EMPLOYMENT GUARANTEE SCHEME: 

THE TRUE STORY - 3 

One Whole Year to understand the problem 

Naxalites may not get the chance now.

People of Sarguja District are greatly relieved by the fact that there had been no major naxalite attacks since last three years. The Kusmi police post in Balarampur zone is the most sensitive one, which naxalites visit even today. But, there is constant pressure of the police force. Naxalites are either being killed or arrested in police encounters. This has been a great source of relief for the local people who are now helping the police. This is the reason why the public fully supported the police, when the widow of Naxalite killed in a recent encounter filed a write petition against the police commissioner Sitaram Kalluri, blaming the police for harrasment and rape. Supporting the police, the citizens closed all shops and offices, and halted all vehicular movements in townships like Balarampur, Wadafnagar and Manpur continuously for two days and decried the widow’s allegations as false. In Bastar, where the news of genocide was a common feature, the situation is now under control and hence, the local people are no more perturbed by astray instances of police terror or the news of fake encounters. 

Madgudi on development path

About 16 kms away from the Kusmi post, in Madgudi village under the Bhagwanpur panchayat, the Naxalites held their first kangaroo court and beat 3 persons to death in front of a crowd of five thousand people. This heart rending massacre of 10 December 2001 drew the attention of the entire state and made the people realise about the growing dominance of MCC in Sarguja. This was a matter of grave concern for the police and hence the sepoys of the Special Police Force make their rounds in Sarguja even today.  

The Panchayat chief Rajendra Kumar Uraon declares that the villagers do not have the fear of naxalites anymore. Atleast, there is no movement of Naxalites at present.

Currently, police has got the situation under control, but no one knows how long this peace would prevail. The village should undergo rapid development. We have to explore new avenues of employment. Though employment guarantee cards have been distributed in the village, but no work has been sanctioned so far. The Panchayat secretary has submitted a project proposal to the Panchayat for constructing a pond. Job cards have been allotted to 603 people in the village. Out of which 150 villagers have opened their accounts in Kusmi’s received the diktat from the District Administration. Answering to our query of why the work did rural bank. The Panchayat secretary woke up to the idea of asking for work only after receiving the diktat from the District Administration. On asking why no work commenced in spite of the Employment Guaarantee scheme being in existence for one year, the Higher Secondary qualified  Panchayat Chief Rajendra replied that though he was aware of the scheme, he was under the impression that the process of getting the work was somewhat different. Hence, the delay. The villagers did not take any initiative to acquire work. The Panchayat secretary himself got their signatures and sent the proposal to the district headquarters. 

Income from Pond Construction

This initiative taken up by Madgudi Panchayat is a commendable one. In the village, a pond has been constructed from the funds under the Employment Guarantee Scheme.     

This pond has been has been handed over to the village high schools, public participation committee for pisciculture purposes. There is a dearth of teachers in this school last three years. Hence, teachers from nearby villages have been appointed to fill up these posts and their salaries are paid from the income generated from this pond. 

The Elephant Menace

Panchayat chief Rajendra Kumar Uraon and Panchayat secretary Bharat Singh state that Naxalite activities are a thing of the past. Previously, it was a major problem. No officer or government official was ready to come here. Police visited the village only to beat up the locals to find out the whereabouts of the Naxalites. But right now, the villagers are scared of a herd of Elephants and not the Naxalites. Recently, a herd of three elephants camped in the village, destroyed eight houses and devastated 20 acres of crop. According to the Panchayat chief Rajendra, deforestation is taking place at a rapid pace even in this region. When asked whether the villagers are cutting down the trees, he replied that the forest guards do not allow even the local people to break a twig for brushing teeth.

The villagers have to bribe the beat guard and the forest guard, even for collecting firewood and timber. On the other hand certain people form a nexus with the forest protection committees and the forest department and they are allowed to smuggle out lobbed trees in tractors and bullock carts. 

