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Prepared by Vijay Krishna (Asha-Blr)
[Report based on notes from discussions with Mutylappa at the Feb’09 meeting with Asha-Bangalore, two site visits (Jan’09 and Aug ’09) and various phone discussions. ]

Photos from the recent site visit are here: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OWaWk5D-PK4 

NREGA

The work builds on work done last year under NREGA. The NREGA programme has been changing, in AP the programme now is trying to focus on specific pieces of land (‘blocks’) which are developed intensively for soil and water conservation rather than ad-hoc work as was done earlier. In addition there is a new component in NREGA for work done on CPR (common property resource – like forests, ponds, tanks). There is also a direction towards ‘convergence’ where different programmes of the government in the area of soil and water conservation (eg. CLDP – Comprehensive Land Development Programme, Watershed programme, NREGA) are co-ordinated for maximum effect. 

Social Audit: The Govt. of AP conducted a systematic social audit of the work done under NREGA. Mutyalappa was quite appreciative of the quality of the social audit – the auditors were well-trained and went door-to-door in the village talking to all the labourers and verifying the work done and payments made to the records. At the conclusion, a public meeting took place at the mandal headquarters, attended by Sarpanches, mandal officials and labour groups where the results of the audit were discussed.  In all there were about 400 people at the meeting. 

Of the 16 Gram Panchayats major fraud was seen (>50000/-)  in a couple of cases. There were two discrepancies in the records for Mushtikovilla panchayat to the tune of Rs 12,000/-. This was discussed but not seen as serious and the amount of work done in Mushtikovilla was appreciated. One case related to a worker who was marked as having been paid without having done work. Another was a discrepancy in the number of tractor trips to take silt from the tank bed to add onto the land. 

I discussed these at length with Mutyalappa and I think there are no underlying issues. The amount of labour days generated in Mushtikovilla is enormous (overall work done was to the tune of 62 Lakhs), and maintaining perfect accounts is next to impossible. During my earlier interactions and understanding of NREGA, I was also seeing that villagers are not very scrupulous about maintaining the exact letter of the rules and there is only so much that can be controlled. There are also many practical situations (e.g. Work is done by a labour group that works together for a few days to complete a task, sometimes a labourer drops out of the group after a few days, but since he is part of the group, it becomes complicated to account for his portion of the work and his payment) that cannot be handled in a straightforward way. 

At the public meeting the fact that most of the work done in Mushtikovilla resulted in labour payments rather than going to material costs (NREGA allows upto 40% in material costs) was also appreciated. 

During the recent site visit I interacted with NREGA workers. They were pretty happy with the work and said that 350-400 workers have been taking up work under NREGA and they don’t have any issues with payments etc. 

In the last few months, with the drought, NREGA assumes great significance and large numbers of workers have been taking up work under NREGA. It is proving to be a crucial lifeline in areas where it is properly implemented. 

Broader picture: In discussion with Mutyalappa, it seems that the other panchayats are beginning to do better on NREGA over time. Early on, there were very few villages where NREGA was active and Mushtikovilla was far far ahead in generating employment through NREGA. Nowadays more of the other villages are also seeing good amount of work being generated. Due to Mutyalappa’s high profile (he is vice-president of the sarpanch ‘union’ ) and the tremendous amount of work that went on in Mushtikovilla I suspect that he has some catalytic effect (along no doubt with other factors) in the improving performance on NREGA. There is atleast one situation he narrated to me where he was directly involved. A Timbaktu worker had been complaining to him for a long time that there was no work in her panchayat under NREGA but Mutyalappa desisted from getting involved due to the sensititivies. Finally after much prodding he got involved; and pushed the other sarpanch to get NREGA work going. There was a big landslide effect according to Mutyalappa – initially a small group of people lead by the Timbaktu work were given work for a short period of time. They then pushed and got some more work, and other people from the village saw this and joined in ; and as more people saw the money that was coming to people’s hands through NREGA, the news spread quickly and still more people from the neighbouring villages of the Panchayat also started demanding work. 

Forest Protection
 A significant effort last year was in resisting take over of common forest land in the regenerated forest in “Kalpavalli” bordering Mushtikovilla panchayat. 

Kalpavalli is degraded forest land of 8500 acres that has been painstakingly conserved and improved by Timbaktu Collective in association with the local communities surrounding the forest since 1991. It is quite a beautiful project and according to Mary of Timbaktu, such a large-scale regeneration of forest land may be a unique effort in the country. Lots of people come to visit and learn from the work including government officials. 

All of a sudden portions of this forest land were sold by the district administration to a company Enercon (www.enercon.com) for construction of windmills. This was done quite stealthily without much discussion and debate and people came of know of it after the fact. There are specific patches of the land that have been sold without proper access which indicated that further land will get used for roads, etc without the company needing to own the land.

Mutyalappa took the initiative to make an RTI application to find out how this transaction took place and whether due processes were followed. It turns out that there were many irregularities; the process of informing the relevant panchayats seems to have been undermined, and people’s signatures stating that they had been informed of the impending sale were forged. There seem to have been other irregularities in land price, etc too. There is quite unanimous opposition to the windmills from the communities, especially among the people who have been tending to the forest to keep it healthy. This is especially since they have seen the degradation of forests once the trees in the top of the mountain are cut down and the soil quickly degrades in the mountains where they have seen this process happen.

An effective alliance was formed between Timbaktu Collective, Mutyalappa and the communities and they have been working in various ways to oppose the windmill construction. There have been many dharnas and petitions to the local and district officials. They have met the company officials and made it very clear that that is strong and united opposition to the project. There is also the possibility of legal redressal due to the irregularities. Overall, this effort has been quite successful and the windmill company has been lying low for a while now. 

