No guarantee
 INCLUDEPICTURE "http://www.indianexpress.com/grfx/trans.gif" \* MERGEFORMATINET 


 Without transparency, the law cannot assure employment to the needy [image: image2.png]
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After the passage of the Employment Guarantee Act last year a journalist went to the village Purwa Maan in Hardoi district of UP, one of the 200 districts covered under the Act, to ask how the villagers felt about the new law. Most villagers, except for a few associated with social or political organisations, were not aware of the passage of the new law. 

They were then informed of the provisions of the progressive law and encouraged to respond. One old man hesitatingly said that he did not expect that he would overnight start getting his full minimum due wages — Rs 58 for a day’s difficult labour in UP. In his area he would consider himself lucky if he got Rs 30 in a private work and Rs 40 in a government work. For women labourers, the rates would be lower. 
The situation remains bleak in spite of promises of the employment guarantee. The norms of the new law are being blatantly violated. Contractors and machines are employed to get the work done. Muster rolls are fabricated with false entries and are not available for public scrutiny. Workers do not get their full payment, especially the ‘food’ component in almost never given. Along with the Food for Work scheme, there is massive siphoning off of foodgrain coming as part of the Public Distribution System. 
In panchayat Atwa Danda, for instance, Below Poverty Line ration cards holders have not received a single food grain in the last five years. The situation is not better in other villages across UP. 
During the last two years, we see a new phenomenon in UP. There are reports, from mostly the eastern parts, of people dying of hunger and committing suicides when they are not able to pay off their debts. The administration ascribes these deaths to illness or something else. 
In village panchayat Nagepur of District Varanasi, a block level official asked the newly elected pradhan to reduce the number of ration cards meant for the poor by three, probably a method adopted by government to show reduction of poverty. Normally, village committees do not have the freedom of deciding the number of ration cards in their village, these decisions are taken by officials. Often decisions are taken without any comprehensive survey. Even in making simple decisions, the bureaucracy does not want to give up its control. The wishes of the people are ignored. Until the people have a say in determining decisions, things will not improve. 
Bureaucracy will have to change its mindset. Gone are the days when they could take all decisions by themselves. The Right to Information Act is going to make it more difficult for them to take decisions in an arbitrary manner. They must start relying more on the common people and people’s organisations for implementing important schemes like the Food for Work instead of the contractors and mafia, which right now exercise complete control over the machinery. Until there is transparency in maintaining muster rolls and payments are made, of cash and food grains, according to the rules, once in every seven days, for the workers there cannot be any guarantee of employment.

