Arwal District NREGA Campaign 

25th to 27th February

Field Report

Record of Events

As part of the Aman Trust's campaign to bring about a functional NREGS in the Jehanabad and Arwal districts of Bihar, the second of three yatras was organized from the 25th to the 27th of February, 2009. In the course of this period, meetings were held in 11 villages in Arwal's Kaler Block, in the Validad, Kamta and Injore Panchayats. As in the previous yatra held in Jehanabad District, the aim of this yatra was not simply to increase awareness of the multiple entitlements of workers under the Act, but also to initiate a local movement striving for a transparent and actively operating NREGS in the area. 

On the 25th of February, meetings were held in three villages of the Validad Panchayat- Shankar Bigaha, Daulatpur, Karamchay Bigaha- followed by the addressing of a large congregation in Injore village (Injore Panchayat). Thereafter, the yatra returned to the Validad Panchayat area and halted for the night at Rupsagar Bigaha. On the 26th, public gatherings were successively held in the Rupsagar Bigaha, Dhevai, and Validad settlements of the Validad Panchayat, and then in Parashurampur in the Kamta Panchayat. Participants of the yatra stopped overnight at Lakshmanpur Bathe; and on the 27th, meetings were successively held in Bathe, Matthia, and Kamta (all in the Kamta Panchayat). 

Apart from members of the Aman Trust from Delhi and Jehanabad, the yatra's regular participants included the BDVS music team and a number of individuals from the Saristabad Committee that had been formed in the course of the previous month's NREGA campaign in Jehanabad district. Additionally, locals from some of the villages that meetings were held in- particularly Shankar Bigaha, Rupsagar Bigaha, Dhevai and Karamchay Bigaha- showed enthusiasm in joining in. The meetings held in each village were public and interactive, with village residents asked to describe the particular problems they faced in connection with the NREGS. Public sessions lasted for approximately 2 hours, and were structured in two parts: a musical performance by the BDVS- with songs outlining, step-by-step, the regulations of the NREGA- succeeded by discussions with villagers conducted by Ishteyaque, Deorani, and Ranjit from the Aman Trust. 

The inaugural meeting at Shankar Bigaha was attended by Mukesh Kumar, a local Dalit leader; who spoke of the need for poor and Dalit groups to utilize the NREGS to their benefit. The session at Parashurampur was addressed by the village's de-facto mukhiya (the husband of the village's officially elected mukhiya), who exhorted residents to submit work applications. Informal conversations with other locals after the meeting pointed to a gap between the mukhiya's speech and conduct: those who had participated in previous NREGA projects complained of foul-play in measurement- and therefore pay- at worksites, and implicated him in this. It is particularly in the light of this that the mukhiya's presence at the meeting was important; for he conceded to the rights of workers under the NREGS in their presence. Local daily-wage labourers, in turn, were provided with an opportunity to raise their grievances in front of him.  By organizing interactions such as these, we hope to increase pressure on local dignitaries to fairly implement the Scheme. 

Meetings held in different villages brought to light different problems. At Lakshmanpur Bathe, a group of workers reported that their job cards- approximately 150 cards- were in the possession of the Panchayat Samiti. The Samiti had apparently given them the information they would only be given employment under the Scheme if they handed over their job cards. At Parashurampur, Karamchay Bigaha and Injore, problems arising from the transition to the new system of payment through post office and bank accounts came forward. A number of individuals at Karamchay Bigaha complained of not having received passbooks with the opening of their accounts; at Parashurampur, while the new job cards required under the NREGA had been issued to applicants, workers’ bank accounts had not yet been opened. At Matthia, a young woman, Pushpa Devi, reported that the village mukhiya had extracted money from her while taking her job card application (a breach of the Act), but despite this, and despite repeatedly being approached by her, had failed to issue it. The responses of the mazdoor families who attended the meeting at Matthia- an extremely poor, all-Dalit village- indicated that Pushpa Devi’s situation was not unique here. 

