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for Implementation of Rural Development Projects in India

By
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ABSTRACT

In my thesis, I study systems of governance, and actors, involved in the implementation
of social audits and digitized wage payments in the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural
Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA) in Andhra and Telangana, India. Theoretically,
I begin by looking at Stoker's propositions of the characteristics of a governance system,
Ostrom's idea of a socio-ecological system, within which governance actors perform,
and Marks and Hooghe's comments on multi-level governance. I then use the prism of
Tendler's and Grindle's work to lay out positive and negative repercussions of the
current literature on governance systems, especially for developing countries, and why
we must build the body of research on case-specific successes.

My findings suggest that there seem to have been three possible influencers: political
background, a strong and committed bureaucracy at the state level, and prior history of
Self-Help Groups (SHGs) and grassroots work. Probing further, deeper motivations and
reasons emerge for the behavior of bureaucrats and implementers, organized civil
society, and political actors. These instances seem to argue for an ideal case where
having strategic ties with multiple actors can help implementers be more effective and
proactive even in adverse and unfavorable implementation environments. Actors
performed well in flexible environments, but with clear roles and accountability
structures.

Thesis Supervisor: Bishwapriya Sanyal
Title: Ford International Professor of Urban Development and Planning
Director, SPURS/Humphrey Program
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1 Introduction

1.1 Research Question and Methodology

The idea for my thesis began when I doing fieldwork and learning about rural

development projects in Hyderabad, South India. This was a hitherto unfamiliar

territory for me. This was my first formal encounter with grassroots governance and the

number of actors that seemed to be involved in the process of implementing any

scheme struck me. Everywhere, I encountered a new institution, a different set of

political affiliations, different organizational ideology, and a different operational

process. Yet, implementing the scheme required them all to come together. How did

this happen? How did they find mutually neutral playground, and how did they work

together to benefit the client-citizens? What hurdles did they face in the process? How

did they negotiate this? In a context where the general public seems to be strongly

biased against the government's abilities to bring planned change, were there any

success stories? How did these success stories manage to do well? These became some

of the questions that kept rising in my mind.

I chose to focus on one of the major projects that I was exposed to during my fieldwork:

the Mahatma Gandhi Rural Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA). It is an Indian

labor law and social security measure that aims to guarantee the 'right to work' by

providing at least 100 days of wage employment. It was launched in 2006 and is

considered one of the largest and most ambitious public welfare programs in the world.
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One of their main objectives of MGNREGA is to strengthen governance through

convergence of different government programs and deepen democracy at the grassroots

through PRIs. I used this as my lens to probe governance in multi-stakeholder settings

and implementation. More details about the project can be found in the appendix.

When studying about MGNREGA, I was drawn towards the stated objectives of

strengthening PRIs and increasing local accountability, as I felt these were two

instances that would involve multi-stakeholder settings. I found Andhra Pradesh and

Telangana to be outliers in the aspects of conducting social audits and digitizing wage

payments, within MGNREGS. They received 7 National awards for 2015-2017 for social

auditing and transparency, effective implementation, effective monitoring and clearing

all payments within the stipulated time. They have been two of the only states to have

conducted social audits regularly at such a wide scale. According to the MGNREGA

website, in 2016, Andhra and Telangana were able to give wages within stipulated 15

days in greater than 99% of the cases. To increase participation and also act as a tool to

check service delivery, irregularities and employment generation, AP/TE designed social

audits in MGNREGS. To reduce irregularity in the transfer of funds, they introduced

smartcards and digitized wage payments. In addition, MGNREGA started here as a pilot.

This makes it an interesting case to study.

My fieldwork was primarily in Hyderabad and Pochampally. I spoke to villagers, village

SHG bookkeeper and Asha worker, gram panchayat secretary, block development
9



officer, block-level MGNREGS officers, block-level SHG officer, and state head of

MGNREGS implementation. The table below describes the same:

Vlflage-level Wage-seekers Self Help Group Panchayat Secretary
(Traditionally, potters representative
and weavers) (book-keeper

woman and
scheduled tribe)

Block-level Block Development Block Self Help Block MGNREGS
Officer. Pochampally Group Officer Resource Centre

State-level Telangana
MGNREGS, State
Rural Development

1.2 Research Framework and Significance of Research

In this thesis, I am studying systems of governance involved in the implementation of

development projects. I approach governance as a process, and attempt to study its

design in a project. I begin by looking at Gerry Stoker's propositions of the

characteristics of a governance system, Elinor Ostrom's idea of a socio-ecological

system within which governance actors perform, and Marks and Hooghe's comments on

multi-level governance. I then proceed to lay out some positive and negative

repercussions of the current literature on governance systems, especially for developing

countries, and why we must build the body of research on case-specific successes.