Mutyalappa’s use of RTI to get the facts behind the land acquisition was the triggering event to start the opposition. It is probably quite rare for RTI to be used in this way in a rural context by a local Sarpanch to uncover shady dealings. It would be nice if this work could be properly documented. 

A movie I took of the communities discussing this issue can be seen at:

http://despoki.blogspot.com/2009/01/new-video.html 

During Mutyalappa’s visit to the Asha meeting in B’lore earlier this year, there was a animated discussion on the pros and cons of this issue, particularly since most of us would see windmills as a positive thing. Unfortunately the discussion was not recorded. 

Indiramma Housing Scheme 

The work that was going on with high momentum last in the earlier part of last year has tailed off. This is because it went into high gear before the national and state elections (which occurred simultaneously in AP) as a political move, and after the state government was re-elected, the energy has gone down significantly as also the money. I saw several uncompleted houses (and some completed ones) during my site visit. 

Education 

There were some activities suggested by Asha last year to work together with Timbaktu Collective’s child-rights programme to the benefit of Mushtikovilla schools. One of them that came up in dicussion with Subba (Timbaktu Education program), Mutylappa, Sanjeev and Vijay (Asha-Blr) had planned on a residential camp for jumpstarting the activities of the village children’s group in Mushtikovilla. However, this did not fructify, the major reason being the severe finalcial constraints faced by Timbaktu in the education program, as well as a transition that the child rights programme itself has gone through at Timbaktu. 

Mutyalappa has been directly interacting with the teachers and students of the government schools in the Panchayat. He had formed successful relationships with the government teachers and ensured that even those traveling to Mushtikovilla took their classes every day by introducing some flexibility in the exact timings of stating and ending classes based on bus timings. Following these there was a shortage of teachers due to transfers and promotions of some of the teachers. He has been working on this  and after several representations to the administration and some dharna work (, three temporary positions have been sanctioned. 

Mutyalappa took the initiative to fill these positions by the most qualified educated youth from the village. This also brought him in conflict with a local politician who tried to get his person into one of the school positions who was less qualified. 

He has also dealt with an issue with the quality of mid-day meals earlier in the year and he has taken up the responsibility of monitoring this program. 

Looking Ahead

Water: Domestic water supply (drinking, cooking, bathing) has not been in really good shape since the beginning with frequent motor burnouts in the pump that takes water to the overhead tank. Recently drinking water problems have been exacerbated with the failure of a borewell and the drying up of handpumps. Fluorosis (high fluoride content in water, health consequences) is a background problem and also needs to be addressed. Mutyalappa wants to make a concerted effort next year to sustainably and permanently solve the drinking water problems. 

I am hoping that I could help him in this work since I work for a organisation that focussed on water issues. I have given him fluoride and bacteria testing kits that he can use to monitor the quality of water in the village. There are open wells in the village that have fallen into disuse, that could be revived as a drinking water source. Open well water is usually free of fluoride, unlike deep borewell water. Naandi Foundation, an NGO has also set up a defluoridation plant in a village some distance away. Water is freed of fluoride and then sold to villagers at a minimal cost. This is an option that could be explored. Also in our work at my organisation we have observed that rooftop rainwater harvesting is a very effective solution to provide pure water with minimal ongoing cost. This is also something to explore. 

Endnotes:

In a personal conversation during this trip Mutyalappa made some points:

· he found tremendous pressures especially early in his tenure as sarpanch due to the high level of dependency of the people on him, but the amount of goodwill he has created towards himself especially due to the NREGA work gives him great satisfaction. People really appreciate the job he has done. This is  more remarkable in that at the time of election he had no real grassroots standing in the village – then, as now, his home was in the local town, not in the village himself. He was elected due to the popularity of his brother, and the community feeling (he belongs to a caste which is lower down in the hierarchy, but the majority community in the village. He was the first person to be elected Sarpanch from that community). But with all the work he has done, he has now his own record to stand on. 

· The fellowship from Asha has been critical to the success of his work. There is a tremendous amount of small expenses that are involved in the Sarpanch work. A huge amount of travel is there. When people come to meet him about problems they have to be shown hospitality. NREGA system is still not perfect – there are lot of inefficiencies in the system, the lower cadre of people (mates, field assistant, technical assistant) are very overburdened and not properly empowered and sometimes it is necessary to pay them small amounts to cover their expenses. All of these payments can be done out of the Asha fellowship expense portion. Of course the personal renumeration portion is critical to him being able to spend time on sarpanch work.

These facts do raise some questions: for example Mutyalappa feels that if similarly the way he is being supported, if one or two people in the village who have been helping him out in doing all the work are similarly supported, then it will have the same critical effect on their being able to work for the Panchayat as it has had for him. 

Also there is a certain aspect where due to the fellowship there is an outside accountability for Mutyalappa, other than to the citizens who elected him, which is strictly not so healthy. While we are doing this with the best intentions, it is always good if a government official is not beholden to anyone. I don’t think he has publicly mentioned in the village the amount of money he gets from Asha as fellowship. 

· Mutyalappa also has to figure out a future for himself beyond the Sarpanch tenureship which ends in 2011. Standing for sarpanch again is an option – but the question of how to support himself arises. He feels if he has 2-3 more years from now on to work on village issues he can really transform the village. Also the loyalty he has got in the village now is no small thing – he joked that perhaps he will be forced to stand for election even if he does not want to. At the same time he finds that he is still trapped within the realities of Indian politics. However much they appreciate his work now, he thinks that their mind become magically wavering at the time of elections – if someone else spreads a lot of liquor and largesse around the village, they would stand a strong chance of being elected. 

Photos from August 2009 visit:

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OWaWk5D-PK4
