EMPLOYMENT GUARANTEE SCHEME: 

THE TRUE STORY - 1 

Immense Rural Employment Guarantee Opportunities in Sarguja, But Tremendous Challenge Posed To Attain the Aim

(The first series of publication under the fellowship provided on the topic –Opportunity and Challenges for NREGA - by Centre for Science and Environment)

BILASPUR (Deshbandhu) 7 February: In Sarguja district of Madhya Pradesh, rural folk of Tolga village set up a brilliant example of appropriate implementation of the National Rural Employment Guarantee Act. More than 200 villagers marched barefoot up to the Block office to demand work and commenced constructing a pond within three days. But, the same scenario does not prevail over the entire district. Though two billion rupees are earmarked to be spent by June this year, the state government is not able to spend more than ten percent of the allotted budget. The slow pace of the progress resulted in the non-payment of salary to Block CEOs and the District Panchayat CEOs had to immediately sanction work to the local populace themselves by organizing camps all over the district. Sarguja tribals, who have witnessed the exploitation of their mineral resources and amazing natural wealth by middlemen, smugglers and industrialists, are now looking forward to novel possibilities of development through the Rural Employment Guarantee Act. But, the tragedy remains that 70 percent of this grant, has been wasted on planting Ratanjot saplings, which is neither a beneficial nor an economically viable proposition.

Job cards were distributed under the Employment Guarantee Scheme to the rural populace of Tolga village, Udaipur Development Block in December last year. The Tolga villagers received this information on radio that the Government is guaranteeing work for 100 days in a year to at least one member of an unemployed family, under this scheme. This news strengthened the resolve of Bansu Singh Kanwar, Radhika Singh Kanwar and other villagers of Tolga on the evening of 26 December, 2006 and 200 villagers marched on foot for three hours to reach the Block office in Udaipur. They submitted their application and also mentioned the kind of work they would like to undertake. Their plan got sanctioned on 30 December. In all, 93 persons got the job to work on the flat land situated above the 100 acre farm land of the village as well as the land below the hilly stream. These rural folk are glad to receive even 50 days of work. There are 12 women among this lot. There is proper arrangement of both shade and drinking water at the workplace. Though they were supposed to get weekly payment, we witnessed they had yet to receive their payment even after 20 days of work. But, the villagers were happy that they were not jobless anymore. They also sounded positive in terms of receiving their payment. Bansu, Radhika and Purushotttam revealed that they were promised a sum of 62.63 rupees of wages per person and some extra payment as well since the soil of that terrain was particularly hard 

Only Ten Percent Expenditure

District Panchayat of Sarguja has been allotted a sum total of two billion rupees that has to be fully spent till June end. But, the utter lack of interest on part of the concerned officials may not be able to fulfill this aim by March end. In fat, only 19.93 crore rupees were spent up till December, which amounted to merely ten percent of the allotted budget. 

Such a poor performance definitely calls for retrospection. Turning back the pages of history, Sarguja was also one of the 150 poverty-stricken districts wherein the Government’s Food for Work programme was implemented. The nexus of corrupt officials, politicians and contractors connived to present a bill of double the amount sanctioned by the Govt. i.e. 98 crore rupees instead of the sanctioned sum of 49 crore rupees. This action made the Govt. put a total halt to the payment of wages. The corrupt ministers also joined the protest by the workers against the non-payment of their wages, along with those government officials who were equally responsible for this financial irregularity.

As the time of implementing the Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme (REGS) drew nearer, the Govt. formulated a new policy stating that from February 2006, work should be provided to the unemployed workers from the remaining amount left from previous employment schemes. But in reality, even those persons employed in the Food for Work programme did not get their wages as yet. So, they were the first ones to be paid off. Some of them have not received their payment even till date. Rampant corruption took place in implementation of this employment scheme. Those Govt.officials who stopped the payment of wages as they did not get their ‘commission’ had to be suspended from their jobs. There was large scale corruption in terms of adding non-existent names in the muster roll to guzzle up the wages and submitting false bills of construction material that was never purchased in the first place. 

A number of strict provisions have been included in the National Rural Employment Guarantee Act, like providing work within 15 days of receiving the application, making 60 percent down payment as daily wages, making payment through banks, providing daily allowance in case of non-payment of wages, filling up the muster roll and job cards in great detail etc. Such provisions checked the corrupt officials and politicians from carrying out any underhand dealings. But, when the pressure of providing work by a particular deadline increased, these officials distributed job cards by November-December, bearing the dates of February 2006.Even the recruitment of technical assistants and programme officers got completed this very month.

Seventy Percent Expenditure On Ratanjot Cultivation                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      

A sum of 69 Crore and36 Lakh rupees has been granted to Sarguja, under the National Rural Employment Guarantee scheme, by the first week of January. The total grant sanctioned so far amounts to 82 Crore and 79 Lakh rupees, out of which Central Government has sanctioned about 75 Crore rupees and the State Govt. has sanctioned 7.5 Crore rupees.