Governance is no longer a synonym for government (Stoker, 1998). Governance is now a

non-rigid, case-specific system that depends strongly on the interactions between

different actors and their environment. The boundary of the system, its actors, and the

10



rules governing these actors, change depending on the geographical context, scale, and

phase of the project. These intricacies make the very research on governance and

planning exciting. They provide a better picture of the real world, with its

implementation challenges, to help guide planners towards more resilient and

sustainable solutions.

The first question that comes to mind is: Who are the actors in such a system? Actors

could be public, private, para-statals or joint ventures. I am considering client-citizens,

the larger community, non-profits, and firms as private actors in this thesis. These

actors display three fundamental characteristics. First, they have differing

competencies, with some competencies becoming more important than others in a

particular situation or at particular times. Second, each actor may perceive the issue in

hand to be different depending on their position in the network and their interests, yet

they behave rationally (McGinnis & Ostrom, 2014). Third, interactions between these

actors could be formal as well as informal (Riker, 1964).

The network tying these actors in this new mode of governance is multi-level, reflecting

the nature of governance and problem-solving required for internalizing the

externalities of real-world issues. They could be of two types as proposed by Marks and

Hooghe: Type-I Governance involves a non-overlapping, stable jurisdiction, dispersed

among a limited number of (usually vertical) levels; Type-II Governance involves more
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complex, fluid levels, with often overlapping and flexible jurisdictions across multiple

(both horizontal and vertical) levels.

The next step is to study some views on how governance can or should be approached.

Most of the literature on governance, particularly good governance, tends to focus on

technocratic reforms that are large-scale, structural, and viewed as prerequisites to

good implementation. As Judith Tendler argues, these recommendations come from a

mismatched body of research on poor performance in developing countries and

successful performance in developed countries. They also tend to assess performance at

scales bundled by geography or type of intervention that might lead implementers to

miss hidden outliers. In addition, these tend to be in a manner so as to overwhelm

already-stressed implementers (Grindle, 2004). Instead, governance has to be seen as a

process of guiding change that focuses more on understanding how change happens.

As an exercise throughout this thesis, I attempt to don the hat of the implementing

officer of the project. Hence, the questions that I would ask would be: What needs to be

done? When it needs to be done? And, how it needs to be done? (Grindle, 2004) This is

where it becomes crucial to study cases of hidden outliers: in understanding why, and

how, certain actors in a location came about to perform differently for a context that

was being an obstacle to almost every other location. As India positions itself at the

cusp of change across vast swathes of its erstwhile rural countryside, and is launching or

12



continuing large-scale rural development projects like the National Rurban Mission and

MGNREGA, there might be a lot to learn from hidden outliers.

While it does seem like there is a case for studying successes over failures, it is not so

much about the outcome as it is about understanding what went into making the

outcome. It is about probing both technocratic and non-technocratic nuances at an

optimally granular level in order to understand the interactions between actors. This

gives an opportunity to design implementation strategies that are more inclusive and

practical as they struggle to go from binary-dualities to dual-positive outcomes

(Sanyal).

1.3 The Puzzles

1.3.1 Decentralization in India

In 1992, the Indian Parliament passed the 73rd amendment of the Constitution to

formalize decentralization. It recognized and declared Panchayats as institutions of

self-government to establish democracy at the grassroots level as there was for the state

and national level. With this amendment, decision-making, financial and

implementation authorities were given to the rural local governing bodies. A three-tier

structure of Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRIs) was established at the village (Gram

Panchayat - GP), intermediate or block (Panchayat Samiti - PS) and district (Zilla

Parishad - ZP) levels.
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1.3.2 Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA)

Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act" (or, MGNREGA), is an

Indian labor law and social security measure that aims to guarantee the 'right to work'

by providing at least 100 days of wage employment in a financial year to every

household whose adult members volunteer to do unskilled manual work. It was

launched in 2006 and is managed by the Ministry of Rural Development (MoRD),

Government of India. It is considered one of the largest and most ambitious public

welfare programs in the world.

