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The NREGP is the largest ever employment programme in human history and India will have to allocate Rs 30,000 crores every year to sustain this programme. It has, since it was implemented, made news across the country, some good and some not so good.

The NREGP is not just about wage employment; it is a programme designed to create rural infrastructure like roads, watersheds, small tank structures, address natural resource management and much more. These activities can help to increase farm productivity along with provision of wages to the rural poor. The NREGP has critical elements built into it for effective implementation (refer NREG Act for details). The NREGP vests substantial powers with village level panchayats for effective implementation of the programme.

If we critically examine the published articles in various journals on the implementation of the NREGP across the country, talk to the NREGP functionaries, and examine the findings of the Comptroller and Auditor General (CAG) of India Report, we know that the three tier panchayat structure in India based on the 73rd constitutional amendments has not been involved fully and responsibly.

This was also evident when we heard hundreds of panchayat leaders in New Delhi (October 14-15) where they were invited by Institute of Social Sciences New Delhi to narrate their grievances on NREGP. Whereas the NGOs have claimed their share of credit for whatever success the NREGP has achieved in the country, the panchayats have remained on the sidelines.  In the words of late Baba Amte, “Pity weakens and dignity empowers”. Our political leaders extend pity towards panchayats in India rather than empower them to undertake development works. Let us not forget that village panchayats are the crucible of our democratic polity and unless we wake up and empower them by involving them in the management of the massive NREGP they will miss the development train.  If the NREGP has to succeed and sustain itself it has to be managed at the village level effectively and efficiently. Effective means it has to create physical and infrastructure assets at the village level so that the two critical inputs like water and soil are protected and regenerated. Efficiency means the muster rolls are kept properly, wages are paid according to the rates announced and a minimum of 100 days of employment are actually given and just not announced. Although on paper village panchayats are supposed to do all these, there is no evidence across the country that they are actually doing the grassroots management of the NREGP. Gram sabhas are vital events in villages where discussions take place and approval of works to be taken up in the villages is sought. Villagers know better what is best for their village. NGOs can assist the panchayat secretary in these gram sabha meetings where works are approved.

Much has been made about the problem of bogus job cards being issued under the programme.

Unfortunately the panchayat secretaries and presidents have not been trained systematically on how the NREGP works. There are various forms used for the NREGP. For example when villagers submit applications for unemployment allowance they have to use Form 14. Even panchayat secretaries do not know the purpose of these forms.

Additionally, BDOs confuse the panchayat and harass them.

Training is very important and towards this, panchayat presidents can visit other panchayats that have implemented the programme well to understand the working of the NREGP. This can also serve as training for the panchayat presidents in addition to his/her involvement in the social audit.  In Andhra the Mandal Panchayats make computerized payments to the wage earner within a week. This is a good feature that all panchayats can adopt. It is also a good option for village panchayats to be equipped with computer facilities to manage all programes at the village level through a Gram Sabha Information System (GSIS).

Much hype has been created on the social audit of the NREGP by NGOs particularly in Andhra, which has used information technology in the implementation of NREGP. One NGO leader claims that “The success of NREGA social audits in Andhra Pradesh covering 12 million people is a brilliant example of civil society action enriching mainstream politics” (The Hindu Sept 8, 2008). In the social audit panchayat presidents could have been involved instead of making it purely NGO driven.

The CAG Report has made a pointed reference to the lack of administrative and technical staff at the panchayat level. A programme officer at the block level is supposed to be a full time person of the rank of a BDO. This could become one at the higher level of SDM. Similarly instead of having a gram rozgar sevak at the panchayat level it would be better to have a BDO in charge of operations so that financial transactions are well managed at the panchayat level.

Lalit Mehta in Jharkand and Narayan Hareka in Orissa have lost their lives while fighting for the rights of the poor who worked under NREGP. Similarly our panchayat brothers and sisters have to fight for their role and for empowering the poor who will work under the NREGP, so that it becomes the flagship programme of the panchayats in our country in the years to come.
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