A Warlivillage

From the bottom up

The national rural employment guarantee scheme completes two years and
moves to cover all the districts in the country. Has it been worth it?

The plateau above Mokhada is a
denuded forest, an ecological
disaster. This taluka in the Thane
district bordering Gujarat was once a
lush forest. Now there are only a few
scattered trees in the dustbowl it forms
in the summer heat. Between contrac-
tors cutting down the trees in con-
nivance with forest officials, and
adivasis cutting them down for fire-
wood, the hills in Mokhada are fast
turning into barren tracts. The abun-
dant rain only washes off the topsoil
every year.

The national rural employment
guarantee scheme (NREGS) came to

Thane last year. Dhokala seemed like
an area that needed the infusion.
Some 61,000 of its 67,000 residents are
adivasis, mainly Warlis. People here
are poor, need the money, and the
land needs to be restored so that at
least the top soil would be conserved.
If this hasn’t happened it is not from
lack of trying. In the month till 18th
April some 11,800 people were
employed for works done under the
NREGS by the forest, irrigation and
agricultural departments in the block.

The results at the ground level of
the work undertaken under the NREGS
have been mixed. In April this year the

scheme entered its third year, and was
being extended to all the 604 districts
in the country. When it first started
functioning in 2006, only 200 of the
poorest districts were included. The
next year another 130 were added.

On the eve of the scheme being
extended to cover the country this
April onwards, the Comptroller and
Auditor General (caG) sent a draft
report to the state governments point-
ing out the deficiencies in the way the
scheme had been implemented in
2006-07. A copy of the 91- page report
was leaked to a section of the press in
mid-January, and was seemingly a



damning indictment of the NREGS.

/" Apart from reporting a number of
minor irregularities in the Rs12,600
crore annual expenditure of the
NREGS, the CAG report contended that
barely 3.2 per cent of the 50 million
registered households could get the
full 100 days employment under the
scheme in the period from February
2006 to March 2007. Further, the cAG
report, based on a six-month perfor-
mance audit conducted in 513 gram
panchayats spread across 68 districts
from 26 states said that the average
employment provided under the
scheme was just 18 davs. )

The ministry of rural development
was quick to react. It said, “Only nega-
tive statistical data is being reported
out of context and without a proper
understanding of the programme, its
challenges and the visible contribu-
tion it has made in generating employ-
ment in rural areas.” The ministry
contended that 21 million families had
asked for and been provided work for
an average of 44 days and that 2.2 mil-
lion families had been given work for
their full entitlement of 100 days.

Others such as Jean Dreze, the econ-
omist who has written several books
along with Nobel laureate Amartya
Sen, and is one of those who proposed
the scheme in 2004, stated, “The
report does not present any evidence
of massive leakages in the NREGA, nor
was this the objective of the investiga-
tion. The main focus of the report is on
the conformity of the programme with
the provisions of the Act as well as with
the operational guidelines.”

A report Two years of the National
Rural Employment Guarantee Act (2006-
08) brought out by the ministry of
rural development lists the achieve-
ments as seen by the government. It
says that in the nine months of 2007-
08 till December 2007, 855 million
person days of work were generated,
compared to 905 million person days
in the 12 months of 2006-07, 1.23 mil-
lion works were undertaken compared
to 0.84 million in the earlier period,
and Rs9,106 crore was spent in nine
months (or 60 per cent of available
funds) compared to Rs8,823 crore in
the previous period (73 per cent of
available funds).

Employment demanded was the

highest in states like Andhra Pradesh,
Bihar, Chhattisgarh, Jharkhand, MP,
Orissa, UP and West Bengal, all of
which are poor states except AP. The
lowest demand for employment came
from Maharashtra, Gujarat, Punjab
and Haryana, all rich states.

Of the assets created, 57 per cent
were in water conservation, 13 per
cent in irrigation, 17 per cent in roads,
and 14 per cent for land development.
Of the water conservation works,
347,000 or 43 per cent of the total
value were for water harvesting, 13 per

cent or 98,000 for water bodies such as
ponds and 20 per cent to irrigate land
owned by sc/st’s. There were 113,000
tree plantation works and 206,000 for
roads. What it cannot say is how many
of these assets were lasting ones.

Panchayats have a major role
The NREGS has many features that
make it different from other rural
employment schemes of the govern-
ment. Firstly, it is set up under an act
of Parliament, the National Rural
Emplovment Guarantee Act (NREGA)
2005. This gives it the status of a law,
and it cannot be dismantled, except
by Parliament. [Its main usp is that
under it any family that applies for
work will be entitled to a total of 100
days of unskilled agricultural work at
specified minimum wages for any of
its adult members. Furthermore, every

family that wants work will first have

to register with the local gram pan-
chayat, which will then issue it a job
card, a booklet which is a kind of iden-
tity card with photos of all adult mem-
bers and would also record the work
given and the wages earned by the
members of that family.

A job card holding family must
then apply for employment, and must
be given employment within 15 days
of the application for a minimum
period of 14 days. This would be paid
by the Central government. If it |s not
given the work it has to be paid a daily
unemployment allowance to be paid
by the state government. The pan-
chayats are to involved in a major way
by seeing to it that at least half the
work is given by them and not by
government departments like irriga-

“It is the only programme
that mandates absolute

cy and because
of this a number of cases
of leakages have come to
light.”

ARUNA RoY, Rajasthan-based activist

tion, pwb, agriculture or forestry.
Thus while the scheme is funded by
the Centre, the states and the pan-
chayats share in its implementation.

The panchayats are to have a major
role in planning and deciding upon
the work needed under the NREGA.
Each district has to prepare a shelf of
permissible projects from water con-
servation, drought proofing (includ-
ing plantation and afforestation),
irrigation works, renovation of tradi-
tional water bodies, land develop-
ment, flood protection and rural
connectivity. Thus a crucial aspect of
the NREGA is building up agricultural
assets to increase productivity besides
providing employment.

Aruna Roy, of the Rajasthan based
NGO, Mazdoor Kisan Shakti San-
gathan (Mmkss), which has played a
leading role as a watchdog for the
NREGS in Rajasthan, says, “This is the
only programme that mandates
absolute transparency and because of
this a number of cases of leakages have
come to light. In most government
schemes corruption works invisibly