By notification, State Governments can make rules to carry out provisions of the Act

subject to the conditions of consistency with MGNREGA and the rules made by the

Central Government [Section 32(1)]. The program is supposed to be designed to make it

bottom-up, people-centric and demand-driven. Plans and decisions regarding works are

made in open assemblies of the Gram Sabha (GS) and ratified by the Gram Panchayat

(GP). The cluster, block and district implementation teams then incorporate them

formally.

Two goals encompassed within MGNREGA include strengthening decentralized,

participatory planning through convergence of different government programs and

deepening democracy at the grassroots through PRIs. Some of the questions I am

asking, while trying to understand multi-level governance, actors and implementation,
14



are: How did different types of actors have to interact for implementing the program?

What were the initial assumptions, and how did these change? What were the

implementation challenges encountered? Were some places able to respond to these

challenges better, if so why?

The key stakeholders in the governance network for the program are: wage-seekers or

client-citizens, Gram Sabha, PRIs (Gram Panchayat, Block Panchayat, Zilla Parishad),

program officer at the Block Level, District Program Coordinator, State Government,

Ministry of Rural Development or Central Government, other government departments

(line departments, or convergence departments), non-profits and self-help groups

(SHGs), and civil society. MGNREGA also acknowledges three types of private or non-

government actors for partnerships: labor groups, civil society organizations and local

community based organizations.

1.3.3 Story 1: Social Audits

"Under Section 17 of MGNREGA, independent social audits of the Gram Panchayats

should happen every 6 months, carried out by a third party. These audits should be

participatory, including all village members to ensure that MGNREGA works are being

carried out inclusively, fairly and in line with annual plans." The responsibility for

implementing the audit is with the Gram Sabhas. However, there was no additional

institutional support. This is where I found that AP/TE took initiative and started

institutionalizing the social audit process, which would later be nationalized.
15



IAS officers Koppula Raju and Subramanyam Reddy are considered to have been

instrumental bureaucrats in initiating and institutionalizing social audits in MGNREGS.

The process was a successor of the Reform Action Plan in AP/TE. Setting up the Strategy

and Performance Innovation Unit (SPIU) under the state department of the Ministry of

Rural Development in 2006 started the social audit process in AP/TE. This unit was

headed by an Indian Administrative Services (IAS) officer and assisted by a consultant

from the Mazdoor Kisan Shakti Sangathan (MKSS), a non-profit headed by social rights

activist Aruna Roy that pioneered social audits in public works projects in India. In

2009, the task of conducting social audits was transferred to the Society for Social

Audits, Accountability and Transparency (SSAAT), an autonomous arm of the

Department of Rural Development. An independent consultant who is not part of the

state bureaucracy heads SSAAT.

The following steps are followed while conducting social audits: First, there has to be a

notification to the office of the block to be audited. This briefly states the obligations of

the Right to Information (RTI) Act and requests complete access to muster rolls and any

relevant project documents. Following this, a team of auditors from the state and

district arrive at the block office to recruit and train Village Social Auditors. These

auditors are usually family members of the MGNREGA workers, youth and residents of

the very block where the audit is to be conducted.
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Following this, the village social auditors conduct audits in all the GPs of the block over

a period of seven days. Upon the completion of audits in every GP, a block-level public

hearing is organized to review the findings. It is mandatory for all implementing officers

to attend this hearing. A presiding officer creates a Decision Taken Report (DTR) after

the hearing, which highlights the identified officer(s) responsible for each wrongdoing.

1.3.4 Story 2: Digitizing Wage Payments

In MGNREGA, Niehaus and Sukhtankar estimate the leakage rate to be 40%. In response

to such estimates, fieldwork and social audits, AP launched a Smartcard Program that

built a biometrically-authenticated payments portal for making payments to wage

seekers. This was the first such attempt in India. In the earlier method, the role of the

local field assistant in collecting money and distributing payments makes him/her very

important. There were instances when the field assistant would not pay wages as

stipulated by MGNREGS. In some cases, the field assistant would even delay the

payment after withdrawing cash from the post office. Instead, s/he would circulate the

money in the market, and use it as investing capital to gain interest on, until there was

sufficient unrest and demand for delayed wages. The other setback of this process

included recording inaccurate information of the worker and the work. Names, type of

labor (skilled or unskilled), number of hours and days worked, and details of bank

accounts were all susceptible to be falsely recorded.
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As a response to these grievances expressed during successive social audits, AP/TE

designed smart-card enabled payments in 2010. With this intervention, wage-seekers

had to endorse themselves biometrically before collecting payments. At the time of

collecting wages, workers have to use their smartcards in a 'Point-of-Service' device

kept by a Customer Service Provider (CSP). Structurally, this meant that a Customer

Service Provider (CSP) who did not physically handle any cash now replaced the field

assistant. An additional clause was that CSPs are required to be female residents of the

village, educated till secondary school, and many a times members of local self-help

group or Asha workers.

