Dear friends,
It is increasingly difficult to keep up with the NREGA-related activities across the country. This update has news of two struggles (one for unemployment allowances in Orissa - which has been successful - and the other for NREGA wages in Madhya Pradesh), a recent visit of the Central Employment Guarantee Council (CEGC) to Orissa, and forthcoming events (including two mass social audits in Rajasthan).  Please do send any news you have to share to rozgar@gmail.com

Regards,

Reetika.
1. Orissa: Unemployment allowance given for the first time

2. Struggle against Exclusion in NREGA (Rewa District, Madhya Pradesh)
3. Orissa: CEGC visit (20-23 November, 2007)
4. Rajasthan khabar: Banswara & Jhalawar social audit dates 
5. Allahabad right to food meeting (30 November – 1 December, 2007)
6. Mussoorie: NREGA training for District Collectors (3-4 December)
1. Orissa: Unemployment allowance given for the first time

(Received from Rajkishor Mishra and Jitendra Rath on 13 November, 2007)

In yet another case of successful struggle by the people, sixty-three labourers of Khandiaguda village of Tentulikhunti Gram Panchayat under Tentulikhunti block of Nabarangpur district finally compelled the authorities for giving unemployment allowance due to them under NREGA. The unemployment allowance of four days were disbursed by the Panchayat Secretary Bibhuti Samantrai of the said GP to all the sixty three people in the GP office at 12 am. Each one of them got rupees 70  at Rs. 17.50 per day. The media was also present to cover the event. 

This is the second case in the country and first case in the state where people have been provided the unemployment allowance for government’s inability to provide work within fifteen days as per the mandate of the act. As per the act, if the administration is unable to provide work within fifteen days of application by the workers, it will pay the unemployment allowance to the people till they are provided with jobs. The rate fixed under the act is: for first thirty days of default the allowance will be one fourth of the minimum wages, which is rupees 70 in case of Orissa. And for rest of the days it is half of the minimum wages in a given financial year. In case of Tentulikhunti GP, the people had applied for jobs on 4th October 2006. But the Gram Panchayat and the Block office were not been able to provide the employment to the applicants within fifteen days as per the section 12 and sub section 1 and 2 of National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme, Orissa. Following which all sixty-three people sat in dharna in front of the BDO office on 23rd October2007. The dharna continued till 24th October, when the BDO finally budged and gave in writing that people will be given unemployment allowance for four days of default on 29th October 2007. This was also done only after the Panchayti Raj department ordered the Collector of Navrangpur to give the people their due. However the contractor lobby threatened people and social activists of the area and took an undertaking from the people that they do not need the allowance. 

However it is due to the intervention of the Assembly Standing Committee (as reported by the media-Sambad on 11th November 2007) the government finally ordered to provide the same. 

Mr. Damu Muduli, (aged 30) of the village is the first person to receive the allowance. Ms Mukta Jani, Prafulla Muduli, Mana jani, Ms Tulsa Guda  (an old lady of about age 70) are some of the persons who also received the allowance. The Assembly Standing Committee, Pachayati Raj Department deserve all praise for their pro-people stand on the issue. 

2. Struggle against Exclusion in NREGA (Rewa District, Madhya Pradesh) 
More then 10,000 working days, payment for not even a single working day. 
 

Hardua is a village, situated in Simariya Tehsil of Rewa District. In this village NREGS was initiated in April this year. The 1100 villagers have Job cards. The villagers gave a work application under NREGS. On 28 September they got work at the 300 year old Shiv talab tank. Till today they have completed the 10210 person day's work but still they haven't got wages for a single day. Villagers have been submitting application for the payment of wages, but Block panchayat, Gram Panchayat, and even District collector never asked them to stop the work and provided a new site of work. 

 

According to one of the provision of NREGS the labor should get their wages in minimum 7 days, and not later than 15 days. But the shameful thing is that the labourers have not received a single penny even after the work 54 days of work. 

 

When the labour asked about the wage payment, Sarpanch threatened them and told to stop the work. Sarpanch asked them to work in the nearby village Badagaon, 6 km from Hardua. The land of Badagaon is legally disputed and if the work is done on this land, it will be the violation of the orders of the honorable court and wage will not reach to the poor. 

 

This matter has been raised in front of Nayab tehsildaar, District Collector and the Divisional Commissioner also. But not a single step has been taken by the administration; reversely the leaders have been put with an FIR under the section of 341/34. 

