Jehanabad District Padyatra 24- 26th January

Field Report

The Aman Trust's NREGA padyatra in Jehanabad was organized with a number of aims in mind. The first of these was to raise awareness among villagers in the district regarding their rights under the NREGS. The second, to gain an understanding of the specific problems that confront them either in accessing or in working under the Scheme. The third, to facilitate the interaction of village residents with local officials, so that the former gain confidence in demanding NREGA work and wages from the latter. Lastly and crucially, the objective of the yatra was to start the process of forming committees in different villages. The idea was to identify a few individuals in the each of the villages that the yatra passed through, individuals who would be interested in continuing the work of raising awareness regarding the Act, mobilizing fellow villagers to collectively demand their rights, and assisting them with bureaucratic procedures. The yatra was the first of three to be organized in the  Jehanabad and Arwal districts of South Bihar.

In the course of the three days of the yatra, we passed through fifteen villages in the Saristabad and Gandhar Panchayats of Modanganj Block, Jehanabad. In six of these villages, we stopped to hold public meetings. In a majority of instances, dalit bastis were chosen as locations for these gatherings. The highlight of the meetings was the 'cultural programme' presented by our 'sanskritic team'- a four-member team of musicians from a partner organization, the Bihar Dalit Vikas Samiti/ BDVS. The BDVS performers composed songs outlining the NREGA's guidelines for work, and explaining how the Scheme, if utilized, would abate the need for labour migration. The cultural programme thus proved to be an excellent medium not simply for mobilizing locals to attend the public meeting, but also for providing information on the NREGA. The songs also dealt with the theme of dalit and labour oppression, and exhorted villagers to work collectively to obtain their rights. They were interspersed with speeches on the NREGA by Aman activists (and on occasion also by local dignitaries), and also by a magic show put up by the BDVS for the village children. 

Day-to-Day Movements and Experiences

23rd January

On the day preceding the launch of the yatra, a few of us (Ishteyaque, Katyayani, and Ranjit, who is in charge of the Aman office in Jehanabad town) were doing the rounds of the Kako, Modanganj and Ghosi block offices to ensure that permissions for the yatra were in order. En route, we stopped at Saristabad, the village where the yatra was to conclude. Here, an informal discussion on the NREGA's terms and the upcoming padyatra was held with approximately 30 villagers. The exchange revealed that an NREGA project had materialized in Saristabad in 2008, and that a number of Saristabad residents had worked under it- on average, for a 30 day period. However, for this project that had concluded more than 6 months ago, many were yet to receive   either any or adequate pay. Ishteyaque drafted a letter of complaint and emphasized the need for a collective struggle to obtain wages, explaining that collective action was a strategy for tackling official evasion of wage payment. This theme was brought up repeatedly over the course of the next three days, especially in the context of the caste fissures that characterized village landscapes. Caste differentiation appeared as a barrier to collective action in every village that the yatra halted in, and caste discord was often voiced by locals in conversations with Aman workers. 

The other theme that first introduced itself at the Saristabad meeting was that of the difficulties of the aged with the NREGA. Two elderly women approached us with the question: “Hum mitti katai ka kaam nahi kar sakte. Hamare liye isme kya kaam hai?” (We are unable to labour in digging the earth. What work is available for us (under the NREGA)?) These women were given information about the need for care-takers for young children at NREGA work-site creches, and also about the need for a few workers at sites to give drinking water to labourers. However, this marked itself as a persistent problem, given that most work-sites do not include the creche facilities that they are supposed to provide. In many of the public meetings that followed, old people came forth with their livelihood problems. 

At the Modanganj block office, a young 'rozgar sewak' initiated a conversation with us about his difficulties in implementing the Scheme. For the past few days, rozgar sewaks in the district had been on strike. This young individual talked of the low salaries rozgar sewaks received (Rs 2000 a month; which, it might be added, is itself below the minimum wage), and also of the facilities they lacked in carrying out their work of supervising construction at sites. In addition to the daily minimum wage, NREGA labourers were supposed to receive a travel allowance if the project site was located at a distance of more than 5 kilometres outside their village. There was no such provision for rozgar sewaks. This issue was discussed in the Aman meeting held in the evening of the 25th of January, at Saristabad village, where the padyatra had halted for the night. 

