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THE AUTONOMY DEBATE 

Do the autonomous councils in the sixth schedule areas really enjoy ‘autonomy’ especially in the implementation of the Centre-sponsored development schemes? 

Teresa Rehman
Guwahati
Granting statehood to the underdeveloped regions is a debatable issue in India. But undoubtedly, lack of autonomy in several parts of the Northeast has seriously imperilled the development initiatives there. 
The National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (NREGA) is the most progressive legislation that took place in the country in recent times. But how ‘autonomous’ is the autonomous councils in the sixth schedule areas when it comes to the implementation of development schemes under the Act?
Inherent administrative lacunae in the sixth schedule areas have prompted many a political leaders to raise the issues time and again. Prominent among them is Jayanta Rongpi, central committee member of CPI (ML) and former chief executive member of Karbi Anglong Autonomous Council (KAAC) in Assam. 
He opines that the autonomy of the schedule areas is a ‘farce’. “It has been proved and accepted by the highest forum in the country, i.e. Parliament. It is a misnomer. There is no effective autonomy under the Sixth Schedule,” says Rongpi. Demanding statehood to the Karbi Anglong region, Rongpi says the Jharkhand Autonomous Council was granted Statehood in less than a year’s time after the council’s formation.
The sixth schedule areas, scattered in the tribal dominated areas of Northeast -- Karbi Anglong and North Cachar districts in Assam; Khasi hills, Jaintia hills and Garo hill districts in Meghalaya; Chakma, Lai and Mara districts in Mizoram; and Tripura tribal areas in Tripura – are supposed to be administered by the ethos of self-governance.
When Prime Minister Indira Gandhi granted full statehood to Meghalaya in 1970, a demand for statehood for Karbi Anglong and North Cachar Hills was also put forward by a cabinet member from the Mikir Hills (later renamed as Karbi Anglong). Almost 16 years later, it led to the formation of the Autonomous State Demand Committee (ASDC) which spearheaded mass movements for the creation of a state. In 1995, the agitations culminated in signing a memorandum of understanding (MoU) between the Assam government and the ASDC leaders, which granted both the councils -- Karbi Anglong and North Cachar Hills – more administrative powers. Ten years after, the leaders are disillusioned with the state of affairs in the councils. “The Central schemes,” says Rongpi, “have no flexibility. They don’t take into account the local situations. A scheme viable in Haryana may not be feasible in a hilly region.” He highlights the case of Indira Awaz Yojana under which concrete matchbox type houses were built in the hilly areas. The tribals were not comfortable with them and many houses were lying unoccupied even today. 
However, the current chief executive member of the KAAC, Mongal Sing Engti, a Congressman, is very optimistic. He pointed out that the first phase of the NREGA has been completed and they will embark on the second phase very soon. “Our challenge is to raise the economic status of the downtrodden people. And, there is no problem in getting funds. We are enjoying full autonomy,” he added. 
The opposition parties rue that though the ‘autonomy’ was granted to Karbi Anglong and the North Cachar Hills in 1951, it failed to fulfill the people’s aspirations. “I don’t understand why they have tried the failed experiment again in the Bodoland Territorial Area Districts (BTAD). It’s just a ploy to pacify the agitating tribals,” Rongpi commented. 
However, analysts feel that the signing of the Memorandum of Settlement (MoS) in New Delhi on February 10, 2003, for the creation of a Bodoland Territorial Council (BTC) is likely to pacify the agitators, at least for a while, who demand a ‘Bodo homeland’. Kampa Borgoyari, deputy chief of BTAD, opines that there is no ‘autonomy’ in the council. “Of course, there is devolution of power. The state government has given some responsibilities to the council,” he added. 
In the absence of a ‘panchayat raj system’ under the council, Borgoyari says, there were many hindrances in the execution of central schemes. “We are facing a lot of obstacles especially in the implementation of the NREGA as we have no manpower to be used at the grassroots level. The power should be given to the people. Therefore, we have formed the village development committees that are implementing the schemes now,” he explained. In a recent meeting of the administrative reforms commission, they had emphasised the need for incorporating the panchayati raj system in the BTAD. “We are trying to convince the Centre that schemes like NREGA should be framed by the local authorities. Priorities should be given to the projects which can generate more revenue and employment locally,” he explained. “Had there been real autonomy, there would have been freedom and flexibility in implementing these schemes. Over-centralisation is a major lacuna there,” Rongpi said. 
There are several non-sixth schedule autonomous councils like Mising, Tiwa, Rabha Hajong, Deuri, and Sonowal Kachari. Ironically, they are all demanding the sixth schedule status now. Ranoj Pegu, an activist demanding sixth schedule status for the Mising Autonomous Council, agrees that there were lacunae in the sixth schedule but, at present, it is the best option for them. “We do not even enjoy the benefits and rights provided under the panchayati raj of the fifth schedule. We have no constitutional safeguards as the Panchayat Extension to Scheduled Areas (PESA) Act is not applicable to the plains of Assam,” he explained. 
The tribal leaders argue that even under the sixth schedule status, the autonomous councils do not enjoy financial autonomy. Even the central funds for rural development are routed through the state governments, which are in acute financial crisis. Mojari Hanse, another former chief executive member of the KAAC, says, “It is the second consecutive term for the Congress party both at the state and the council. Therefore, the autonomy is almost vanished. The council acts according to the instructions of the state government.”
(The article has been written under the aegis of CSE’s Sixth Media fellowship on NREGA: Opportunities and Challenges)
