EMPLOYMENT GUARANTEE SCHEME: 

THE TRUE STORY - 2 

Growing Stones instead of Potatoes 

Who will take the guarantee of saving Manpat and Samari ?

Cooperative banks and a few other banks have given their consent to open Zero Account, or an account initiated without any money, for the labourers working under the Employment Guarantee scheme, as per he diktat of the District Collector. But, the nationalized banks have not agreed to the same and hence, efforts are on to convince them. Similar accounts will be opened at the post offices, with the minimum possible amount.  CEO Prasad initiated a money donation campaign for the same and was successful in collecting around 6.5 Lakh rupees. This donation was provided by TS Singhdev of the royal family of Sarguja and a few others. The effort is to collect an extra sum of 20 Lakh rupees. Somehow, the aim of commencing the opening of these bank accounts by 31 January could not be achieved.

Udaipur district’s CEO, RS Gupta, is harassed with this order of opening such bank accounts. According to him, there are a number of villages where there is no post office or bank for miles together. So, how does a labourer draw his/her money in such a case? CEO Prasad explains that in such villages, bank officials would be instructed to distribute wages to the labourers at some convenient place during the day the weekly market or bazaar is held. He further adds that the labourers are not given more than 50-60 rupees, whereas every one is supposed to receive a payment of 62 rupees and 63 paise. Even if each labourer is denied the payment of 63 paise and the total payment is to the tune of at least 100 Crore rupees, it amounts to a total loss of 63 Lakh rupees. Why should this hard earned money slip into the pockets of middlemen? The labourers must get their due, in spite of a few hurdles. Most of the corruption takes place in the muster roll and purchase of construction materials. Now, one portion of the four colour muster roll would be sent to the bank to check any fraudulent payment.

818 Kilometer Long Road in One Day

This road-construction campaign also acted as a positive catalyst in providing momentum to the Employment Guarantee scheme. On 31 December, an 818 Km long mud road was constructed covering the entire district, in one single day. In all, 33,000 women and 85,000 men donated their labour to make this dream come true. A total of 261 villagers donated 128 portions of land to facilitate this process of road construction. This way there was a total ‘Shramdan’ (or donation of labour) worth 730,000 rupees. The entire district was all praise for such a constructive people’s campaign, which also set a glaring example for other districts. These roads constructed under the Employment Guarantee scheme were named “Rashtrapita Marg’ (after the father of our nation - Mahatma Gandhi). Those individuals who donated land or cash for this employment campaign received awards on the Republic day. Hence, this road construction campaign by Shramdan played a pivotal role in propagating the Employment Guarantee scheme.

Proposals Designed at Top Level 

The case of Tolga village is an exceptional one. In most of the villages, the rural folk do not have a clue as to how would they benefit from the Employment Guarantee scheme. In  
Pendari village of the same development block, the Panchayat Secretary left a job card for Sukhram Gaud who had passed Eighth standard. For one whole month, Sukhram was not aware of the fact that he could ask for a job with that card. Though his card bears the date of February 2006, he received it ten months later. Still, he is happy that he will get work allowance even if he does not get any work. Now, he is planning to visit either the Block Office or the Panchayat Chief (called Sarpanch) for work. Villages like Shankarpur, Namna, Kalcha did not hold any meeting pertaining to acquiring work for the local people. 

Camps to Provide Work

Who will make the villagers aware of the Employment Guarantee scheme? Self-help groups, Panchayat Secretaries, programme coordinators can generate awareness but they first formulate the proposal and then get the consent of the villagers by taking their signatures. Lack of such an initiative resulted in a total expenditure of merely 20 Crore rupees by the month of December. Now, in Sarguja, the CEO Shri Prasad has instructed the authorities to organize camps in the villages where villagers come in groups and present project proposals that are accepted right on the spot. Such camps have proved beneficial at Premnagar, Udaipur and Lakhanpur villages. Around Ten Crore rupees worth of work has been allotted so far, some of which has commenced as well. This new process has checked the bribe intake of the Panchayat representatives. Now, a new section has been opened in the District Panchayat office, wherein the villagers can just walk in and ask for work, which they will get straightway.

Balco Hindalco Wreaked Havoc

Situated 3200 feet above the sea level, Manpot is known as the roof of Chhattisgarh. Bisarpani is a village in Chattisgarh where even a slight digging of the ground resuts in the eruption of groundwater. There are a dozen of such villages where the local people 

are tapping the water trickling from the hills through pipes and utilizing it for horticulture purposes. Here, the tragedy is that the water for irrigation forms just three percent of the totally available water of this region. The entire plateau used to be totally covered with Sal trees a few years back. But, a lot of deforestation in the last 5-7 years has devastated the green cover. The wood smugglers of jharkhand, Bihar,Sarguja and Jashpur and  the Balco Bauxite company have plundered the natural wealth of this beautiful mountain range with their deforestation and mining activities. District Collector’s report states there used to be a total of 11,000 trees in the kesra, Kudarideeh, Satnadhar and Barma villages. Bit, 6000 trees disappeared in 1992-93, when 640 hectares of land was given for Bauxite mining. These trees were cut down during the mining of Bauxite. Neither did any one take the permission to cut these trees, nor did they hand them over to the Forest Department.  Collector sent this report in the last week but the Government has not taken any action on it till date, though they have sent a notice to Balco asking for their clarification. The actual number of trees cut may be a lot more as could be gathered from the fact that all you see in Manpot is a barren wasteland instead of a jungle of swaying Sal trees.  