24th January

11.30 AM- 2.00 PM

The padyatra was inaugurated at Aoina village, where a large public meeting was held at the village health centre compound, the Raidas basti. A crowd of approximately 300 men, women, and children constituted the audience to the BDVS cultural programme, speeches by Aman colleagues and by the retired Jehanabad MP Ramashray Prasad Yadav. Ashish described the struggle that had preceded the passing of the NREGA, and underlined the point that the provisions of the Scheme should be understood as a right, not as as an act of State charity. Ishteyaque dialogued with the audience to emphasize how the Act, if properly implemented, could provide a viable alternative to distress migration. He argued that the surety of work and minimum wages under the Scheme - Rs. 89 per day for the State of Bihar- was more financially advantageous to families than remuneration sent back home through urban employment. He explained the Scheme's measurement procedures - the amount of pay due to a specified amount of digging- and exhorted village residents to demand the 100 days of work due to them.  Ramashray Prasad Yadav spoke of the importance of the Employment Guarantee Act,  and emphasized the need for NREGA awareness drives. 

After the public meeting, an elderly woman came forth to describe the basti's drainage problems: Village sewer waste was to be deposited in a nearly by pond via drainage channels. The drainage network needed to pass through 'bhoomihar zameen'; and the woman told Aman workers that the channel from the basti had been blocked by the bhoomihars. Bhoomihar- raidas animosity was visible the following day at Hawallipur village, where it presented itself as an obstacle to a unified, village-based NREGA struggle. 

We left Aoina for Gandhar village with about 30 young men that Amar (Aman activist from the district) had mobilized from neighbouring villages, notably Saristabad. The one- hour walk was accompanied by continuous sloganeering: 

“Har haath ko kam do- kaam ka pura daam do”

“Poora kaam- poora daam”

“Rozgar, shiksha aur samman- maang raha hai har insaan”

“Jab mazdoor bolega- Dilli ka shaasan dolega” 

En route, wherever a number of workers/ village residents gathered to listen to the slogans, we halted to briefly describe the provisions of the NREGA and the method of acquiring work under it. 

3:00- 5:00 PM

The Gandhar village public meeting was held in the Moosahar basti. This basti marked itself as one where an extensive amount of work to ensure livelihood needs to be done. The land surrounding this village- as that surrounding most of the other villages in the area- seemed extremely fertile, with lush green rice, sugar-cane and mustard fields. This stood in contrast to the situation of the moosahar basti, which was characterized by severe poverty and neglect- a majority of the smaller children lacking a complete layer of clothing. The public meeting was peopled by about 40 women, of all ages, 30 children, and noticeably fewer men- around a dozen. Song proved to be a particularly effective method of communication in this meeting. A number of women in the basti reported that they had obtained job-cards, but had not worked on the Scheme's projects. Their job-cards were in the possession of the village mukhiya. Ishteyaque spoke of forming a committee in the village to tackle these problems in a sustained manner. A couple of young boys, interested in participating, came forward. When we left the village at dusk, we (that is, Aman folk plus the entourage of local youth from the Saristabad area) were accompanied by a number of enthusiastic men as well as adolescent boys from Gandhar.  

5:30- 7:00 PM

The village of Maula Bigaha, where the yatra next halted and also stopped for the night, is entirely populated by the Ravidas community. About 65 people from the village gathered at the public meeting. After the performance of songs by the BDVS groups and an explanation of NREGA entitlements by Ranjit, the meeting focused on a discussion of the possible ways in which the aged could benefit from the NREGA. This  issue had been raised by an elderly village man who, like the older women in Saristabad, didn't see how the Act held out the possibility of assisting him. 

25th January

In the morning, before we set out for Hawallipur, a young, recently widowed woman with two children came to speak to Advocate Deorani about being unable to obtain her widowhood benefit from district officials. Maula Bigaha has a number of young widows whose difficulties- of obtaining their pension and also of obtaining work under the NREGA- need to be addressed. 