As per the directions of District Panchayat, 60 percent of the grant money was earmarked for development of Sarguja’s water resources. But, the district administration spent a huge sum amountinga to12 Crore and 43 Lakh rupees simply on simply planting Ratanjot saplings. District Collector, Manoj Pingua, has set some kind of a record for planting such a large number of saplings in the district in one single day. They are even trying to get it registered in the Guinness Book of World Records as they have planted 1.35 million saplings within 24 hours throughout the district. Under this plantation campaign, very few fruit trees were planted but more than 900,000 Ratanjot saplings were sown. This was matter of the whim and fancy (not logic) of the State Govt. No Government official could explain how this plant would help in either water conservation or providing more income to the rural populace. Most of the saplings are the property of either the agriculture department or forest department. As a matter of fact, this scheme has the provision for spending more than 60 percent of allotted money on digging water ponds and build chekdams for water conservation purposes. Like the entire State machinery, Sarguja’s Govt. officials are also showing a ken interest in Ratanj plantation since the chief Minister, Dr. Raman Singh, and some other BJP leaders are deeply interested in the same.

FATAL DECISION                                                                                                                                                                                       

There seems to be a great conspiracy designed to destroy the agriculture, natural wealth and the environment of Chhattisgarh through the spread of Ratanjot all over the district, according to the famous agro-scientist Pankaj Avadhia. Avadhia reveals that though the grant money was provided for water-table enhancement and environmental conservation, our planners are advising our farmers to cultivate dangerous crops like Ratanjot. In fact, plants like Ratanjot do not allow any other plant to grow in their vicinity. A number of pests emanating from Ratanjot cause great harm to crops like wheat, paddy and gram. Hedges made of Ratanjot do not permit the growth of pulses like ‘Tuar’.

 Environmentalists all around the globe are decrying the cultivation of Ratanjot. The oil extracted from Ratanjot has been found to be carcinogenic. Seeds of Ratanjot are lethal for human beings, especially young children. No assessment of its benefits has been done so far. The bio-diesel from Ratanjot was only successful in running Shatabdi Express train, that too for just one time. Similarly, the experiment of running a railway engine with biodiesel on Dhamtari metre-gauge line came to a screeching halt simply after two days of running on the train track. Sarguja, with its natural wealth of rich Sal forests, Amla, Harra and Tendu leaves does not need something so environmentally-poor like Ratanjot. Forest Circle Officer of North Sarguja, Amarnath Prasad, does not agree that Ratanjot has any negative impact on the environment. He explains that no human being or animal eats Ratanjot. Even if it is not successful as a bio-fuel, it will help in greening the barren soil where it is grown by recharging the groundwater. “A few yeas hence”’ adds Prasad,” you can grow any other crop on this rejuvenated land”. 

Prasad agreed that he was bound to send those very project proposals, which are directed by either the District Panchayat or District Administration. There are a good number of proposals pertaining to watershed conservation, but they have no hope of getting a green signal. Quite a few proposals of similar nature, amounting to around 100,000 rupees, sent by the North Sarguja Forest Circle were of no avail. Prasad admits that though the District Administration does not consider the cropping and cleaning of forests as a sustainable source of income, but is keen to fund all those proposals entailing the fanfare of inaugurating a mega project stealing all the limelight of the press or media. Similarly, Deputy Convener of the Agriculture Department, A.P.Patel, informed us that the only projects he sent were those recommended by the District Administration, pertaining to large scale cultivation of Ratanjot. A few other proposals were also sent, but they amounted to less than 100,000 rupees. In the case of a Ratanjot project, the budget would have been raised to millions of rupees. Sarguja Forest Department spent Eight Crore and 41 Lakh rupees on Ratanjot cultivation, whereas the Agriculture Department spent six Crore and four Lakh rupees on the same. The Horticulture Department did not spend a single rupee under the Employment Guarantee scheme till last December. What little was done in terms of irrigation extension services could be gauged from the meager budget of Water Resources Department, summing up to a mere 450,000 rupees. Panchayati Raj institutions were also provided a paltry sum of Five Crore and 35 Lakh rupees out of the huge budget of 20 Crore rupees for the month of December. They had more projects pertaining to construction of roads and deepening of wells.

CEO ACCEPTS CHALLENGE

Chief Executive Officer of the District Panchayat, P.C.Prasad had accepted some of these challenges posed by the Rural Employment Guarantee scheme. He stopped the payment of his deputy officials for the month of December, warning them to check their lax attitude towards implementation of the scheme. They are keen to complete the project work amounting to 200 Crore rupees by June end. But, when they are only able to provide work worth 19 Crore and 93 Lakh rupees by December end then how do they propose to spend the remaining 160 Crores by March end? During the meeting of all the District Panchayat officials in the month of November, Mr. Prasad won accolades from Rural Industry Minister Raghuvansh Prasad Singh when he informed the Union Minister that they are going to make wage payment through the banks to check irregularities in the muster roll. A Central Govt. order was immediately passed after this meeting, stating that bank accounts of labourers working all over India under this scheme should be immediately opened with their consent. Prasad claims that Sarguja was the first place in India where this kind of arrangement for wage payment has been put into practice. Till December, 46000 bank accounts were already opened out of a total of 13, 28,650 job-card holders. In Ramanujganj Block, labourers have started receiving wage payment straightway through banks.

