Minutes – June 10, 2007

Attendees

Ranjeet,  Siva, Kiran, Sriram, Sanjeev, Ratna, Raghu, Anita, Alok, Harpreet, Mary (Timbaktu Collective), Muthyalappa (Timbaktu Collective Sarpanch Mushtikovilla)

Muthyalappa’s Fellowship Proposal

Ranjeet introduced Timbaktu Collective as well as Muthayalappa. Asha-Blr is reviewing his fellowship proposal. 

Mary spoke about Muthyalappa’s fellowship proposal and Timbaktu’s view of it:

There are times when some people can contribute a lot to society and fellow human beings. In such times there are different bottlenecks – information, people or resources. The way we look at the fellowship it is not the request of a person, but the request of Mushtikovilla, one of the hamlets in Muthyalappa’s Panchayat. In Andhra Pradesh all development initiatives are handled directly by the state government at the higher level and local governance is sidelined. There is a claim that things will not be handled well through local governance that people are ignorant or illiterate and don’t know what is good for them or that they are corrupt and the state government can handle it better. In this context we want to show by example that local governance can work and the Panchayat should indeed have a role to play.

Muthalappa is poised to be such a model. He was a member of one of the youth groups promoted by Timbaktu. Over the many years he has worked on forest regeneration, panchayat raj awareness in a violently political area where bringing up the discussion of panchayat is very difficult. MLAs decide who will be leaders. So bringing up a discussion about the Panchayat and having fair elections is difficult. He took these issues to the villages. He has worked in almost all areas that Timbaktu works with.

The honorarium provided to a Sarpanch by the AP government is only Rs. 600. The bottleneck here is to be able to support him to devote full time to this activity. 

Q: Is self-governance really meaningful? 

A: Even in decisions for individuals the best person to make decisions is the person himself/herself. 
Q: But, if we go against the government in everything how will anything get done? There are many policies/schemes that the state government can come up with that a Panchayat can’t.

A: We are not referring to policy itself, but the implementation of the policy. E.g. NREGA puts funds for man hrs to have productive work done for communities, but the communities themselves do not get to take part in the decision of what this work should be. Even though this is clearly going to depend on the issues of infrastructure faced by the communities. The  MDO will end up taking this decision.

Q: Did you stand as an independent candidate or as part of a party?

A: Independent candidate.

Q: How many candidates stood for elections?

A: Two

Q: Did the other candidate have the backing of any party?

A: Congress.

Is the Panchayat for one village?

No, four.

How many people are there in the villages?

1700 voters. 3000 people.

Q: What is the kind of area that the Panchayat covers?

A: Revenue wasteland – 10,000 acres in the border of TN and Andhra and 4000 acres of land people own.

Q: What is revenue wasteland?

A: Non agri land forest department and some with the village commonland as revenue wasteland. Kalpavalli forest has come up in this land.

Q: Is there a primary health care center?

A: No, there is a sub-center i.e. the A&M visits once a week.

Q: How about schools?

A: There is an upper primary school in Mushtikovilla and 2 primary schools.

Q: How many teachers and children are there in these schools?

A: Upper primary 4 teachers (up to grade 7) - 200 children

Primary 2 teachers each (up to grade 5) – 50-70 children

Q: How many people are educated beyond grade X in the area?

A: 4-5 people in Mushtikovila. Subaranapalli has always had children study further and have 10th pass children. However, there is no access to this education in this area and they stay in hostels. Goravindapalli and the last hamlet (I didn’t catch the name) is similar to Mushtikovilla. CKPalli has High school  (8th – 10th)

Q: How far is CKPalli from Mushtikovila?

A: About 15 km.

Q: What are the main challenges you have faced in the last 9 months and what are the areas you have worked on?

A: One main achievement is that employment guarantee act is being utilized. Even before I was Sarpanch the scheme had been available, but only Rs.25,000 work of work had been taken up for months before. 

Many people did not know about the scheme. The gram panchayat secy and the ward members did not take an effort to actively communicate the program across to people. Their only crop is groundnut and after that season (4 months) people have to migrate to cities, for example to Bangalore. Additionally, there were also a lot of questions about who will do measurement to decide on how much they would get paid. Also people who had participated in the scheme had not received funds for their work so others were reluctant to participate.

At the time he became Sarpanch Timbaktu and MKSS were doing a social audit. They found that the people were not getting receipt for the work they had done. They did not know how work was measured and that they were eligible to get compensation for 100 days if work could not be found for them. They were educating them on this act. After the initiative 50% of the migration has stopped and 17 lakhs from the NREGA scheme has been spent.

Q: What is the kind of work?