To launch the smartcard system, AP/TE had to bring together different actors: private

and state-run banks, technology service providers (TSPs), village self-help groups, post-

offices and existing MGNREGS machinery. Banks own accounts, whereas the rest of the

processes are handled by TSPs. Each district was assigned a bank-TSP pairing. What

made the system roll out though was the strong commitment of the AP bureaucrats at

the state-level. This helped surmount not only political and institutional hindrances

like setting up protocols for bank-TSP contracts, and motivating officers at all levels of

the government, but also technical and logistical ones like enrolling all wage-seekers

into the system, opening bank accounts, physical delivery of smartcards and Points-of-

Service machines, and hiring and training CSPs.

18



1.4 Research Findings

1.4.1 Three Characteristics

What was the context that enabled AP/TE to do so well? Here, I would like to propose

three characteristics that seem to have been possible influencers: the political

background, a strong and committed bureaucracy at the state level, and prior history of

Self-Help Groups (SHGs) and grassroots work.

MGNREGA was launched in 2005 by the then Prime Minister of India, Mr. Manmohan

Singh, and had the strong backing of the Congress-dominant United Progressive

Alliance (UPA) government in power. 2005 was the year of the passing of the Right to

Information (RTI) Act, an Act that was revolutionary in terms of achieving transparency

in the functioning of the government. Additionally, it was the same National Advisory

Council (NAC) constituted to formulate and pass the MGNREGA that was also

instrumental behind RTI. This was also the time when Y S Rajasekhar Reddy was the

Chief Minister of AP/TE, a politician of the Congress government that was the majority

party in the United Progressive Alliance.

In addition to strong political leadership, the roll-out of social audits and wage payment

interventions in AP/TE benefitted from committed state implementing actors. One of

the IAS officers who was in the NAC was the Principal Secretary of the State Department

of Rural Development in AP/TE. Under his aegis, every officer from the state, district,
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block and village level, was unswervingly committed to the vision of these two stories.

First, they institutionalized social audits. In the state scheme, they established a

separate unit for implementing the project. They made provisions for hiring fixed-

tenure employees (FTEs), or contract workers, instead of deputing existing government

employees. They also set up a separate court to process cases from the social audits. To

make sure that local political networks did not influence social auditors, the MGNREGS

did not allow any auditor to go back to the same village more than two times. Second,

they actively set up a Management Information System (MIS) to ensure all information

was available online to anyone. A third thing was a detailed time-bound schedule that

was developed for processing wage-payments with tasks at every stage and stipulated

time periods by which they had to be completed. Penalization of officers for delaying

was then digitized.

Finally, a third reason for good implementation of the social audits and the

interventions with payments in AP/TE seems to be the active role of, and partnership

with, civil society organizations. The design of the Act itself began with the

irreplaceable role of Mazdoor Kisan Sangram Samiti (MKSS). The head of SSAAT is a

former MKSS worker. MKSS trained workers were used to recruit and train village social

auditors. Additionally, by the time these projects came into play, SHGs had already been

a movement in AP/TE for close to a decade. As a result, it was helpful to reach out to the

masses through SHGs. A third instance of interaction with organized civil society in the

case of AP/TE is through labor groups. Groups of 20 workers were organized into a
20



Srama Sakti Sangham (SSS) unit. This federation becomes a crucial democratic platform

for villagers to have their concerns voiced to the sarpanch and field assistants, and even

to the district heads if there is a complaint with the village or block level.

1.4.2 Explanations Behind the Success

The success of AP/TE could be studied within the context of a few crucial inter-

relationships: between the local ruling bodies or PRIs and the state; between the

state/PRIs and civil society; between the state/PRIs and client-citizens. These can then

set the tone for arguing what implementers should keep in mind while rolling out such

schemes. They will influence the implementation designer's approach in the following

ways: first, understanding what motivates different actors; second, seeing how

decision-making, accountability and performance take form across different levels of

actors and stages of the project; and, third, how to optimally balance top-down vs.

bottom-up, and flexible vs. rigid structures in the scheme.

