and by allocating limited budgets and expenditure norms for every local office – so that alarms are automatically raised if these limits or norms are exceeded. 

(e) The NREG software to be developed at union or state government levels must be based on open source (or platform independent). This software must have all the security features that banking and railway ticket booking software have – to avoid computerization scams like those at the Kolkata Municipal Corporation Gariahat Market office.

(f) The NREG implementation team should be as compact as possible without sacrificing the ability to respond effectively, efficiently and with compassion to the real needs of the beneficiaries. The NREG scheme must be implemented in a cost-effective, accessible, responsive and corruption-proof manner.

(g) For true value addition and economic sustainability over the long term, all the works under NREG must create tangible and verifiable assets that the rural community needs to come out of the vicious circle of abject poverty, consequent lack of buying power, consequent inability to invest in improvements, consequent poor infrastructure and consequent lack of private sector initiatives and investment in rural areas that has been plaguing rural India since independence.

(h) NREG must aim to utilize human resources in rural areas that are now remaining unutilized or under-utilized, create rural infrastructure for higher productivity and higher quality of life in rural areas and for increasing purchasing power through increasing demand creation as emphasized by Keynes.

(i) NREG must aim to convert each village into a fully bicycle-empowered village with every man, woman and child above ten in the village having his own bicycle to go to school or work – within say five years of implementation of NREG.

2
Implementation Suggestions 

2.1 NREG Programme Officer at the Block Level and his Office

The Office of the NREG Programme Officer under Section 15 (1) of the NREG Act will be a part of the 40-50 person BDO Offices at Panchayat Samity (Block level) already existing in states like West Bengal. 

Essential parameters for the functioning of the NREG Programme Officer will include

(a) He and his family must reside in the vicinity of his office. 

(b) He must be physically fit and willing to ride a motorcycle for official duties. This is much more cost-effective than the other option of a jeep with driver.

(c) He must be a good man-manager with a problem-solving approach. He should be familiar with rural India and committed to the core NREG goal of helping the poor and the disadvantaged. 

(d) He must be familiar with computers and basic accounting practices. All his reports should be in a pre-prepared format used by all Programme Officers.

(e) He should be provided with one assistant (on government staff) who will be able to carry out the Programme Officers’ routine duties at times of sudden absence.

(f) He and his assistant must be ready to do all NREG related work including visiting sites on motorcycle as required and filing and retrieving the few papers that will have to be maintained. Almost all of the NREG documentation will be maintained on computers and reports sent through the internet. While the Household Job Card kept with the beneficiary, Job Card Issue and Work Allocation Registers maintained at the Gram Panchayat and Work Execution Registers maintained at Project Sites have to be kept in hard copy in addition to the digitized form, the Programme Officer’s Block level office can be nearly paperless.

(g) Total manpower on government roll for this NREG Programme Officer’s office should be limited to the Programme Officer himself and his one assistant. When either of these two has to go on leave, relieving personnel should be provided from the BDO Office at Panchayat Samity (Block level).

(h) The programme Officer will report functionally to the District Programme Coordinator at District HQ but administratively to the BDO at Panchayat Samity (Block level).

(i) Computer support for the NREG Programme Officer’s office should be arranged from outside on contract. This should include one desktop computer and a server (of desktop or other type depending on expert assessment) and one printer and necessary staff for operating the same. Dependable dial-up access to the internet for receiving and sending information must be provided.

2.2 NREG staff at Gram Panchayat Office and Project sites

The NREG staff at the Gram Panchayat office should include two B. Com or equivalent men or women on contract for a period of say one year. Their job is essentially to make entries by hand in Job Cards and in the Gram Panchayat Job Card Register and Work Allotment Register all day, every day, and initial and date all such entries after entering this information into the Gram Panchayat computers. At the end of each working day those day’s entries will be consolidated and fed into the Programme Officer’s server over the internet. Though the NREG staff at Gram Panchayat level will be hired on temporary basis, his work may continue for long periods unless no one volunteers for NREG work in that Gram Panchayat area.

The NREG Project Site In-charge will be a diploma holder in engineering who will be hired on contract for the duration of the site job(s) and his contract will be terminated if there are no projects. He will get the work executed as per sketches and specifications made available to him by the Programme officer – who will be expected to visit every worksite at least once a week.