E.g. field binding – the technical person is supposed to come and do the measurement. They will come and turn it into a mysterious process. Muthyalappa has worked with the people so they can do the measurement themselves so they are clear on what the numbers will be when they are told numbers. Though it might seem small, it is very empowering.

So far some of the work that has been done is: pebble bunding, diversion channel for water, earthen bunding – for sloping for trench and bund for reducing soil erosion, tank desilting. A large tank is present in the region that was built 1500 yrs ago. It has been desilted and the silt applied on agricultural land. 

With the rejuvenation of forests, the wild boar population has increased and they have been digging out crops. In order to stop this, the people decided to build a stone wall around the farms high enough so the boars cannot jump over them. However, ‘stone walls’ is not a available in the current software, so the officials are unable to release funds for this project.

Q: Why is it difficult to get things done? 

There are different levels in the hierarchy. And there are gaps between the mandal level MDO, the technical assistants and the field assistants. So when things change, information is not readily conveyed. This is one of the main things he did. He also works between the labor and the technical people.

Q: Who works on identifying the work and allocating it. 

The gramasabha – general body of the panchayat (all voters) makes a plan and submit to the MDO.

Q: How many gramasabha meetings have you organized so far? 

4 in the last 9 months - 3 for EGS and one general

Q: What has been your biggest challenge?

The mindset of the bureaucracy and the corruption. To get anything done, they expect funds. They assume people don’t know anything and don’t treat them well. If the people have any representative they go to other people.

If you don’t just listen to what they are saying they think you are very troublesome. They don’t like it if you point to the rules.

Q: How many families are eligible?

A: 650 families have applied for the EGS.

Q: How come only 350 families are employed?

A: These families are working on the projects right now. The number varies based on the agricultural season. If people are busy on their own farms, they might not come for the EGS at that time. Most people grow groundnuts. This is a 4 month crop. So they are busy in their farms for that time and need to find employment in the other 8 months. These 350 families aren’t the ones selected by us, they are ones who are willing to work now. In fact, any person who wants to do manual labor can apply and be employed under the EGS.

Q: Are there any landlords in the area?

No, but most of the people are middle level 2-10 acres. More than that people have moved.

Q: Is the Sarpanch post a volunteer post or a paid post,

In Andhra, it is a voluntary post. From 1995 they have been allocated a honorarium of Rs. 600.

In Andhra  there is little funds for the Panchayat and the funds come through the mandal development officer (MDO). Since there is little responsibility, from the govts point of view, that is given to the Panchayat, they see no reason to pay the Sarpanch.
Q: Give an example of trying to solve a local problem given the paucity of funds.

Through the 12th financial commission, a panchayat is supposed to get Rs.15,000. We needed to fix a problem with our water supply. I took a loan with 24% interest to get the work done. I hope to repay the loan once the 12 financial commission money comes through.

Q: How do you account for the interest?

A: Only two options I need to pay the interset or show that the work cost more, so the interest is covered.

Q: What kind of work is involved with this water issue?

A: In Mushtikoovila, there is a rain water tank and also an overhead tank. The overhead tank is used for drinking. The motor was not functioning well and it needed to be fixed. Some pipeline work also had to be done. 

Q: How about work on education?

A: Education is already a priority area for the Panchayat along with health and sanitation.

He is already monitoring the absentees (teachers and children), clearing bushes in the school premises, and providing / repairing small infrastructure such as toilets.

The government has also changed the policy about the parents commmitte being only with the government. Now the Panchayat is also part of the CWC.

Q: If we have evaluation kits for the schools, etc and we can give it to you can you use it.

A: Yes definitely.

Q: Will you be able to give us a report of the panchayat activities

A: Yes, this is something I was doing for Timbaktu itself.

Q: Will he be in a position to give an idea of what is to come next?

A: Yes.

Social angle to the fellowship: Muthyalappa is from the Boya community, which has been used by the political parties, Vaishya and Reddy families that have been leading the entire area beyond the Panchayat. Even though the majority are Boyas they have not had an opportunity to govern themselves thus far.

Q: Is there a conflict about taking funds from anyone?

A: People know what he is doing, that he is doing it fulltime and that he is not got any way of supporting himself. His fellowship will be an open thing.

Q; Do you own any land?

One acre is wet land and paddy is grown there. He also has 3 acres of groundnut.

Admin issues:

1) Can Timbaktu issue fellowships?

Yes. We give fellowships.

2) Can Timbaktu receive funds from the US?

Yes, we have an FCRA and can support him through that.

Q: Can we have a break-up of the fellowship amount.

Personal – 8000

Petrol – 2500

Rent for office at the Mandal HQ ie CK Palli– 1500

Stationery and office maintenance– 3000

Stationery – 500 – 1000

Xeroxing

Tea/coffee: 10-15 people from panchayat come. Another 10 visitors too.

