Visiting Muthyalappa – Anita and Sanjeev

6 May 07 

Asha Bangalore had received a couple of fellowship proposals from

people who were associated with Timbaktu Collective -  Muthyalappa and Sireesha. Sanjeev and I were planning to meet both of them during our visit to Timbaktu in early May.  We met Muthyalappa in the Timbaktu office when he had come to help with the organization of the environmental festival.

Muthyalappa had worked with Timbaktu Collective for about 7-8 years in different capacities. He started as a village-volunteer for the reforestation work undertaken by Timbaktu. He continued into watershed management and thrift cooperatives for women and had even worked on creating awareness about Panchayati Raj. He was involved in documentation as well. He also has some journalism experience and has written articles for a Telugu daily.

How did you come to be the Sarpanch of Mustikovilla?

The elections usually have reservations for specific communities or

women, this year this Panchayat elections were open. Also, there used to be a local politician (MLA) who would dictate who would be the Sarpanch. He died before the elections making this position open and fair.

I come from the Boya community. The community was looking for a

representative and had approached my brother; but he has 3 children, which is against a govt rule and was not qualified to contest. They then approached me to stand for Sarpanch. I have been working for many years on getting the government machinery to work for the people and I decided to stand for elections to see if I could do something for the people from within the system.

The 4 villages I was contesting in have 1700 voters and a population of 2500. I contested as an independent candidate.

What work falls under the purview of a Sarpanch?

Over the years, the Panchayat has been weakened. Most of the government programs and schemes e.g. self-help groups bypass democratically elected bodies. The main responsibilities of the Panchayat are street lighting of the village, providing water and sanitation. The budget allocated for the Panchayat is about Rs. 1 lakh/year. If these basic issues are taken care of by the Sarpanch, people are quite satisfied and don't expect anything else from

him/her.

The Sarpanch / Panchayat can also collect water and property taxes from the people and this would add to the Panchayat budget but these taxes have not been collected in years. Many of the earlier Sarpanches did not do so since they were corrupt and did not want to any sort of questioning from their constituents, if they collected tax locally.

Apart from the NREGA that takes up a lot of time just having to deal with the basic Panchayat requirements is only a part time job. This is the reason the government provides a minimum honorarium of Rs.600/month for the Sarpanch, as a volunteer.

Who constitute the Panchayat?

The Panchayat has 10 ward members, a secretary and a Sarpanch. The secretary is appointed by the government, the ward members and Sarpanchs are directly elected. The ward members elect the Dept. Sarpanch from among themselves.

How do the other ward members participate in the Panchayat?

The team is supposed to help in implementation of the schemes, of course initially the members asserted that since they don't even get an honorarium there is no incentive to do anything and in the initial meetings I organized the only issue that repeatedly came up was water.

Over the last nine months with the success of the NREGA scheme they are starting to realize that the communities could benefit from our work. But, there is still a long way to go to work as a team.

Can you give more details on the NREGA scheme?

The NREGA scheme provides an opportunity to build infrastructure, assets of the community while also providing employment to the community. I talked to the people in my constituency about the opportunities we could avail of under NREGA and they wanted to find out who would help them with it since dealing with bureaucracy is difficult. So I told them I would help them by being their point of contact with the government.

What work has been done under NREGA so far?

In the last financial year about 11 lakhs from the NREGA scheme was used in the 4 villages. About 500 people received employment. Some of the activities they have done so far are making bunds in agricultural land.

What kind of work do you want to do with the NREGA funds for the coming year?

I want to work on watershed management and green cover. In the long run, these are important towards making life in the village sustainable. I have experience in these fields through my work at Timbaktu.

What kind of impact has NREGA had on the village?

About 500 people have earned wages from these projects. Some families have even earned about Rs. 9000 from NREGA. Their confidence in the Sarpanch and Panchyat is also increasing. They know they can approach me with their problems and make it clear to any interfering govt officials (wrt NREGA) that they will work through the Sarpanch. They help in whatever way they can, doing Sramadan for any kind of immediate work.

Since they know that I am not trying to make money through my post and have benefited from NREGA, I think I will be able to collect taxes from them soon. This will provide us with some more working capital.

 You mentioned about families earning about Rs. 9000 through NREGA.

Isn't there a limit on how many days of work one member from a family can get paid for annually under the NREGA – 100 days at minimum wage, ie, about Rs. 8000?

The 100 days clause implies that the laborers can demand good working conditions for those 100 days. They can work beyond that but will not be able to ask for drinking water etc once they cross 100 days of work.

The workers can be paid up to Rs.100 / day of work with the minimum they can be paid for a full day's of work being the minimum wage. The ceiling was placed since the NREGA scheme was being misused.

For the 100 days /family rule, a family can have more than one person working and together they can put in 100 days of work with a right to guarantee some facilities. Many husband-wife units work together.

However, in order to ensure that single women can also benefit from the scheme, I put them in larger groups where the entire team works and the woman does not stand to lose if she cannot do heavy labor by herself.

What do you think about income generation through NREGA in comparison to that from, say, an industry in your village?

The income generated for the local people through the setting up of an industry is minimal. Usually what ends up happening is that work is provided initially and then the industry starts depleting the natural resources in the region thus making it a bad option for people in the long run.

For example, a company is interested in installing windmills in the area and the power will be sold to the grid. Initially, it looked like an interesting idea, however, the company required large chunks of land on 99 year lease. If we allow this venture, people will receive initial unskilled employment for infrastructure development (constructions), but in the long term they lose out since they have no control over that land. It is better to work on the natural regeneration of the region.

Is there a government school in your Panchayat? Are you involved in any capacity in it?

Yes, there is a government school. As the Sarpanch I am part of the the SMC (School Management Committee) created as part of the SSA (Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan) program.

Is there a mid-day meal scheme? Is it implemented well?

There is a mid-day meal scheme. The rations are provided by the government store. The food is almost the same on all days and is primarily rice with very little of anything else. The rice is also not of the greatest quality.

Can this scheme be changed to the local millets that are healthier since they are unpolished and add some dals?

The rice is much cheaper with the subsidies than the local millets so the quantity that can be given will be smaller, something the parents of the children will not be thrilled about. Additionally, the rations are directly given by the government and we would be violating how the scheme is implemented in its present form if we try to get replacements. Some amount of flexibility will need to be added to the scheme in the policy level to make such changes.

How have you taken care of your expenses for these 9 months?

Till a couple of months back I would conduct some training/workshops for the government and get paid about Rs. 800 – Rs. 1000 per day. I would work a few days every month to take care of my expenses. There hasn't been any training for the last few months and the financial situation has become very tight.

Many people tell me that I should utilize this opportunity and make some money while I am the Sarpanch. This is definitely something that I do not want to do. It would beat the purpose of what I am trying to achieve in these villages.

Do you have a home in Mushtikovila?

My family has a home in the village. However, I and my wife stay in CK Palli. The Mandal HQ is in CK Palli and my work requires me to visit them very regularly. It works out cheaper to stay in CK Palli rather than Mushtikovila.

What kind of expenses do you incur apart from living expenses?

Apart from our living expenses and renting a place in CK Palli, I need to take care of travel (petrol) and communication (cell phone) between government offices and labor. When people from the village travel to C.K.Palli to my home I take care of their food expenses.

What happens to all this work once your term is up? Are you working on building a system that can work in your absence?

I think it is important for the Panchayat office to be functional first. The Panchayat members must be available and accessible there.

The villagers should feel that this is the place they can go to with any of their concerns. Right now, the office is far from functional. I want to turn it around and that is going to take some time and money.

We need to invest in some furniture and record keeping

