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MAKING N.R.E.G.A. WORK BETTER
A Brief Note
NREGA has a very laudable objective: To enhance livelihood security in rural areas through guaranteed 100 days’ employment in a year to any needy one willing to do unskilled manual work.

Implementation of NREGA by the states: This aspect has been studied by many agencies. C&AG also had brought out Performance Report some months back. The NCAER-PIF study on Evaluating Performance of NREGA has also come out. The findings show that the NREGA prescribes a too rigid framework of implementation and the procedures are also complex. The whole implementation process has become very bureaucratic, involving lot of paper work and causing undue delays.
PIF proposal for Making NREGA Work Better:  

Salient features of the new approach.
1. Responsibility of GOI to provide funds through an easy and convenient mechanism.  
1.1
In the present Funding pattern GOI provides funds to the states to meet full cost of wages and upto 75% of the material cost of work including wages to skilled and semiskilled workers. (subject to material-wage ratio not exceeding 40:60); release of funds is made not to the state but directly to each district. This system involves need for detailed calculations and scrutiny of figures of expenditure on wages, material component and staff. It also entails heavy work load in having to keep district-wise accounts. This cumbersome procedure compels district officers to make frequent visits to Delhi to chase their proposals for release of funds.
1.2
The whole process can be greatly simplified by having a new funding pattern in which central government meets full cost of employment wages and in addition funds equal to 50% of wages are given towards all other costs (including material component, staff etc). This simple pattern of funding would dispense the need for getting from states details of expenditure on material, staff etc.or having to calculate the wage-material ratio in REGS works. Also, the release of funds should be to the state and not directly to the district; on-account automatic release of funds to the states will be based on the Utilization Certificate of earlier released funds given by the finance department of the state.  GOI will then be concerned with maintaining only state-wise accounts and not nearly 600 accounts for the districts. 
1.3
The above on-account automatic fund release mechanism should be backed by an efficient system of timely post-release checking of accounts of the states by the Inspection team deputed by the Centre. REGS should also provide for half-yearly audit of accounts by the State Audit and annual audit by C & AG. 

2. REGS to be implemented by states not as a Central Scheme but as a State Scheme mandated under a Central Act:  
       The Act should be amended to omit all prescriptions and details on implementation and instead provide flexibility to states. REGS should be formulated by every state with due focus on issues and aspects which have direct bearing on efficiency, transparency, accountability and integrity in implementation. Some key elements in this exercise are the following:

2.1.
REGS to be integral to RD-Programme of the state: REGS should not be conceived in isolation but only in coordination with ongoing schemes and programmes of RD.
2.2
Integrated administrative set-up:  Every state should have integrated directorate of RD-REGS-PRIs to ensure coordinated and dovetailed implementation of REGS and other schemes of RD in which PRIs are also involved to a large extent. Similarly, at field level also we need integrated administrative set up of staff. The present requirement of posting of staff exclusively for REGS is not conducive to integrated and coordinated functioning at ground level.
2.3 Selection of works under REGS:  Presently, any addition to the list of works given in the Schedule of the Act requires approval of GOI. The right thing will be to say that REGS works should conform to the plan of RD works of the state.
2.4 Transparency in implementation:  Requirement of making records suo motu public and to disseminate information should be notified under RTI Act. Also, sensitive transactions like handing over of job cards, making cash payment etc should invariably take place in open public forum. 
2.5 Establishing accountability: Complaints of denial of right to guaranteed employment should be looked into in a quasi judicial manner; complaints found true must attract not only payment of wages for the days of denial but also levy of penalty. Appointment of state level Ombudsman (NREGA) would also be desirable.  
2.6 Social audit: Monitoring and social audit by gram sabha have not been effective. Constructive initiatives to exercise local vigilance by some socially active groups have yielded good results. REGS should provide that credible and reputed socially-active groups in a district be authorized to be associated with the social audit by gram sabha and also with the scrutiny of records at the block level.
2.7 Flexibility in calendar of REGS works: It may not be always possible to provide employment on demand through works of productive nature at all times of the year. Also, to ensure requirement of labour for crops in agriculture season, it may be better to follow a system of running rural works only during the slack season. State should have flexibility to determine the region-specific calendar of REGS works for the whole year which should be announced well in advance. 
2.8 Issue of REGS Employment wage rate: Presently it is provided that guaranteed employment has to be at minimum wage rate. The level of wage rate is critical for determining distributions of benefits as also its effectiveness in targeting. To ensure that benefits of NREGA are targeted at the poor and needy, REGS wage rate should be 15-20% below the minimum wage so that only the really poor are attracted to REGS. Simultaneously, we should increase number of guaranteed days of employment from 100 to 120 in a year to protect the level of supplemental income through REGS.
2.9 Monitoring of Coverage of BPL families in REGS:  Coverage of BPL families in REGS should be monitored; if in a GP some BPL families are not covered, the reasons should be enquired into by supervisory authorities.

2.10
Success index of REGS: Success in implementation of REGS in a block/district should be measured not by the absolute members of coverage, but by an index comprising the following determinants:
· The percentage coverage of total employment seekers plus the percentage coverage of  BPL families

· Productivity co-efficient of assets generated

· Extent of transparency, accountability and integrity in implementation(as assessed from social audit by gram sabha and others)

· Efficiency of timely payment of wages, and 

· Quality of maintenance of records

2.11
Monitoring of REGS to be integrated with monitoring of RD/poverty alleviation programmes:  Integrated MIS for REGS and RD schemes alone would give a true picture of net outcomes of several schemes and programmes of RD all aimed at economic empowerment of the poor and lead to faster rural development that results in progressive decline in the number of persons seeking coverage under REGS. In the long run solution for rural employment lies only in the improvement of overall economic activity generated through various programmes of development of rural infrastructure.
2.12
IT based strong MIS: The progress of implementation by the states of this very important all-India REGS should be very closely monitored by the Ministry of Rural Development. For this, the design of the present website and its management need to be made more efficient. Presently only aggregated information is available for the district; what we need on the NREGA website is month-wise progress of REGS for every GP/Block/District of a state.