First, the bureaucracy and implementing actors had very specific reasons for being

committed. It was not a coincidence. In early 2000, there was a bad track record for

AP/TE when it came to leakages in the implementation of projects like Food for Work.

Hence, MGNREGS was an opportunity to start afresh and establish a clear record for the

bureaucracy. AP/TE also has a culture of nurtured bureaucracy. There was a school of

bureaucracy in the state of being accessible to grassroots villagers, and of leaving a

legacy behind through exemplary work. This had an impact on the way later officers like
21



Koppula Raju or Subramanyam Reddy approached their work. Finally, at the local level,

there seems to be a mix of motivational and accountability mechanisms at play. Village

social auditors usually belong to MGNREGS families. This leads to a positive reinforcing

loop where they feel responsible and accountable to their communities, and in return

they are watched as well as praised for their sincere work by the communities. For FTEs,

knowing that there are demand-driven social monitors for accountability as well as

supply-driven technocratic measures like the MIS to catch malpractice, and that unlike

government employees, they do not have layers of political and administrative

protection and can be penalized swiftly leads to better performance.

Second, AP/TE has an extremely strong social movement and grassroots presence. It

gave implementers a foothold in the community for conducting social audits or bringing

changes in wage payment methods; second, going through this channel helped them

gain the trust of the community even when there were hiccups like payment delays.

Further, it seems that such activeness at the grassroots also helped neutralize any local

political resistance to conducting audits.

Third, Central government played a crucial role in passing the RTI at the same time.

Fourth, political affiliations can be a double-edged sword for implementation. On the

one hand, partnership between political leadership at the top, with knowledgeable

grassroots organizations, in the presence of a strong and able bureaucracy, has made
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AP/TE a success story. On the other hand, political associational dynamics can also be

the reason for delays and malpractices, especially at the local level.

Fifth, AP/TE operates at an intermediate governance level of 'mandal' that is

synonymous to 'blocks' in other states, but is geographically and administratively

smaller than a block by three to four times in most cases. Sixth, the case of the Fixed

Tenure Employees (FTEs) raises interesting questions on what type of implementing

staff should be hired. There is merit in hiring FTEs but there is also merit in having

higher-level staff that has worked in different projects over the decades in different

geographies within the country. Also, with village social auditors, such projects could be

seeing social learning and engagement that lead to a significantly more active role of

the community in the design and implementation of development projects in tandem

with formal government actors.

1.4.3 Research Implications

These instances seem to argue for an ideal case where having strategic ties with

multiple actors can help the implementers be more effective and proactive even in

adverse and unfavorable implementation environments. Actors performed well in

flexible environments, but with clear roles and accountability structures. Further

inferences are highlighted in Chapter 4.
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2 India's Future of Together

2.1 Governance

In this thesis, I am studying systems of governance involved in the implementation of

development projects. I approach governance as a process, and attempt to study its

design in a project, how that changes over time, and what outcomes it leads to. In the

first part of this chapter, I outline the theoretical context within which I am basing the

thesis. I begin by looking at Gerry Stoker's propositions of the characteristics of a

governance system, Elinor Ostrom's idea of a socio-ecological system within which

governance actors perform, and Marks and Hooghe's comments on multi-level

governance. I then proceed to lay out some positive and negative repercussions of the

current literature on governance systems, especially for developing countries, and why

we must build the body of research on case-specific successes. I conclude by talking

about MGNREGA, a rural development program in India that forms the case for my

thesis, what its objectives are, and who are the actors involved in its implementation.

2.1.1. Theoretical Context for Multi-level Governance

Governance is no longer a synonym for government (Stoker, 1998), nor is it a set of

absolute guidelines to govern. Governance is now a non-rigid, case-specific system that

depends strongly on the interactions between different actors and their environment.

The boundary of the system, its actors, and the rules governing these actors, change

depending on the geographical context, scale, and phase of the project. As Gerry Stoker
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proposes, governance is seeing actors take on changing responsibilities in an

autonomous self-governing network with blurring boundaries in order to tackle social,

political, economic, cultural issues in hand. In the process, decision-making,

accountability, horizontal and vertical power relations, and control over outcomes

become more complex and nuanced than in a conventional system with limited actors

and pre-defined roles. Rather than simplifying systems to be able to understand them,

these intricacies make the very research on governance and planning exciting. They

provide a better picture of the real world, with its implementation challenges, to help

guide planners towards more resilient and sustainable solutions.

