I was in Timbaktu during the weekend of 9th September ‘07 and spent some time at Mushtikovela village discussing and reviewing Mutyalappa’s work. I spent an evening there and planned to return the next morning for a few hours but I had to cut short my trip due to the very heavy rain that made the trip from the main NH4 highway to the village extremely hazardous on the two wheeler that we were using. 
Mutyalappa and I reached the village in the evening after meeting at the Timbaktu office in Chintavanam. He first took a few minutes to inspect some work they were doing on a retaining wall of the large Mushtikovela tank that was almost filled to the brim. As I understood it, the earlier day they had loosened some of the retaining wall (made of stones) in order to allow water to flow down and irrigate the downstream fields. But because of continued rainfall they decided to undo that work, as it looked likely that the tank level would rise some more and the water would anyway overflow. After that we went on a walk around the village. The village is built on a couple of hillocks. On the way he pointed out work that had recently been done on cleaning up the drainage canal that runs besides the village street. We went to the SC section of the village and met and discussed with one particular couple a Mr. Rangappa and his wife. They showed me their NREGA ‘passbooks’. This book maintains a accounting of all the work done and money paid. They had both worked extensively under NREGA and earned amounts around 10,000/- or more. They had used to pay off a portion of their accumulated loans. They said that they did not experience any commissions or kickbacks at any level of government in doing the NREGA work and getting the payments. They were categorical on the value of the programme and said that they would have migrated for work by now had it not been for this programme
We continued the tour of the village with a stop at the temple and the water tank which were at the highest points of the hillock. The water tank is a large structure but is not currently being used due to some maintanance problems with the water pump (or might have been irregular electricity supply). Instead a smaller structure at a lower height is used for water storage. Piped water system exists and people get water at their homes, but this is only once a day and I saw people using tubewells as a secondary mechanism. The water in the area is fluoride-affected. 

We went on a tour of the Mushtikovela tank which is the key feature of the area. The tank is an amazing sight when full. I had been there last October when the tank was almost empty and the contrast was breathtaking. On the other side of the tank was the Kalpavalli forest area, one of the initial and successful projects of Timbaktu Collective in Natural Resource Management. 

We also inspected the village school. The front gate of the school needs repairs. At the back of the schools toilets were constructed once but these are not being used as there is no money to complete the construction (getting the water pipes laid, building doors). This when at the same time a new construction is happening adding more building space to the school with cost of 2 lakhs ! The rules are very rigid and don’t allow diversion of even small amounts of money from the sanctioned purpose to some other use, even if essentially required. Mutyalappa pointed out several such instances where small amounts of money are required for essential maintainance and repair kind of work in the village but he is not able to find a source of funds for this. He is hoping that Asha or individual donors can help on this front. 

After that we gathered together with a group of around 10 people to discuss the NREGA programme and their benefits from it. The field assistant and mates, two of the official government functionaries at the lower levels of NREGA implementation were also present. All the people present had earned good amounts of money from NREGA work from 7000/- upwards to 15000/-. In several cases they have been able to pay off loans and use the money for other income generation activities. For eg. They were able to purchase input necessities for agriculture without taking further loans, thus making agriculture more economically viable for them. There was a strong sense of the value of this programme for them. Overall about 30Lakhs of rupees has been disbursed in this village under NREGA after Mutyalappa took office. 
Mutyalappa is a strong personality and natural leader and it is possible that the responses and discussions were influenced by his presence. At the same time the genuine gains made by the villagers due to income from NREGA is very obvious. In a later discussion with him, both of us agreed that if people got the opportunity to do NREGA work and earn some income in this fashion for 2 or 3 more years, there would be a marked improvement in their condition. They would be able to come out of their indebtedness, they would be able to invest excess money in livelihoods and have significantly more security in their lives. 

Overall the work is going well and there are many opportunities to assist Mutyalappa in his work. Small donations as mentioned above will help to improve many of the facilities. Mutyalappa is quite isolated in that most people in the village and outside find it funny that he is going to a lot of trouble for NREGA and other works without any agenda. He needs more encouragement and interaction from well-meaning people. There are lots of expenses in the course of the work that he is having to pay out-of-pocket right now and Asha’s fellowship is very critical to his success. The delay in the payment reaching him is unfortunate and I hope this matter will get resolved very quickly. Mutyalappa is going to draw up a plan for what he wants to do for the remaining term as Sarpanch. At the Asha meeting in Lalbagh there was also mention of some forms that he needs to fill out to get the school work hooked into the Education portion of Asha. I will be documenting some of the NREGA work in more detail including case studies. He will also give and gain much at the Asha fellowship meeting planned in December.
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Street in Mushtikovela
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Mushtikovela Tank
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At the meeting with labourers who had worked under NREGA 
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At the same meeting – the person in the foreground is Mutyalappa