The distance from Maula Bigaha to Hawallipur took two hours to cover. Shortly after we started, we stopped briefly at neighbouring Jhapsi Bigaha, where the yatra and the provisions of the NREGA were described to a crowd of around 40 people. Many interested women here took Aman's pamphlets on the Act. Women from Maula Bigaha and Jhapsi Bigaha walked with us for about a kilometre and a half, the first time that local women joined the yatra. The young entourage from Saristabad were, by this time, actively leading the walk, spearheading sloganeering, distributing pamphlets, and discussing the awareness drive with interested villagers who we came across on the way. 

2:00- 4:00 PM

The gathering at the Hawallipur village public meeting was notably mixed, composed of bhoomihar, raidas and manjhi/ moosahar folk. After speeches by Ishteyaque, Ranjit, and a local Thana official; and the music and magic-show performance by the BDVS team, a number of bhoomihar women spoke to Deorani and Katyayani about their grievances. These impoverished women perceived the NREGA as an act for dalits, and expressed their sense of exclusion from what they conceived as government munificence towards dalits. We explained that work under the Scheme was open to all willing village households. They reiterated their sense of exclusion, however, saying “sab kuchh harijan ko hi milta hai”. They also stressed the impossibility of their participating on project sites with dalits, because; “humari izzat kya bachegi?” 

This was striking because it highlighted the difficulty of initiating a collect village movement to obtain work under the NREGS- however impoverished, the bhoomihars are not, atleast at present, willing to work or agitate along with dalit groups. 

5:00- 5:40 PM

We stopped shortly at Lacchan Bigaha; where a gathering of about 50 labourers as well as non-labourers listened to speeches as well as the music team's songs. As before, a considerable number of old people voiced their complaints; this time, of not having received old age pensions. 

6:00- 7:00 PM

En route to our night rest-stop, Saristabad village, we stopped for a few minutes at Khepchan Bigah (a tola of Saristabad). At the village proper, a short public meeting was held to foreshadow the larger one that was to follow the next morning, at Saristabad school's 26th January jhanda-phehrao function. 

The core padyatra team- Aman members from Delhi and Jehanabad, as well as 10-15 young men from Saristabad village- discussed future strategies in a meeting held at night. Amar and Katyayani emphasized the diversity of the different villages we had visited, and the need to think of strategies that addressed the different conditions in each village. Katyayani said that the success of the yatra depended on the future work that would be carried out in the region, and that sustained work was imperative. Deorani spoke of the urgent need to carry out different kinds of upliftment work particularly in Gandhar's moosahar tola. Ishteyaque argued that certain similarities- such as jati divisions- characterized the villages we visited, despite the other differences in condition that we saw in them. He said that the yatra should be the first of many visits to the area, and should be seen as the initiation of a continuous agitation for a functional NREGS in the area, as opposed to an end in itself. He also underlined the point that it was difficult, during an NREGA campaign, to work for the Act in isolation, as people- the aged, widows- came forward with other problems. He argued that to bring about the sustained involvement of local people, it was important also to simultaneously assist them with their other, non- NREGA related, interactions with government representatives. The struggle to obtain rights under the NREGA was a long one, in the meantime, it was imperative for Aman activists to attempt to resolve some of the other difficulties of the locals. This would strengthen ties between the organization and local residents, for the mutual strength of both. It would also instill confidence- that is, confidence to confront State representatives- in the villagers, and ultimately fuel the movement for the realization of the NREGA. 

Ishteyaque also put forth the idea of organizing a joint meeting at the time of Aman's third (end- March) padyatra, that would include mukhiyas, rozgar sewaks, and workers. He argued that while the end goals of the rozgar sewaks – the grievances they wanted redressed- were not synonymous with the goals of the labourers, it was necessary, at this point, to attempt to work together with different parties involved in the implementation of the NREGA. The labourers' struggle would gain strength by allying with, instead of aggravating, rozgar sewaks. Further, such a meeting would shed some light on the possible difficulties that figures responsible for implementing the Scheme encounter. It would also provide a platform for labourers' problems to be brought to the attention of district NREGA officials and village heads. 