At the Project site, the documentation (both soft and hard copy) will be the responsibility of one B. Com or equivalent staff (also hired on contract for the duration of the site job(s) and his contract will be terminated if there are no projects) with a laptop for making site entries into both the Household Job Cards and into the Project Site Register.  

2.3 Implementation Methodology

The initial household registration work should be outsourced to household Job Card Registrars appointed on contract for this purpose and paid on the basis of the number of Job cards issued by them. These Job Card Registrars will be young men and women graduates who will ride around the villages in bicycles for registration of beneficiaries. 

Each Job Card Registrar will carry an inexpensive laptop and an inexpensive digital camera with him. These could be financed by banks against the earning potential in the form of fees for each registration that will be paid to him. He will go from door to door in every village and note down in his laptop the names, ages and address and relationships of every member of each household interested to take part in the NREG works. 

He will also take digital photos of all adults (who have completed 18 years) and are thus eligible for work under NREG. The digital photos of all the adults of the household will be pasted on the first page of the Job card. This first page of the Job Card will also have personal particulars of every member of the household, not only of adults, to help quick addition of new beneficiaries into the household job card as soon as a child turns 18.

Pages 2 and 3 of the household Job Card will have about 80 lines for writing details of requests for work under NREG (with requested dates of starting work and requested periods of work), and any cases of work not being provided and unemployment allowance paid. Pages 4 to 8 will have about 200 lines - 100 lines to record the actual dates of working with name of person who has worked and another 100 lines for entering name of Project Site, eventual corrections of mistakes etc. and details of payment dates and amounts paid (in cash and foodgrains).

These Job Card Registrars will be paid on a piece rate basis for their work. Towards the end of each day in the initial registration period the Job Card Registrars will carry their laptops to the nearest Gram Panchayat Office equipped with two desktop computers (one working and one standby) and an ink-jet printer. Just as in case of the Programme Officer’s computers, these computers and printer will be owned and operated by men from a private agency on a contracted rate. The data in the laptop will be transferred to the Gram Panchayat computers and duplicated to the Programme Officer’s computers.

The Job Cards are nothing but 4 sheets of A4 size paper with household data in Page 1 and the blank format for entries to be made later by hand in pages 2 to 8 – stapled together and placed in a strong tear resistant plastic folder designed for rainwater protection. These will be printed out at the Gram Panchayat office and handed over to any adult member of the household against signed receipt. This folder should have pre-pressed fold marks that will fold the job card neatly into a convenient-to-carry A5 size. 

The representative of the household who will report for work to the designated Project site will carry this Job Card folder with him. Any one adult household member (whose photo and particulars are on the job card) may report for work at the project site. 

Payment will be made to that household member who is present at site on the weekly payment date at that Project Site. This payment should include only as much foodgrain as the beneficiary wishes to have and the balance amount will be paid in money. 

For the first fifty days of the first financial year of work by a particular household, the money component may be paid in cash to each beneficiary against his acknowledgement by signature or thumb impression if none of the members of the household have a bank account. But after the first fifty days of work by and payment to members of a household, at least one member of the household will compulsorily be required to open a bank account. Thereafter the money component of the NREG payment will be credited directly to this bank account from the NREG Programme Officer’s office.

Whenever any entries are made by hand in the job card, these entries will at the same time be made into the electronic copy of the particular job card. Such entries will be consolidated at the end of each day at Gram Panchayat computer and at the Project site laptop and copied into the NREG Programme Officer’s office server at the Block level. 

For example, entry of the first request for work from a particular beneficiary will be made by hand after printing out the job card and before issuing it to him at the Gram Panchayat office. Entries for subsequent requests for work and all entries of allocation of work to a particular beneficiary viz. date and place at which he should report for work against his request will also be made in the Job card by hand at the Gram Panchayat Office. 

Similarly, entries regarding actual attendance at Project site and weekly payments will be made in the beneficiary’s Job Card by the NREG staff at each Project site.

All these hand entries in the job card will be initialed and dated by the authorized NREG official at the Gram Panchayat office or Project site as applicable. These hard copy entries will be made just after the corresponding electronic entries have been entered into the Gram Panchayat desktop computer or Project site laptop computer.

In case of loss or damage of a job-card-cum-folder a replacement job-card-cum-folder will be provided at a nominal charge. This will be no problem because all details, including every spell of work done by a representative from that household and payments made will be readily available at all times at the Programme Officer’s office and can be accessed readily from the Gram Panchayat computer. 

