When hungry stomach shouts….

NREGA: How Far, How Near..   ???

The  Efforts by Villagers of Khandiaguda, G.P.- Tentulikhunti

Dist- Nabarangpur
 As Reported  by  Bichitra Biswal

Agragamee Tentulikhunti Office, 

Nabrangpur. 

Empty stomachs, unlike empty vessels, rarely make much noise, but when they do, it makes impact. This is what happened in Tentulikhunti Block of Nabarangpur district Orissa, the common, hungry people began to shout and forced the administration out of their inertia. 

The recently passed NREGA is supposed to provide 100 days employment to the rural poor, but, in several cases, people have not even received a single day’s work. The several training programmes, and high level meetings might provide a different kind of employment to the non-rural, non-poor, but on the ground there is little difference despite 18 months of the Act being in force. 18 months maynot seem much to a country like India, whose traditions go back several millennia, but, 18 months of unnecessary hunger for a poor rural family I hope you will agree is 18 months too much. 

Khandiaguda of Tentulikhunti Block, Nabarangpur district is a tribal  village. The villagers depend primarily on agriculture and daily wages for subsistence and are by and large landless. At the end of the mostly rainfed agricultural season they have little or no employment.  So they depend upon daily wages.  Seeing the NREGA as an opportunity to address this problem, they went to went to the Tentulikhunti Panchayt office in September to apply for work. 

However, their applications were not received, even though they went more than 15 times. The Secretary and VLW made various excuses, and kept evading the people. A month went by. 

On 30th September, the villagers of Khandiaguda decided they would not accept the refusal of the VLW that there was no employment for their village, and took the matter to the BDO. 

The BDO, Tentulikhunti,  Mr. Gangaram Pradhan, was kind enough to step out of his meeting, and enquire about the matter. On instructions from the BDO, the people, went back to the Panchayat Office, and the VLW received their applications, duly dated and stamped. 

The people waited the prescribed 15 days, within which period, the NREGA rules say employment has to be provided, then they waited four days more. Then, each applicant submitted her/his application for unemployment allowance for five days to the BDO on the 23rd September. The BDO was on leave, and GPO who was in charge ignored the gathering of the people outside the office for hours on end. 

When he did come, he told the people to leave their applications in theo office, and go. The people were not prepared for this, they were prepared to wait it out till their applications were received and their names entered officially in the mandatory unemployment register. They had come with ‘chooda’ (flattened rice flakes), to help them through the long wait that this might require!

After some time Bibhuti Samantroy, Secretary of Tentulikhumti GP reached and sought to turn the people back, with assurances of work by the next day. Premnath Bagh of Khandiaguda village enquired why he had not thought of this for the last 20 days, since they had submitted their applications. The Secretary even offered to pay them the unemployment allowance by selling his wife’s jewelry. 

At 5.30pm, the PD, DRDA came from the district reached Tentulikhunti Block office, and in no uncertain terms threatened the people with arrest if they did not leave the premises. This however did not deter the people, and they continued with their vigil. The PD returned. Around 8.30 in the evening, the people went home, determined however, that they would return the next day to press for their demand. 

Early the next morning, Khandiaguda began to receive visits from the Panchaayt Secretary, the BDO, and other local leaders, entreating them not to continue with their demand. The villagers saw no cause to dis-continue this very legitimate request, as they had tried for more than a month and half to get employment, and also had made several attempts in the past to get their demand for employment accepted. 

Thus on morning of 24th October, more than 150 people reached the Block office. As expected no official responded for a long time. However, people were quite prepared for this, with their flattened rice flakes and water! This effort of the people of Khandiaguda had reached many ears, and several other villages, as well people of other voluntary organizations joined in solidarity, even if the officials did not care to put in an appearance. The groups included RITES FORUM, Malkangiri, SOVA, Koraput, Navachetana network, Adivasi Mancha, Koraput, SPREAD, and villagers from Hatipukhna, Mangardara, Dongasil Malbandhaed, Merakani, Tabapadar.  When the BDO did finally put in appearance, he sought to negotiate with them. The people were adamant. It was close to 5.00pm when the BDO finally agreed to accept their applications for unemployment allowance, and record the 5 days demand of each person in the unemployment register. Thus 63 job applicants registered for unemployment allowance, and the BDO gave a written commitment that this demand would be met. He also issued a B-2 form, as a notice for joining work. 

Employment under the NREGA, finally started from 25th October for the people of Khandiaguda on the Badabhata Merakani Road. At the same time, work also started on the Mangardara – Mundiguda Road, and the Dongasil – Malbandha Road.  Thus, villagers of Khandiaguda, Merakani, Tavapadar, Mangardara and Dongasil also got work. 

2nd Phase
On 25th October 68 men and women of Khandiaguda got work at Badavata to Merakani road construction. A visit to the site indicated that there were no muster roles, or worker facilities provided. However, our very asking about them seems to have angered angered the contractor lobby. Thus, on 26th when we revisited the site, we were not allowed to even talk to the people who were working there. Well known tribal leader Sumani Jhodia was also with us, however, the contractors had gathered about 20 to 25 people with them, who surrounded us and heckled us.  The contractor group admitted that they were making a  living out such government works, and that is why people could not get the whole wages, and categorically told us not to go to the worksites, and interfere. 

Subsequently, there were several visits from the Block Chairman, the VLW, the Panchayat Secretary to dissuade the people from persisting with their demand for unemployment allowance. A contractor group, along with the local BJP and BJP Leaders also began putting pressure on Agragamee workers to dissuade the people from going ahead with their movement, insisting that they accompany them to Khandiaguda to negotiate with the villagers. Faced with refusal by us, they went to the village. A process of bribery and coercion began. An opportunity presented itself, when the leader was called away to another village because of the death of a relative.  The vested interest lobby increased their pressure, and offered a bribe of Rs.5000/-. Some people gave in and put their thumb impressions on blank sheets of paper, some others followed suit. 

The letter subsequently worded and addressed to the BDO, stated that the undersigned admitted that they had mistakenly demanded for unemployment allowance, instigated by some vested interests, and that they would never do so again. In return, the villagers had also insisted on a written undertaking from the Panchayat Secretary and Sarpanch as follows:  (1) they will provide work properly. (2) Concrete work from Khandiaguda to Jhaliaguda and construction a colvert. (3) Supply of rice and kerosene properly (4) Respect to all villagers (5) Pension to genuine person. (6) Work to all villagers (7) Concrete road from Kenduguda to Khandiaguda. (8) Concrete road at Janisahi. 

Then the Next day villagers discussed with each other in a meeting and decided to return the 5000 Rupees given to them by the Sarpanch and Panchayat Secretary. On 30th October villagers went to panchayat office and returned that money to secretary. Secretary was not receiving, but villagers returned that money forcefully to secretary. Then villagers brought return that application in which they had signed unknowingly. 

Then On 4th November chairman of Tentulikhunti Block Mr. Bhagaban Jani called a meeting at Block conference hall about role of the NGO for development of Block and how NGO cooperate to administration for developmental work. From Agragamee Mr. Atul Nayak and Bichitra Biswal attended the meeting. Co-idea, Mukti, Asha, Ashis, Varasa, BLNC, Jyoti organizations were participated in it. Mr Bhagaban Jani conducted the meeting. How BLCC meeting will seat properly, discussed in the meeting. The follow up meeting of it will seat on 25th November at same place at Block conference hall. Other NGOs will invite to this meeting.