 

600 labourers went on serial hunger strike on 29 October at the Simariya tehsil of Sirmore block, and this dharna is still going on. Everyday 2 persons from the village are sitting on hunger strike from 30 October 2007. The families involved in the strike and the struggle were from the dalit and tribal community.
 

Issue has also been sent to the Chief Minister – Madhya Pradesh, National Human Rights Commission and Commissioners to the Supreme Court, but the action is still awaited from the district administration. 

When their voices have not been heard by the district administration even after the protest on 15 and 29 October 07, they again decided to protest in front of the tehsil headquarter on 19 November. Around 1000 people from Hardua and people from 30 surrounding village gathered before the tehsil and gave the ultimatum to the administration that if they didn't get the wages they will fight till their deaths. This movement of 19 November was also joined by many individuals of different districts of MP and different state of India. They protested by giving the memorandum and BESHARM KA PHOOL to the Nayab tehsildar and warned him about their payments. 

 

Nayab Tehsildar has said that he will make efforts for organizing the special gram sabha in the village, in the Dalit-Tribal hamlet, so that this matter could be solved as soon as possible. In a meeting of Hardua Sangarsh Morcha took place on the worksite on 21 November 2007, they finally decided that the group will neither accept the offer of work in any other new program/plan nor they will entertain any kind of other support from Panchayat on the cost of their rights. 

The Sarla bai of the Hardua village says, “This struggle is the struggle for the dignity of our life and we will fight till end.” 
3. Orissa: CEGC visit (20-23 November, 2007)
A delegation of the Central Employment Guarantee Council (CEGC) visited Orissa on 20-23 November 2007 to study the implementation of NREGA and hold discussions with the state government.  The delegation consisted of Ashk Ali Tak, Subhashini Ali, Jean Drèze, Ramachandra Khuntia, Robert Minz and Annie Raja.

Based on the field visits, the delegates are of the view that NREGA has a tremendous potential in Orissa.  Where work is available, NREGA is a lifeline for the rural poor, and there was evident appreciation of it among disadvantaged sections of the population.  However, the potential of NREGA continues to be held up by a range of serious problems, in particular the poor implementation of transparency safeguards.  For instance, evidence was found of inadequate job card maintenance, lack of transparency in muster rolls, continued involvement of contractors, and even survival of the infamous “PC system”.

In the light of these findings, the Council delegation urged the Government of Orissa to ensure strict implementation of the transparency safeguards.  The following are particularly important: (1) re-design of the job cards; (2) complete distribution and regular maintenance of job cards; (3) use of a single, uniform, numbered muster roll throughout the state; (4) strict enforcement of the ban on contractors; (5) conducting of social audits as per Guidelines; (6) prompt action on complaints; and (7) effective grievance redressal arrangements.  Constructive discussions were also held on a range of other issues such as staff appointments, transparency and consistency of records, awareness generation, work measurement, appointment of mates (from among the workers), the participation of line departments (especially the Forest Department) in NREGA, and the payment of unemployment allowance.  

A positive response was received from the state government to the delegation’s recommendations.  Assurances of prompt follow-up action were also received from the Chief Minister.  The delegation will be watching further developments with keen interest, including the redressal of all complaints submitted during the Council’s visit within 30 days, as assured on 23 November by the state government.

4. Rajasthan khabar: Banswara and Jhalawar social audit dates
Two social audits are being planned in the coming months in Rajasthan. Please write to srabhiyan@gmail.com for further details.

Banswara Dates: 3-20 December, 2007
(Received from Nikhil Dey, MKSS)

The experience of implementation of the NREGA over the last two years has shown that people’s involvement is crucial to the better implementation of the law and peoples ability to access their entitlements. Social Audit has become an important means through which people can get involved in the planning, execution monitoring of various aspects of the law. Despite it becoming a buzz word, the experience with social audit has been mixed. In some cases it has even been used by implementing agencies and vested interests, as a means of certifying substandard work by only paying lip service to social audit. In other cases however, people’s organizations have evolved innovative approaches to social audit, making it an effective means of people’s empowerment. It is important to ensure that remains a mode for peoples empowerment and does not get co-opted by vested interests. The Rozgar Evam Suchna Ka Adhikar Abhiyan has organized social audits in different districts of Rajasthan over the last two years beginning with the Mass social audit in Dungarpur  in April 2005. The Abhiyan has now decided to hold another mass social audit in Banswara District where we will also conduct mini social audits of several other departments that provide services to rural people. Banswara has been chosen as the model social audit district by the government of Rajasthan so we are also going to ask the Government to extend its co-operation in the exercise.