A first tentative design of the Household Job Card is given at the end of this note. This may have to undergo many changes before it takes a concrete shape.

2.4 Payment of wages

The method of payment of wages that is in force under NFFWP may be continued with the following extra provisions

(a) The foodgrain component must be limited to the quantity that the beneficiaries wish to have. The beneficiary should have the option to take as much of the wages in cash as he wishes.

(b) Payment of cash at the worksite may be made only for the first 50 days of work for the first year. Thereafter, the beneficiary must open a bank account and the Programme Officer will have the amount due credited directly to the bank account of the beneficiary every week.

(c) In order to take full advantage of the NREG scheme benefits, some large households may split themselves into smaller households by separating out their places of residence and kitchens. There is no reason for any authority, whether official or political, to object to this, as long as the stipulations in the NREG Act on definition of a household are fully met. 

(d) Widows and women thrown out of their family for whatever reasons must be helped in their effort to survive by allotting them work under NREG.

2.5 Selection of the Works

While selecting works the focus must be on what is needed in the particular locality for maximum direct benefit to the villagers. 

(a) Roads connecting villages to larger habitations must be given the highest priority.

(b) The second priority may be for extension works and improvements of school buildings (including making separate toilets with running water facility for boys and girls) and improvements to other common buildings like libraries.

(c) To keep the materials and skilled labour component within 40%, consideration could be given to taking up activities like manufacture of bricks under NREG. These bricks can then be a free input for future NREG projects. Other activities like basket weaving – with the baskets becoming part of free materials supplied to Project Sites could be considered in areas where the concerned skills are readily available. These two ideas are only by way of examples – innumerable other gainful activities are possible. These possibilities have to be looked into creatively to gainfully utilise huge numbers for whom enough meaningful earthworks may not be available after some time of operation of the NREG scheme.

(d) With increasing confidence and possibly increasing income generation from activities like those listed in (c) above, more ambitions projects like wells, piped water supply to every household and piped sanitation facilities in every household leading to common septic tanks or gobar gas plants have to be considered in the course of time according to local needs and feasibility. Installing dry latrines - that create an unbearable stink - near the houses (as is being attempted on a large scale in West Bengal) is not a happy long-term solution.

2.6 Execution of Works

The works must be carried out under the supervision of the Programme Officer who will be expected to visit every site every week. Available departmental Assistant and Sub-Assistant Engineers in the Block office should prepare the necessary sketches/drawings and specifications and bill of quantities to the extent possible. 

Technical requirements that exceed what is possible departmentally (whether in terms of quantity within the required time frame or in terms of the kind of work required) should be referred to nearest engineering colleges for assistance from the teachers there on terms and considerations to be worked out either centrally on an all-India basis or separately for each state. Students of these engineering colleges could help their teachers by way of data collection or measurement or other field work etc.

Similarly, project planning and project supervision requirements can be outsourced to nearest management institutions – with teachers and students being involved as required.

Apart from the direct benefit to the institutions in terms of fees earned, such involvement would bring the institutions concerned (and their teachers and students) closer with ground realities prevailing in India. This is an exceedingly valuable input for anyone who may have plans for setting up his own business or industry in future.

2.7 Vigilance and Monitoring, Transparency and Accountability

The simplest way to keep the entire NREG implementation process clean would be to 

(a) Ensure that every detail of every project is put up on websites with totally open access to all researchers from across the world. These details would include initial estimated costs and actual costs of each project, muster rolls, and wage payments made. Photographs of the project site taken by digital cameras every week for large projects and every fortnight for small projects should also be on the website. 

(b) Expenditures against NREG (by way of claiming progress of work in hard copy or in website reports) must be shown only after the amounts are actually paid to NREG beneficiaries for work already done at site. Transfer of funds from Union to State, State to District, District to Block of from Block to Gram Panchayat levels are not expenditures and are only allocations! Showing these as expenditure (as has apparently been done in NFFWP reports on the web) is totally misleading. Such attempts to mislead must be avoided at all cost and those behind such acts cautioned to avoid these in future.

(c) Encourage development economics researchers of all universities and colleges in the vicinity, and even private individuals who may be interested, without any restrictions whatsoever, to participate actively in the fullest possible detail in planning, monitoring and execution of all the works.  