The village-to-village situation also varied according to differing demographic dynamics: Matthia and Lakshmanpur Bathe have an entirely Dalit population with daily-wage labourers in large numbers; Injore, Karamchay Bigaha, Dhevai and Validad are mixed settlements, but with a high percentage of poor (and also Dalit) labourers. Many of the villages- particularly Shankar Bigaha, Daulatpur and Rupsagar Bigaha- were much depleted of their working male population, migrated to other States as labourers. The urgent need for a working NREGS, however, was visible in all areas visited: as a counter to distress migration and also as a necessary supplement to incomes much below the legal minimum wage. 

In addition, there was a certain commonality in the problems faced by mazdoors in their encounters with the NREGA and NREGA projects, cutting across their location. Apart from inadequate work provided under the Scheme (again, much below the target of a 100 days to one family in a year in every village visited), these were the possession of workers’ job cards by some authority or the other (the mukhiya, the Panchayat Samiti, rozgar- sewaks etc.), and a reduced, incorrect amount of money given for work done. These problems were under-grid by lack of information and awareness: regarding work-pay ratio, measurement techniques, procedures for obtaining employment, rules regulating the unemployment allowance and procedures for obtaining it, and procedures for putting in complaints. In the areas visited, there was a general mis-perception of the Scheme in that it was predominantly understood not as a right to work as per the requirements of the labourer, but as providing work when work was available from 'above'. 

Keeping this situation in mind, in the course of each meeting 5-member committees of local volunteers were formed. As in the committees formed in Jehanabad district, the work of these groups is to provide village residents with information and forms related to NREG work, and to strategize and plan ways in which to obtain work on a continuous basis. They are to help submit group and individual applications for work in a consolidated manner so as to pressurize authorities to provide NREG employment. They are also, in the long run, to decide- along with other village residents- on which projects are required in the locality and make recommendations to the village panchayat; as projects commissioned under the NREGA are intended to be settled upon in a democratic, bottoms-up manner, but this is seldom the case. 

Villagers were extremely enthusiastic in volunteering for the committees; and notably, many women came forward as volunteers. Atleast two women are a part of each village committee; at Shankar Bigaha, with most of the men having emigrated, the committee is wholly comprised of women. Women from Rupsagar Bigaha- and to some extent Matthia, Kamta, and Dhevai- were particularly keen to participate in the yatra and in NREGA work for their village. 

Of the committees formed, six- where locals showed the greatest enthusiasm and where there exists a large population of workers who would benefit from the NREGA- have been chosen as the primary focus of Aman’s NREGA work in Arwal. These are Karamchay Bigaha, Injore, Rupsagar Bigaha, Dhevai, Lakshmanpur Bathe and Matthia. The Aman teams from Jehanabad (Amar, Deorani and Ranjit) and also from Delhi are to assist and guide the newly formed committees through organizing regular meetings and through providing them with information on the Act. To the latter end, pamphlets, brochures, and posters outlining the Act’s rules and regulations have been distributed. Committee meetings are to be held as open congregations, with all interested villagers invited to participate. Committees are encouraged to take up those issues that they see as the most relevant to their village- not restricted to the NREGA- as shaped by the circumstances of their locality and the particular difficulties they face. Rupsagar Bigaha already has a functional women’s self help group, whose members have joined the new committee. They could add the NREGA work to their present activities.  

…

The Yatra in the Context of Aman’s Aims and Method of Work

The Aman Trust’s work is based on the long-term aim of creating autonomous local institutions capable of functioning without external NGO guidance or funding. In the long run, the committees are to serve as platforms not simply for initiating a continuous struggle to obtain work (and fair pay) under the NREGS, but also for collective and democratic village organization and action.  As was emphasized in the yatra team meeting (held on evening of the 26th of February), the NREGA campaign is not simply an end in itself, but also a means to another end: to introduce methods of effective yet peaceful agitation. Through interaction in and between village committees, we hope to increase local solidarity cutting across caste by demonstrating the efficacy of collective action. This is particularly important in Arwal, keeping in the mind the region’s history of caste violence (caste massacres in Shankar Bigaha in 1997, in Lakshmanpur Bathe in 1998, committed by Bhoomihars in the region on the instigation of the Ranvir Sena). Through proactive work in peacetime, we hope to positively impact Arwal’s proclivity for inter-community violence.  