This is not the first time that the administration has taken a strict punitive measure against Balco for its unlawful attitude. On 25 January, District Administration put a ban on transportation from Balco due to their illegal mining activities and deforestation activities. In 2003, the previous Congress Government put a 40-day ban on transportation to and from Balco. In 2001, Save Balco Protest Committee carried out a strong movement against Bauxite mining, landslides and exploitation of mine workers for quite a long period. Balco came to a complete halt for 67 days in terms of production as well as transportation. Though minor landslides due to mining keep on happening but two years back, the entire road from Ambikapur headquarters to Manpot, via Darima, was completely blocked for 15 days due to heavy landslides. All this does not make any difference to the attitude of Balco. It’s production resumes every time after this kind of ban. This is because both the Government machinery and the politicians are with them.

Hindalco is causing a similar devastation at Samripat. In Samri, Kakudag and Tatijharia areas, hindalco has been provided 38.48 hectares land on lease. But, we have witnessed broken stones in large numbers at Charhat, Tantijharia and pipraghat also. Recently, the forest department have put up a fine of 12 Lakh rupees on Hindalco due to their deforestation activities. Here, labourers like Ramdev, Pushpnath, Bhagdev and Suresh haave revealed that there is no minimum wage fixed for them. They get money for breaking the stones on a pro rata basis, which averaages to something between 40 to 50 rupees per day. For this, even their provident fund gets cut but no one ever gets it. A good number of workers have become invalid and some have died also because of the working conditions in these mines. Four years back, Pateru Nagesia died as a bear bit him to death in these very mines, but his dependents have neither received his PF, nor did they get any work in his place.

Kudaridih Farmers turned Paupers

Shobhnath from Manpot owned around 16 aacres of land. When Balco was keen to buy his land and the land of lot others, then he and others like him got tricked into giving away their land to Balco for a pittance as the company gave them a false assurance of jobs, drinking water and irrigation facilities, hospitals and roads.  Similarly, the yield of crops like Mustard and Tau has really gone down and even the forests have vanished into the blue. There is no way to check the rainwater from flowing away. Though the Sarpanch jagpal Singh Paikra and two other rich farmers have sunk motor pumps, rest of the farmers are in a much worse shape than before. Everyone wants Balco to stop its mining work and return the land back to the villagers, without any terms and conditions. They are keen to revert back to their traditional farming and would be pretty happy with that.

Chandresh Yadav from  Kamleshvarpur village of the same Panchayat, expains that his family business of selling milk has come to a halt due to the disappearance of the village pastureland. His family owned 20-25 cows who have reduced to only two. Here, dairy union vans used to come and collect 4000-5000 litres of milk for external distribution, till six years ago. Nowadays, only 200-400 litres of milk is sent outside and the union dairy van does not come anymore. 

Milk, Potatoes and now Bauxite 

In manpot, the rural populace enjoys the facilities provided by natural resources. 

Here, the nature is kind in spite of a three percent rainfall. 

Employment Guarantee scheme promises some substantial proposals for the villagers who are demanding the mining land back to grow green fodder for their cows and potatoes for themselves. Check dams and small dams could be built over every small river or rivulet; ponds could be constructed; and crops could be irrigated without electricity. The government has not made any specific plan for the development of such a unique plateau, so rich in nature. Instead, the Tourism Corporation is making a resort in this place with the assistance of Balco. The only tourists to visit this resort may be those who are keen to visit the Bauxite mines in the future. Under the Rural Employment Guarantee scheme, here also the government plans to construct communication roads and plant Ratanjot samplings only.    

Kudarideeh’s Panchayat Chief, Jagpal and Panchayat Secretary, Ramnarain, revealed that they sent a project proposal to construct a communication road costing five lakh rupees to the District Panchayat, since they were ordered to do so. In fact, there is a river called GhunGhutta  that flows directly below the village Kudarideeh, which could be tapped for irrigating the crops of this village and the villagers plan to send this as a project proposal next time.

The forest department did not send a single project other than that of planting Ratanjot saplings. The Zonal Officer of this region, SS Singhdev, states that he has neither witnessed any land slide, nor any deforestation taking place in the past few years. He added that there may be one or two stray cases of cutting a tree or so by the villagers and proper legal action is taken against them, informed Singhdev. He has no idea of the number of trees cut, number of remaining trees. He does not even have inkling about the total number of Sal trees in Manpot. What other answer do you expect from the officials of an irresponsible Government Department?

(end of story-2)