Towards the panchayat office.

We had a discussion (in absence of Mary and Mutyalappa) about whether we would want receipts for the above. Sanjeev mentioned that he had spoken to Ram that Asha-Blr treasurers will be able to handle the extra load. However, after discussion it was concluded not to ask for receipts, only get an idea of what the expenses were. The reasons were:

· we want to avoid cash transaction vouchers

· it is easy to get vouchers, so we just need to trust the person anyway

Q: If he stays in CK Palli, how does he interact with the people?

Since people are busy during the day, he can meet people in Mushtikovila only in the evenings and nights. He spends the day working with govt officials, so mostly in CK Palli. He travels to Mushtikovila almost every day. Sometimes he needs to travel 2-3 times a day. People come to CK Palli for most of their requirements. 

Q: What will you do in the office in CK Palli?

Meet with some other Sarpanches. I am the vice-president or secretary (I forget which) of Sarpanches, so I keep some records and meet regularly with other Sarpanches. It can become a hub with lot of information. 

Most people have to come to CKPalli to get any government related work they function out of my house. My house is small and it can’t handle too many people. It gets difficult to do work. Additionally, when arranging a meeting of government officials and labor we need a place to meet and renting a space would be ideal.

Q: Is there any discussion among Sarpanches about building pressure on the govt to give them salaries etc?

There is no response from the govt. The panchayats are mostly functioning under impractical constraints. Eg: they are to use 10% of funds on water which is not sufficient.

Q: Does NREGA have to pass through the panchayat?

The gram panchayat is expected to select work and give the list to the MDO for NREGA. The records must be kept in the gram panchayat. But now, everything is with the MDO. Since it has not been brought down to the local level, the NREGA has not been implemented in many villages.

Q: Does Timbaktu want to replicate this kind of intervention?

It might happen but there is no plan about this. We will just watch how things go. 

(Kerala has an excellenet Panchayat system. Mary had taken a few people from Panchayats to Kerala. Kerala gram panchayats have annual budgets of over 1 crore as compared to the 1 lakh budget in Andhra.)

Q: Have you started collecting taxes from people?

It will take time since we need to prepare records of their houses – how wide etc. 

Feedback (I didn’t catch everyones feedback)

Sanjeev: This is an important initiative that we need to support. 

Anita: I have met Muthyalappa before and from both these interactions, I think the work he is doing is very important and it would be good to support him. He has a plan of working on watershed management and reforestation programs that would be beneficial.

Raghu: I have visited some villages in AP and I think the work he is doing is commendable. The fact that he has been able to utilize EGS and provide work worth 17 lakhs from a near negligible figure is great.

Sriram: I think it is a big achievement for him to have been able to do all this work since he became Sarpanch. I think it takes some motivation to give up a regular job and take up a job like this, with all its risks involved. That someone would take a loan to get some work done knowing fully well that he might have to pay the interest out of his pocket is amazing. 

The fact that one of our long term partners Timbaktu thinks highly of him and is willing to support him through his work is a big plus.

Kiran: It is great that he has been able to do all this work in a politically violent place like Ananthapur. 

Siva: I would support him if he could do something for Asha beyond his Panchayat work. Eg: using the school evaluation kit in the schools.

Ranjeet: Two points:

· I agree with what Mary said about bottlenecks for resources, funds in this case. Asha has the ability to provide funds here. This is a group we have been working with and if we cant help them in reducing their bottlenecks, then we have failed as Asha.

· If this provides a good model, the government can be forced to look at empowering the Panchayats. Just from that aspect, I think this is a risk worth taking. 

Group approved the fellowship unanimously. The group is ok with supporting Rs. 12500. personal + petrol+the rest can be used at his discretion.

We would like to know how the discretionary funds are spent so we can revisit the amount in 3 months.

Audit report

Shiva presented the financial report that has been audited. He mentioned some observations. E.g. the cash transactions should be avoided. This is also true for project vouchers.

Parikrama

We briefly talked about Parikrama. 

1. The last time around, funds were routed through SV. There was a concern that Silicon Valley had not received updates from the project. So we should work on having regular updates.

2. Sriram, Harpreet and Ram have visited Parikrama recently. It will be nice to have their site visit reports.

3. Can we have a detailed budget. eg: what they want to use the rooms for, why all rooms are the same dimensions, etc.

Sireesha Fellowship

Sanjeev mentioned that Princeton would like to take it further and we could stay in the loop. More information on emails.

Please add the following to the mailing list:

Raghuveer_kancherla@yahoo.com
Ratna.gupta@genpact.com
Ratna_gupta1985@hotmail.com
anumalak@yahoo.com