Jamal spoke of the usefulness of bringing together Aman's NREGA campaign with the organization's legal aid work. He stressed the point that the work to ensure the Employment Guarantee involved encounters with the law, and that a knowledge of the law's tenets and procedures was necessary to assist labourers in obtaining their rights. He proposed the formation of a legal aid team to assist Advocate Deorani. This group of individuals would be locally recruited and trained by her, with assistance provided by the Trust. 

As a strategy to carry out a sustained effort towards ensuring a functional NREGA in Jehanabad, Jamal also spoke of forming local, village committees. These would be composed of local individuals interested in acting as NREGA activists. As a start, Jamal proposed the formation of a committee in Saristabad, the village that had put forth many interested young men for the padyatra. These individuals would be trained in the NREGA's tenets and procedures by Aman colleagues from Delhi and Jehanabad. They would be responsible for mobilizing other villagers to put collective, group pressure on local State authorities, and for assisting them in routine tasks of putting in work applications. They would also be responsible for coming up with strategies (in collaboration with Aman colleagues). Lastly, they would be entrusted with the task of recruiting talented locals who could form a regular music-team; as the musical programme had been found to be an extremely effective tool in the course of the padyatra. Jamal underlined Aman's method of work: involving local persons at the decision-making level, to ensure a continuous and ultimately self-sufficient local campaign. 

26th January 

10:00 AM- 1:00 PM

The jhanda-phehrao function at the local Saristabad school building was populated by  approx. 300- 400 people: junior and middle school girls and boys from the school; other children, women and men from Saristabad and neighbouring villagers; including daily-wage labourers, farmers, as well as others.  The function was attended by the village mukhiya. After the singing of 26th January desh-bhakti songs by the school's girls, the BDVS music-team put up a performance of a magic-show, NREGA songs and songs of fighting dalit oppression. In the context of the occasion, Ishteyaque spoke of Constitutional rights and linked this to the rights provided under the NREGA. The guarantee of employment, he argued, was a right; work given under the Act was not to be conceived as State philanthropy. 

The village mukhiya gave a speech in which he contended that the villagers themselves do not come forth with applications for NREGA work. Later, in conversation with Aman activists, he talked of the lack of coordination and inter-departmental communication that confronted him. In the summer of 2008, he said, the Panchayat Samiti (from the Block) and the Gram Panchayat  simultaneously initiated two NREGA projects. Villagers working on the Gram Panchayat's pond-digging site left to work for the Samiti's pine-digging project. The pond work was thus left half-way. On their part, villagers explained that digging for the pond was much harder labour than digging out a pine, as the former involved digging below a depth of 5 feet. For digging at this depth, the NREGA provides labourers with increased wages; however workers, not ensured that they will actually receive these increased wages, are not keen to work on such projects if alternatives are available. 

Concluding Comments

The village residents of Modanganj Block, Jehanabad, have different levels of awareness of on the NREGA. Many, however, are not aware of the Scheme at all, those who are, are not familiar with the calculation of work and wages, and procedures for putting in complaints in the event of non-provision of employment or complete pay. NREGA projects have almost no-existence in the district. A few projects have been initiated, and some have been completed, but the goal of a 100 days of work for village families is far from actualization.   

Perhaps the most important success of the yatra was in the active and regular involvement of youth from Saristabad, who adopted the campaign as their own. It is through recruiting motivated individuals such as these that Aman hopes to maintain a continuous campaign to ensure a functional and fruitful NREGA in the region. Many landless labourers in the region earn an abysmally low income for working on the farmland of others: approx. Rs. 15-20 a day. A working NREGA has the potential of radically altering the lives of these workers. The foremost challenge that confronts the campaign is the mobilization of villagers, who both from a lack of awareness and disillusionment are not putting in applications for work. Often, they do not have access to their own job-cards. Collective pressure on district authorities is imperative. Without collective applications of complaint for non-payment of wages of work already done in the May 2008 Saristabad NREGA project, district authorities are not likely to act. Similarly, a multitude of applications for work is more likely to yield results. Awareness of this- that is, of the greater effectiveness of collective agitation- is foremost amongst the campaign work that needs to be done in the region.  
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