The first question that comes to mind is: Who are the actors in such a system?

Governance is no longer limited to core institutions within, and of, the government.

Actors could be public, private, para-statals or joint ventures. I am considering client-

citizens, the larger community, non-profits, and firms as private actors in this thesis.

These actors display three fundamental characteristics. First, they have differing

competencies, with some competencies becoming more important than others in a

particular situation or at particular times. Second, each actor may perceive the issue in

hand to be different depending on their position in the network and their interests.

However, it is assumed that they behave by rationalizing these social, cultural, ethical,

political and other such predispositions in a given situation (McGinnis & Ostrom, 2014).

Third, interactions between these actors could be formal as well as informal (Riker,
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1964). Both types of relationships would affect the behavior of the system and the larger

outcome, and hence, must be studied.

The network tying these actors in this new mode of governance is multi-level, reflecting

the nature of governance and problem-solving required for internalizing the

externalities of real-world issues. They could be of two types as proposed by Marks and

Hooghe: Type-I Governance involves a non-overlapping, stable jurisdiction, dispersed

among a limited number of (usually vertical) levels; Type-II Governance involves more

complex, fluid levels, with often overlapping and flexible jurisdictions across multiple

(both horizontal and vertical) levels. Type-I networks are found commonly in federal

governments with tiers of national and sub-national institutions with all actors being

public. Type-II networks are more polycentric, with capacity and weaknesses distributed

across actors that are public, private or a venture between both.

The second question that comes to mind is: How is the environment around these

actors? Similar to the number or types of actors, the environment is not limited to a

clearly demarcated boundary between the decision-making authority, the implementer

and the served community. It helps to think of development projects as socio-ecological

systems with actors extracting resource units from a resource system (McGinnis &

Ostrom, 2014). The focus is first on the interactions within the system, then on the

outcome. How do different bureaucrats and politicians in different levels of the

government interact with each other? How do they interact with private actors like non-
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profits, client-citizens, or private firms, to improve the efficiency of implementation?

Within a given project, why and how do similar actors interact in different cases? How

does this affect their outcomes? These questions on the actors, and their behavior, form

the essence of my study.

2.1.2. Approaching Governance

Having laid out one possible framework of governance, the one being used in this thesis,

the next step is to study some views on how governance can or should be approached.

Most of the literature on governance, particularly good governance, tends to focus on

technocratic reforms that are large-scale, structural, and viewed as prerequisites to

good implementation. How is that a shortcoming? As Judith Tendler argues, first, these

recommendations come from a mismatched body of research on poor performance in

developing countries and successful performance in developed countries. Second, they

are either heavily focused on government interventions or they place implicit trust in

the market and the ability of client-citizens to guide the project through demand-driven

implementation. Third, they tend to assess performance at scales bundled by geography

or type of intervention that might lead implementers to miss hidden outliers. As a

result, such literature may bias advocates into approaching governance as a tool to

create a checklist of prescriptions. In addition, these tend to be in a manner so as to

overwhelm already-stressed implementers (Grindle, 2004). Instead, governance has to

be seen as a process of guiding change that focuses more on understanding how change

happens (so that the process may be replicated in more locations) rather than beginning
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with fixed end-outcomes. The 'right' outcome for each location is contextual, and

hence, cannot be pre-decided.

If governance is about designing a pathway for better solutions, then where does one

begin? The first question in this thought process is: who is implementing the change?

As an exercise throughout this thesis, I attempt to don the hat of the implementing

officer of the project. Hence, the questions that I would ask would be: What needs to be

done? When it needs to be done? And, how it needs to be done? (Grindle, 2004) This is

where it becomes crucial to study cases of hidden outliers: in understanding why, and

how, certain actors in a location came about to perform differently for a context that

was being an obstacle to almost every other location. Increasing the research on such

cases might actually help provide implementers with examples of what did work, rather

than what won't work. Very pragmatically, enhancing such 'good enough governance'

literature (Grindle, 2004) encourages bureaucracies, politicians and the community to

approach development as a feasible project within their competences. The bed for

welfare programs such as MGNREGA tend to be developing countries where institutions

might be weak, human resource may not be well-trained or motivated, civic engagement

may be poor, government officials may be corrupt and politics may be deeply enmeshed

within bureaucracies. In such cases, studying good examples of similar contexts

provides pointers as to how to break a seemingly daunting exercise, overwhelmed with

prerequisites they may not possess, into very comprehensible milestones with proven

positive records. This is the primary reason for my study of MGNREGA. As India
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positions itself at the cusp of change across vast swathes of its erstwhile rural

countryside, and is launching or continuing large-scale rural development projects like

the National Rurban Mission and MGNREGA, there might be a lot to learn from hidden

outliers.