We have been contacted by several groups and networks from across the country about receiving training for social audit processes based on our experiences in Rajasthan. One objective of this mass social audit in Banswara, is to provide this kind of learning experience while being organically connected, and contributing to an ongoing process at a grass root level.  For this purpose it is a requirement that volunteer participants come for the whole 17 day period from 3-20 December 2007 (in any case be there from the 11th to the 20th) . It would be helpful if the people who come have a working knowledge of Hindi. If there are larger numbers coming from non-hindi speaking areas, they must bring their own translators along. The whole activity will be carried out on a non-funded volunteer basis. It is expected that people will arrange for their own travel, and local hosting will be low cost and organized by the Abhiyan. Some local travel and incidental expenses will have to be catered for by participants. People coming should be prepared to work under very basic conditions as we will eat in local people’s homes and walk 8-10 kms per day.   We would like to know as soon as possible how many people would like to come from your organization or group, so that we can plan for the activity.  While we are not putting a limit on the numbers who might want to come from a particular organization or region, we would have to finally decide based on the numbers of requests we get. We would also like to know the composition of the group, and any special skills the members might have so that their talents could be used. Looking forward to seeing you in Banswara.

Jhalawar Dates: 24 January, 2008 to 6 February, 2008

Another mass social audit is to take place in mid-January. The dates and detailed programme are as follows: 
24-28 January: Ekjai process 

29-30 January: Training of Trainers

31 January - 3 February: Padyatra

4 Feb: Gram sabhas

5 Feb: Report preparing

6 Feb: District Sammelan

5. Right to food campaign meetings: Ranchi and Allahabad

This is to invite you for the state level meeting of all groups, people's movements, political forums, networks and activists who are raising issues related to right to food and are involved in organizing people to secure their rights. As you are aware the national level campaign of Right to Food has played the vital role to raise collective voice. The campaign has taken initiative to organize state level meetings in all the states to further consolidate and to take the struggle further. 

 

G.B Pant Institute (Allahabad) has agreed to host the meeting on their campus and to bear the cost of food and accommodation. You are requested to reach Allahabad on the morning of 30 Nov and plan your return on the night of 1 Dec. The agenda of the meeting is proposed as follows but it is open for suggestion.

 

Review of the campaign, review of other efforts by groups who have not been closely linked with campaign but are working on the right to food. Planning for the future and to explore the possibility of building a collective and all inclusive platform in Uttar Pradesh, discussion of the draft collective statement, the Justice Wadhwa committee report on PDS reforms, new draft of the NREGA guidelines, Strategies for Children under Six: A framework for the 11th Plan as presented by the Children's right to food campaign, SC orders and issues related to NMBS. (in light of MMR in UP), survey formats prepared by Commissioner's office, reviewing redressal systems needed to address complaints regarding right to food. 

Kavita Shrivastav and Jean Dreze will participate on behalf of steering committee and Biraj Patnaik from Commissioner's office. 

For any suggestions, enquiries please feel free to get back. Please circulate this letter to as many groups as possible. Kindly confirm your participation either by mail or phone (given below) and number of participants for logistical arrangement. 

  

In solidarity.

Arundhati Dhuru

 

Contacts:

Arundhati Dhuru  arundhatidhuru@yahoo.co.uk (9415022772)
Pradeep Bhargava, Director, Govind Ballabh Pant Social Sciences Institute, Jhusi, Allahabad, pradeep@gbpssi.org.in (9415237820)
6. Other forthcoming events
(1) A training of District Collectors and other senior NREGA staff will be conducted at the Lal Bahadur Shastri National Academy of Administration in Mussoorie on 3-4 December.

(2) A series of dharnas, rallies and other activities are being planned in Surguja, in response to the administration’s failure to address the demands of NREGA workers, such as provision of employment on demand and prompt payment of wages.  Block-level demos will be held on 26 November (Lundra) and 29 November (Sitapur), and in other Blocks on 4th, 10th, 16th and 20th December. For further info please contact Gangabhai (tel 9329462614).
(3) Mazdoor Kisan Samiti (Jharkhand) is currently organising NREGA surveys and muster roll verification drives in Deogarh and Giridih districts of Jharkhand.  Contact: Pankaj (9934368893).
