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VIJAYPURA has ensured its place in history. It is here that the right to information movement led by the Mazdoor Kissan Shakti Sangathan (MKSS) was born in Rajasthan. A Dalit is the sarpanch of the village. The rural jobs scheme is also vigorously implemented here.

Now there is another first to Vijaypura’s name. It has played host to a Rozgar Guarantee Mela: a unique celebration to mark the empowerment of the poor in asking for employment and transparency in the disbursement of public funds.

Thousands of villagers converged on Vijaypura on 25 June to learn all about the National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (NREGA). Stalls displayed the provisions of the scheme, an ideal NREGA worksite, 10 rights of NREGA workers, redesigned implements and how complaints can be lodged.

Songs about NREGA filled the air. Information about the scheme was put to music. Pappu, a supervisor under NREGA, had personally composed the songs.

“NREGA has been successful only where it goes hand in hand with the RTI. Without this transparency, the bulk of funds under NREGA will go into the pockets of middlemen and we’re talking about crores of public money here,” explained Nikhil Dey of the MKSS.

The mela was organized by the Vijaypura Panchayat, and the Deogarh Panchayat Samiti along with the MKSS, School for Democracy and the State and Central Governments. 

It got the attention it deserved. A high powered team descended on this dusty village. There was the Chief Minister of Rajasthan, Ashok Gehlot, accompanied by the Union Minister for Panchayati Raj and Rural Development, CP Joshi and Secretary, Ministry of Rural Development, Dr Rita Sharma. 

Ashok Gehlot asked for reconstitution of the National Advisory Council, chaired by Sonia Gandhi so that schemes like NREGA can be better implemented.

“The mela is a forum for the common man to interact with officials at the Panchayat, Block, District, State and Central level. People will become aware of their rights and see the work that has been done,” said Tilak, Panchayat Sachiv of Vijaypura. 

All 19 Gram Panchayats under the Deogarh Panchayat Samiti had stalls with muster rolls and registers ready for inspection along with models of the work they were carrying out. Tasks completed in dry Rajasthan included reviving traditional water conservation and storage structures like shallow dams, bunds to stop rainwater from flowing away, tanks, and planting trees on the periphery of villages to halt billowing sand.

The MKSS’ stall enlightened people about 10 rights under NREGA through posters, pamphlets and an informative talk. Volunteers enthusiastically repeated the exercise for each batch of visitors. This was one of the most popular stalls of the mela. There was also interest in the stall where the procedures for lodging complaints under NREGA were spelt out.

MIT Institute of Design, Pune, displayed tools ergonomically designed for efficiency. The tools have been tested by NREGA workers in Vijaypura in the field. Curious villagers examined a recycled rubber ‘tasla’ to carry mud and implements which helped to dig, cart mud and carry loads.

The Vijaypura panchayat’s stall showed a model NREGA worksite with all facilities in accordance with the Act – a shaded area, water, first-aid, a creche if there are more than five children under the age of five and so on. It was emphasized that these facilities should be there at every work site for a safe and productive atmosphere. Guidelines have been set for one day’s work defined according to the hardness of the ground, the incline and depth of excavation, construction of walls, bridges and roads.

Kaluram Salvi, sarpanch of Vijaypura, is famous for his activism. He is a Dalit who got elected as sarpanch from a general seat, spending just Rs 800 on campaigning. He had a point to prove: that elections don’t have to be won by distributing money and liquor.

Salvi has now completed four and a half years in office and lived up to his image. He took the the lead in ushering transparency by painting the details of work under NREGA on the Panchayat office walls. This ‘ Janta Information System’ available for all to see round the clock carries details of work sanctioned in the village, families to whom work was provided, payments made in the year, expenditure on labour and material including procurement. Imagine what a Web Wall like this one could do for every panchayat in India.

“Vijaypura’s freely available information gives ordinary people a weapon to fight corruption,” said Shankar, an activist with the MKSS. “Earlier each panchayat used to get Rs 10 or Rs 15 lakhs. That has increased to about Rs 1 crore. It is important that accounts are made available for all to see else NREGA will become redundant. Scams in our country are revealed only when accounts and paperwork are there for all to see. When citizens are vigilant there is less scope for pilferage.”

Yet glitches do exist. For one, payments for NREGA work have not been easy to come by.

In Vijaypura, funds for work done from 1 January to 31 March were released only on 28 April. As per NREGA, accounts should be cleared every 15 days. Payment for the work done from 1 to 15 January which were due by 1 February, were delayed by 87 days. For the months of April and May, payments were cleared on 20 June, five days before the mela.

Paucity of funds cannot be an excuse because funds are available with the Panchayat Samiti. 

Delays are caused by programme officers and junior engineers who measure the work done and scrutinise the muster rolls. They take their own sweet time.

Then banks take another 20 days to clear payments. Engineers, officials and banks blame the ‘excess workload’ for the delay. But funds have been earmarked for administrative purposes and these should be put to proper use. The Vijaypura panchayat spent almost Rs 91 lakhs on NREGA work in one year. 

Before the Rozgar Guarantee Mela got underway, MKSS did a lot of quiet homework. Activists went to several NREGA worksites to check things out and find out what problems workers were facing on the ground. Some of the problems identified were:

Application forms for job cards were not available and filled forms were not accepted. 

Job cards were either not issued or retained by officials. 

ID cards were made in fake names and there were false entries in muster rolls. 

Work was not available and unemployment allowance was not given. 

The Rozgar Guarantee Mela inspired confidence in people. Three women marched up to talk to Aruna Roy, leader of the MKSS. They wanted to work under NREGA, though their village fell under urban Deogarh. They had seen and heard about the scheme and wanted work. For them and others who had complaints, there was a stall where volunteers took down details to pass on to relevant authorities.