2.1.3. Designing the Ideal Governance System

While it does seem like there is a case for studying successes over failures, it is not so

much about the outcome as it is about understanding what went into making the

outcome. It is about probing both technocratic and non-technocratic nuances at an

optimally granular level in order to understand the interactions between actors. This

gives an opportunity to design implementation strategies that are more inclusive and

practical as they strike the right balance between two classic planning dilemmas: top-

down and bottom-up, and flexibility and rigidity. As Bish Sanyal advocates, there can be

a new way of thinking about implementation and development projects that calls for a

paradigmatic shift from binary dualities to thinking in dual-positive outcomes. This

way, it is not about either intervention A or intervention B, or outcome A at the cost of

outcome B. Instead, it is about balancing A and B simultaneously to ensure more

resilient and sustainable outcomes.

Such an approach also helps create a more realistic view of the world of implementation

where politicians, bureaucrats, NGOs and client-citizens actively interact to influence

outcomes. Often, a probable correlation between good implementation and good
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governance comes to be interpreted as causality. This has raised the importance of

development planning and the role of advisory and stakeholder-representative agencies

(Ferguson, 1994). These agencies in turn could be engaged in a process of rearranging

reality to create and justify their existence. As Ferguson finds in the case of a Canadian

and World Bank-supported development project in Lesotho, actors are not impartial,

apolitical machines. It is not uncommon for the very grassroots organizations that are

supposed to empower local democratic participation to be involved in furthering larger

political motives. The challenge of the implementer then becomes to identify the

motivation of all such actors, their inherent predispositions, and negotiate these

towards better implementation of the project in hand. This picturization of social norms

and political, moral, cultural or other biases in the same frame as technocratic

regulations and guidelines offers a platform for a more nuanced study of governance.

Many a times, these are the very characteristics of actors that make all the difference in

creating surprising successes or tragic failures.

2.1.4. Indian Context

In 1992, the Indian Parliament passed the 73rd amendment of the Constitution to

formalize decentralization. It recognized and declared Panchayats as institutions of

self-government to establish democracy at the grassroots level as there was for the state

and national level. With this amendment, decision-making, financial and

implementation authorities were given to the rural local governing bodies. A three-tier

structure of Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRIs) was established at the village (Gram
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Panchayat - GP), intermediate or block (Panchayat Samiti - PS) and district (Zilla

Parishad - ZP) levels. The village assembly or Gram Sabha was recognized as the

deliberative body at the foundation of the Panchayati Raj System. Based on the

recommendations of the Fourteenth Finance Commission (FCC), PRIs were assigned

financial resources for developing annual, 5-yearly and perspective plans. They are

responsible for capacity building, providing basic services, spatial planning and

improving the socio-economic situation of their citizens.

2.2 Stories of Rural Development: Mahatma Gandhi National Rural

Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA/MGNREGS)

Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act" (or, MGNREGA), is an

Indian labor law and social security measure that aims to guarantee the 'right to work'

by providing at least 100 days of wage employment in a financial year to every

household whose adult members volunteer to do unskilled manual work. It was

launched in 2006 and is managed by the Ministry of Rural Development (MoRD),

Government of India. It is considered one of the largest and most ambitious public

welfare programs in the world. This, and the fact that it has been running for over a

decade, makes it an interesting program to study from an implementation perspective.

As stated by MoRD, the core objectives of the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural

Employment Guarantee Scheme (MGNREGS) include providing guaranteed employment

resulting in creation of productive assets of prescribed quality and durability;
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strengthening the livelihood resource base of the poor; proactively ensuring social

inclusion and strengthening Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRIs). Details about the

project can be found in the Appendix.

Two goals encompassed by the last objective include strengthening decentralized,

participatory planning through convergence of different government programs and

deepening democracy at the grassroots through PRIs. This is the aspect of the program I

wish to focus on. Some of the questions I am asking, while trying to understand multi-

level governance, actors and implementation, are: How did different types of actors

have to interact for implementing the program? What were the initial assumptions, and

how did these change? What were the implementation challenges encountered? Were

some places able to respond to these challenges better, if so why?

