NREG Act tottering under corruption
Some make a fast buck
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BUNDELKHAND CONTINUES to be hit by drought-like conditions with farmers committing suicide under the burden of mounting debts, poverty and government apathy. Under such circumstances, the National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (NREGA) could prove to be a boon for the multiple problems plaguing the seven districts in this region. 
The NREGA may be used to revive ponds, build checkdams and undertake plantation work by employing the rural folk under the scheme. The NREGA may check the exodus from the area, with farmers and agrarian labourers migrating not only to the plains of UP but also to other states. 
Ironically, it is proving a failure due to rampant corruption. How corruption has distorted the scheme can best be illustrated by the pond revival project in Chandpura village in Naraini Block of Banda. Over 100 villagers of Chandpura got themselves registered to seek employment under NREGA. Of them, 100 got job cards and eventually 40 got work to dig the nearby Mahoracha pond. 
The gram pradhan and panchayat secretary resolved to get 'excellent' work done on the pond. The project cost was approximately Rs 6 lakh.Work began in late October but Pradhan Basantlal and Secretary Ramgopal Verma deployed a couple of tractors to get the pond dug overnight. 
Machines cannot be used in any project under the scheme, as the spirit behind the NREGA is to draw up projects and execute them through manual labour only to ensure jobs for the  villagers. 
But then, why did the two deploy tractors?
"Simple, for getting the work done fast, within a day or two by deploying machines and save on the cost of employing 40 labourers for several weeks. And pocket most of the money, by showing on papers that the work was done by the labourers," said Raja Bhaiya, who along with other villagers and the labourers launched an agitation and took it the issue to the district administration. 
Dharmendra, Shyamlal, Ramdulare, Suresh and others produced their job cards showing 14 days of work and even payments made for two days, though they claimed that they were not employed for so many days and were not paid even for a single day. However, Pradhan Basantlal denied deployment of tractors and any malpractice. But the agitation forced the district administration to hold an inquiry into the case. 
Before the inquiry team reached the spot for inspection, the Pradhan and the secretary got another team of labourers to remove the tractors' 'marks' from the pond. The investigation, nevertheless, proved that there was some anomaly and action was ordered against both. The secretary was suspended with immediate effect. 
The pond could not take shape. The labourers could not get employment. And for a few days of labour that the villagers had put in, they are still awaiting payments. But money has been spent.                                 
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