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Hollow Guarantees 

Shoddy implementation of NREGA on the ground ensure that UPA’s “ground breaking” Act makes little or no difference to the lives of the desperately poor it is meant to help. Teresa Rehman reports from Karbi Anglong district in Assam 
Along the newly laid “kuccha” roads in the villages in Karbi Anglong district of Assam, big concrete signboards proclaim, “This road was built as part of the National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (NREGA)”. The signs look more durable and sturdy than the roads themselves. 
The Union government likes to call the NREGA, the people’s act. The ambitious scheme aims to eradicate extreme poverty and make the chosen villages self-sustaining through “productive asset creation” i.e. construction of “assets” like water tanks, and undertaking projects with lasting benefits to the villagers like soil conservation measures. The idea is to regenerate the villages’ natural resources, which ensure a sustainable livelihood for the residents. 
	The only visible sign of productive asset creation is the renovation of existing kuccha roads by making them wider and laying a layer of gravel on top


However, in Assam’s Karbi Anglong district, the only visible sign of productive asset creation is the renovation of existing kuccha roads by making them wider and laying a layer of gravel on top. 
Dhonsing Bey, a farmer in Bey village in Lumbajong Development Block who cultivates maize, rice, banana and pineapple, is happy that the road has been expanded. “Now trucks can come to our villages and we can directly transport our produce to the traders. But it would have been better if the authorities had taken some steps to enhance or modernise our existing farming practices.” 

Karbi Anglong is governed by an autonomous council, and the council is primarily responsible for selection of beneficiaries under NREGA. The Act aims at providing 100 days of work per year to every beneficiary. According to the 1991 Census, the population of the Karbi Anglong district is 6,63,000 and is dominated by members of the Karbi tribe. Besides Karbis, Lalungs (Tiwas), Dimasa Kacharis, Rengma Nagas, Kuki, Garos, Khasis and Shyams also inhabit the district and maintain their distinct ethnic identity. 

Villagers are not happy with the kind of work that they have been made to do under NREGA. For instance, the 41 households of Disobai Mauzadar Terang village of Langsomepi Development Block were made to remove grass and throw gravel on an already existing road. “It would have been better if a community pond could have been dug or some community farming could have been done. If done systematically, fruit cultivation and horticulture can yield rich dividends for us,” says Longbiram Ingti, a farmer. 
Kaham Phangchoupi, a housewife from Hari Taro village in Samelangso Development Block, says, “We were made to build a road in a different village which was in no way connected to us. It would have been better if we could have done something in our own village on a community basis.” But she is happy that she could buy utensils from her extra income. 

Karbi Along consists mostly of undulating and hilly terrain with many rivers and streams. The vast tracts of hilly slopes also have been badly denuded due to the practice of shifting, slash-and-burn Jhum cultivation. Framers here still practise Jhum, though efforts are being made to get them to shift to settled agriculture and raise cash crops. Moreover, in order to meet the local population’s requirement of fuel, fodder and small timber, and to augment its income, there is plenty of scope for sustainable harvesting of minor forest produce through joint forest management. 

	According to the ministry of rural development by September 2006, the implementation of NREGA in Assam has achieved only 18 percent of what it was meant to accomplish


The District Rural Development Office (DRDO) at Diphu, the district headquarter, lists a number of activities which will be undertaken under the NREGA -- water conservation projects like building water-harvesting tanks, and laying distribution channels to water the fields; constructing all-weather roads; and setting up horticulture plantations. 
However, according to the villagers, the supposed “beneficiaries of the Act”, so far these remain only on paper. In almost every village, the only work done so far has been the restoration or enlarging of existing kuccha roads and the reclamation of playfields. 

According to reports issued by the ministry of rural development in September 2006, the implementation of NREGA in Assam has achieved only 18 percent of the targets set. Until now, seven districts in the state have been covered under NREGA to facilitate avenues for employment generation for unskilled workers in rural areas -- Kokrajhar, Bongaigaon, Goalpara, N.C. Hills, Karbi Anglong, Dhemaji and Lakhimpur. The NREGA replaced the earlier centrally sponsored National Food for Work Programme in September, 2005. 
So far 4,20,982 job seekers have been registered with panchayat bodies in the seven districts under the NREGA. Deputy Commissioners are acting as programme coordinators in four districts. The Principal Secretaries of Autonomous District Councils are acting as coordinators in the two hill districts of North Cachar and Karbi Anglong, whereas, the Additional Principal Secretary of Bodoland Territorial Autonomous District Council (BTADC) is the coordinator in Kokrajhar district. 
According to the act, a job seeker should be provided with employment within 15 days of their names being registered with the concerned panchayat body. If the state government is unable to provide jobs through panchayats, individual applicants are entitled to an unemployment allowance for the next 30 days at the rate of one-fourth of the state government prescribed daily wage for unskilled workers. In case employment cannot be provided even after 30 days, the unemployment allowance has to be increased to half the prescribed daily wage for unskilled workers. 
The Central government has sponsored the NREGA in Assam at a 90:10 fund-sharing basis. The Centre has already released its component of 90 percent in advance. The Centre is not responsible for payment of unemployment allowance; the government of Assam has to pay it from its own resources. 
The villagers are not aware of this provision. When asked if she has heard about the unemployment allowance, Ganga Terongpi of Rongbong Ingti village in Langsomepi Development Block asks, “Oh, God, you mean we have to pay some kind of tax to the government if we don’t work? We are poor people.” Till date, DRDO project director’s office at Diphu has received no requests for unemployment allowance. “The Act is in a preliminary stage. It will take some time for it to be implemented in the right letter and spirit,” says a DRDO official. 
However, the benefits which have accrued to the inhabitants of Karbi Anglong are much welcome. The villagers, who are mostly below the poverty line, have had an opportunity to indulge in some “luxuries”. Rina Inglengpi of Dok Terong village in Lumbajong Development Block is excited. “I can now buy rice, kerosene, oil and salt which was unimaginable earlier. Yesterday, we even had tea with milk,” she says. 
While they are happy to get any benefit, howsoever small, most villagers realize that to escape the debilitating cycle of poverty, they need assistance which can make them self reliant in the long run. That is precisely what the NREGA envisions. But as its implementation record in Karbi Anglong shows, it has ways to go and many hurdles to clear before its stated goal can be achieved. 
(The article has been written under the aegis of CSE’s Sixth Media fellowship on NREGA: Opportunities and Challenges)