Paddy is the main crop of the village, which is cultivated only once a year. A small rivulet, formed by the drainage of the water from the hills, goes around the village, but there are number of small streams without any checkdams. When asked if the these streams have dried up over the years, the Panchayat chief answered that old streams keep drying and new ones keep forming. But there are a dozen such perennial streams whose water could be channeled to the agricultural fields. Apart from this, there is water round the year in the Galkula river, though in small quantity. If a checkdam is built on this river then we can take two crops in a year through lift irrigation. Then we can also think of cultivating wheat, maize, mustard as well.  

One Whole Year to Understand the Problem

On 2 February, 2007 was the first anniversary of implementing the National Employment Guarantee scheme in India.  The scheme had a limited success of merely ten percent in Sarguja district due to the lack of coordination at the District Panchayat and Panchayat level and also between the government officials and the District Panchayat. All over the district, no official wants to mend his ways. They all are keen to know just one thing and that is what exactly their share in the loot is. Though the Panchayat officials have been working at the grassroots level since ages, they can not visualize beyond the construction of roads, ponds and deepening the wells. They are not able to consider the entire village as one unit and work on soil-improvement and water conservation with the consultation and participation of the local people.  The current responsibility of the Technical Assistants to simply make the budget of the work being allocated to the villagers is not enough. They should be trained in making projects pertaining to checking soil erosion and enhancing water sources through appropriate assessment of the geological conditions of the village per se. The fact remains that there is utter dearth of experts in this field at the district level; otherwise the authorities would not have spent 70 percent of the Employment Guarantee scheme money in planting Ratanjot saplings. 

Discussions with senior forest officers like Amarnath Prasad reveal that this extravagant expenditure is carried out under political pressure and the administrative machinery is too keen to please the politicians. Employment Guarantee scheme could prove to be a boon for conserving our rich natural heritages like Manpot and Kusami and all the rural folk subsisting upon them for their sustainable livelihoods, provided they are allotted the work pertaining to irrigation, forest management and water conservation, under the Employment Guarantee scheme.

District Panchayat CEO, PC Prasad, has done a commendable job by taking up initiatives like immediately sanctioning work under the Employment Guarantee scheme by organizing camps throughout the district, campaigning for collecting donations for opening the bank accounts of laborers, implementing strict measures like wage payment through banks, constructing roads by motivating local people to do Shramdan   

(or donate labour) for building mud roads. But, the greatest challenge is providing the benefits of the scheme to the local people . This means the Government officials and the field officers should bear the onus of coordinating between the villagers and Panchayats, inform them about the provisions of the Act in total honesty and see that its benefits reach the rural people. If the Govt. had taken this initiative before,  those thousands of people would have got non-employment allowance , who received their job cards a year back but no work even for a single day till date. Tribals form 56 percent of Sarguja’s total population. Recently, Korva tribals had to climb down their hills to protest in front of the Collectorate to get their wages. This is the same Sarguja wherewhere 13 years back, the death of Ribai Pando ( who died of hunger and starvation) shook not just the region but the entire nation and the then Prime Minister, PV Narsimha Rao, was forced to pay a visit to Wadrafnagar. The scenario has not changed much over the years. Today, at least the fear of Naxalite attacks is much less than before. Presently, they are no threat to development activities and the rural people are ready to avail such an opportunity, but God alone knows when the ‘representatives of the people’ will understand this and implement the scheme in such a way that it helps the real beneficiaries.

Would the Workers Unite?

All the workers or labourers inhabiting our villages are unorganized. There is a glimmer of hope that these workers will unite once they have their individual bank accounts. This would lead to formulating a permanent list comprising their details. Those receiving 100 days of employment in a year will be called Guarantee Labourers. A lot of these workers are literate and are angry for not getting their proper due. In all probability, these workers are bound to form a strong union and fight with the Government and get back their rights – their work, their provident fund and their entire wages that are being denied to them.

The end

