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RURAL SWARAJ
WHERE DID OUR JOB CARDS GO?
In Assam’s Karbi Anglong, politics and a lack of transparency are undermining the year-old rural employment guarantee Act. Teresa Rehman reports 
	

	Anu Boro


Amphu Tisopi’s children are all trying to climb into her lap together; she is doing her best to cuddle all four of them at once. It may explain why this 34-year-old — illiterate and very poor — is smiling as she tells you that she has never seen her National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (NREGA) job card after the day she put her thumb impression to it. Since then, the piece of paper that entitles her to 100 days of work has been with the local gram sevak. “He has to maintain a record of our work and wages,” is the only answer she has when asked why this is so.
	Villagers in Howraghat block say they were told they would have to join the Congress before they could get their cards


The NREGA guarantees a little over three months of employment per year to every rural household with adult members willing to take up unskilled manual work. In force since February 2006, the Act has been applied across 200 districts of the country and is expected to enhance livelihood security on a sustained basis by developing economic and social infrastructure in rural areas. According to government figures, of the Rs 9.85 crore made available for the scheme during 2006-07, 51 percent has been spent, benefiting 1,63,89,134 households.
As per the provisions of the Act, work is to be provided on the basis of photo-identity job cards, which are to be issued to all households that register for them within not more than 15 days of application. The card is a critical legal document, which helps ensure transparency and protects labourers against fraud. The cards are to be issued in the presence of the local community and copies are to be maintained at the gram panchayat.
Amphu, from Shikari Tisso village in Karbi Anglong district’s Lumbajong block, is fortunate. She at least knows what the card looks like. In other parts of Assam’s largest district, politics is undermining the NREGA initiative. Khorsing Ronghang, 36, from Borsing Ronghang village in Howraghat block, talks about how the entire working population of the village — 300 people from 41 families — hired a photographer for Rs 15 per head and went en masse to the Block Development Officer’s bureau in Howraghat to apply for their job cards. That was seven months ago; they are still waiting. “We submitted the form and our photographs. But the officials at the bdo’s office said we’d have to join the Congress if we wanted our cards,” Ronghang says. Village headman Joy Sing Ronghang corroborates the claim. “I’ve been to the bdo’s office any number of times, but that’s what they say — we’ll get our cards only after we switch to the Congress.” Borsing Ronghang is a CPI(ML) stronghold in a Congress-ruled state.
	Many times, the job 
cards have not been given to their applicants but retained by local gram sevaks


Karbi Anglong district enjoys autonomy under the provisions of the Sixth Schedule of the Constitution, and is governed by the Karbi Anglong Autonomous Council. The council consists of 30 members, 26 of whom are elected and four nominated with a view to providing representation to minorities, who constitute a considerable proportion of the population of the sub-division. The council is responsible for the NREGA’s implementation across the 11 blocks that comprise the district. As part of the provisions of the scheme, the costs of the job card, including that of photographs, are to be borne by the State as part of programme expenses. The regulations also require that the job card contain permanent information regarding the applicant household as well as its employment details for the past five years. Also included is the household registration number allotted at the time of application and particulars (such as age and sex) of all adult members of the family who are willing to work. A cardholder may apply for a duplicate card if the original is lost or damaged.
According to records in the District Rural Development Agency office in Diphu, the Karbi Anglong headquarters, there have been 1,57,000 applications for job cards so far, while 1,28,000 cards have been distributed. However, the cards have not always been handed over directly to the households in whose names they have been issued. Instead, in many cases, they have been kept in the custody of the gram sevaks, the office bearers of various village development committees. In Hari Taro village, a tiny settlement comprising 85 households in Samelangso Development Block, Menoka Tarongpi says he has worked for around a month under the scheme. “We were paid Rs 62 initially, which later went up to Rs 66. I still don’t have a job card. After the first day’s work, I had put my signature down on the register after the roll call. That was the first and the last time I signed there.”
Mala Milikpi, 28, from Dok Terong village in Lumbajong, has her baby girl on her back, neatly slung through a traditional shawl. She tells us how she went with her husband to Diphu to have her photograph taken for her job card. “I had to find someone who could look after my baby for the day, it cost me Rs 20 on conveyance and Rs 60 for the photograph, but I was very excited because I was getting photographed for the first time,” she smiles. “I applied for the job card, but it took two months before I got it.” Does she have it with her? “No, it is with the man who allots us work. He keeps it with himself.” Why? Mala does not know. There are 280 families in her village and their main occupation is agriculture. All of them spent their own money on getting their photographs taken. Ultimately, around 100 households got job cards, all of which are deposited with the secretary of the village development committee.
Many allege fraud and manipulation behind the NREGA cards not being handed over to their applicants. “There is no reason for the villagers not to have possession of them,” says Semson Taro, a school teacher from Hari Taro. “We suspect that the same job cards are being used in different villages in order to show that 100 days of work has been allotted to all the villages.”
With even so basic an aspect as the issuing of job cards cloaked in secrecy and controversy in Assam’s Karbi Anglong district, the NREGA, touted as a legislation that is of, by and for the people, truly has a long way to go.
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