(d) Make each instance of failure to pay wages and unemployment allowances on time a major default calling for immediate action both to remedy the situation and punish the guilty. The solution to deliberate or other major defaults is to ensure quick punishment along with quick implementation of any systemic changes that may be necessary. It is not necessary to have large punishments – but if discipline is to be maintained no major default should go without at least a small to medium punishment depending on the nature of the default. It is because government employees have been actively encouraged by the leadership of their unions to prevent prompt punishment, even in the most glaring cases of default, that our government employees are so openly callous and proudly negligent so often.

(e) However, we must understand prevailing realities. If people at the highest levels of the nation choose to be and are allowed to be openly callous and proudly negligent almost as a rule, it may not be easy – or even possible – to enforce discipline at lower levels. Just one example will suffice. Everyone knows that there is an enormous backlog of cases in our judiciary. Nevertheless, appointment of High Court Judges to replace those retiring is regularly delayed for many months – this has almost become a rule. This can only be due to a combination of gross indifference, petty self-interest and devious bargaining that takes its own time, even though why the recruitment process should not be initiated sufficiently in advance to enable this tortuous process to be completed and the new High Court Judge appointed before the date of retirement of the incumbent High Court judge – and take office on the very next day – is hard to comprehend! This is why this writer has suggested that almost all NREG staff should be on contract. 

3 Assessment and Competition

The NREG implementation scheme must spell out criteria by which implementation in a particular block will be considered a success or otherwise. 

To foster a sense of competition amongst blocks implementing the NREG scheme, a number of prizes in different categories for successful implementation of the scheme must be announced. Non-Government Organizations of the highest repute, with international involvement could be associated with judging the performance of the participating blocks to create widespread interest, publicity and enthusiasm among the contending blocks. 

An NREG website in which the public can make their comments and suggestions should be made available. The date of each entry from the public and the date of response from the authorities should be shown clearly against each entry in the website. 

4
Concluding note

A seven-day period between publication of the advertisement requesting suggestions and the last date for sending suggestions is near impossible for a scheme of this magnitude. Nevertheless, this writer has made as much effort as was possible for him, including a visit to a NFFWP/NREG block level office to try and understand the ground realities, before making his suggestions.

Particularly because of this extreme time constraint, it must be expressly understood that the suggestions made, though conceptually sound, may have problems in details here and there. How well the whole thing fits together will have to be examined in detail in the light of local ground realities and appropriate modifications made before implementation.

This writer will be happy to be associated in any appropriate way with the effort to make NREG implementation effective and efficient – and thus help to change the prevailing unsatisfactory state of rural India for ever – if required.

Alok Sarkar

30th September 2005
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National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme Job Card

State abcd District jklm Block opqr Gram Pnachayat wxyz

Financial Year 2005-06

Household Job Card Sl No 


Household Head’s Name

Address of Household



aaaa







bbbb

cccc

1
Head of Household

Photo

Name



Signature or



Age



Thumb impression



Sex

2
First Adult Member

Photo

Name



Signature or



Age



Thumb impression



Sex

3
Second Adult Member

Photo

Name



Signature or



Age



Thumb impression



Sex

4
Third Adult Member

Photo

Name



Signature or



Age



Thumb impression



Sex

Elderly persons not interested to work under NREG and children not eligible

Name





Age



Sex

Name 





Age



Sex

Name





Age



Sex

Note:  Photos required only for persons eligible and interested to work on Project sites

Pages 2 and 3

National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme Job Card

Household Job Card Sl No 


Household Head’s Name

(80 blank lines provided over 2 pages - to be filled in formats given below by hand and signed and dated by person making entry)

Either

NREG work request Sl No

from (date)

to (date)

Project Site allotted


from (date)

to (date)

Or for days for which unemployment allowance paid – in case work could not be provided

NREG work request Sl No

from (date)

to (date)

Work not allotted


from (date)

to (date) 
with reasons

Pages 4 to 8

National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme Job Card

Household Job Card Sl No 


Household Head’s Name

Project site ghjk

Day Sl No  Date
Hours worked
Remarks (including payment details) Sign with date

(200 blank lines provided over 5 pages - to be filled by hand and signed and dated by person making entry. Day Sl No will start from 1 in each financial year and go on to 100 days of actual work – unless some unemployment allowance has been paid.)
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