MGNREGA was notified by the Central Government and is part of National legislation

since 2005. Each state has since then incorporated all features of MGNREGA in the

state-level Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme

(MGNREGS). By notification, State Governments can make rules to carry out provisions

of the Act subject to the conditions of consistency with MGNREGA and the rules made

by the Central Government [Section 32(1)]. MGNREGS is currently active in 684 out of

the 707 districts across India. These contain 262, 839 Gram Panchayats (GPs). The

Central Government may delegate powers (excluding the power to make rules) to State

Governments or subordinate officers by a notification. Similarly, State Governments can
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also delegate powers to subordinates (Section 26). The program is supposed to be

designed to make it bottom-up, people-centric and demand-driven. Plans and decisions

regarding works are made in open assemblies of the Gram Sabha (GS) and ratified by the

Gram Panchayat (GP). The cluster, block and district implementation teams then

incorporate them formally.

2.2.1 Key Governance Actors and Institutional Architecture:

The key stakeholders in the governance network for the program are: wage-seekers or

client-citizens, Gram Sabha, PRIs (Gram Panchayat, Block Panchayat, Zilla Parishad),

program officer at the Block Level, District Program Coordinator, State Government,

Ministry of Rural Development or Central Government, other government departments

(line departments, or convergence departments), non-profits and self-help groups

(SHGs), and civil society. Within the government, there are staff members appointed at

the National, State, District, Block, Cluster and Gram Panchayat levels. I will briefly

state some of the personnel, their role in the network, and select features about their

position below:
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National Level
Ministry of Central National
Rural Employment Management
Development Guarantee Team (NMT)
(MoRD), Council
Government (CGC)
of India (Gol)
State Level
State State State State Social State
Ministry of Employment Employment Audit Unit Vigilance
Rural Guarantee Guarantee Cell
Development Council Mission and
(MoRD) (CEGC) Management

Team
(SEGM&MT)

District Level
District District District Voluntary District Ombudsman
Panchayat Program Technical Technical Vigilance

Coordinator Committee Corps Cell
(DPC) (DTC) (VTC)

Block Level
Intermediate Program Block Engineer
Panchayat Officer (PO) Resource

Centre (BRC)
Cluster Level
Technical Cluster Computer
Assistant Facilitation Operator-
(TA) Teams cum-

(CFTs) Accounts
clerk

Gram Panchayat Level
Gram Panchayat Gram Rozgar Mate Vigilance
Panchayat Development Sahayak Monitoring

Officer (GRS) Committee
(PDO)
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Gram Panchayat Level:

- Gram Rozgar Sahayak (GRS) or Employment Guarantee Assistant: The GRS is

appointed by the State to every GP exclusively for assistance in executing

MGNREGA works at the GP. This includes facilitating Gram Sabha meetings,

assisting Panchayat Secretary in maintaining accounts, ensuring worksite

procedural adherence.

- Mates: A supervisor for every hundred workers on the worksite. Mates are

responsible for coordinating with GRS for everyday worksite updates.

Cluster Level:

* Technical Assistant (TA): A TA is appointed for every five GPs or 2500 job cards,

and is responsible for preparations of works. S/he reports to the GP, CFT and PO.

- Cluster Facilitation Team (CFT): Established by the State, CFTs are responsible

for capacity-building in required areas of expertise (like soil and moisture

conservation measures, community mobilization, etc.) for a cluster of GPs in the

most backward blocks (as identified by the State Government). They are

established in convergence with the National Rural Livelihoods Mission (NRLM),

with the support of Civil Society Organizations (CSOs). Each CFT comprises of

three specialists, one each for: community mobilization, soil and moisture

conservation, and agriculture and allied activities. They work under the PO but

are accountable to their GPs.
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Block Level:

Program Officer: PO is a full-time dedicated employee responsible for all

MGNREGS works in the block and is taken on deputation or recruited afresh.

S/he reports to DPC.

Block Resource Centre: See 2.2.1.2 for more details on convergence groups. An

existing resource organization from the voluntary sector can be identified as a

BRC.

District Level:

- Additional District Program Coordinator: A-DPC is exclusively appointed for

overseeing MGNREGS implementation at the district level. S/he reports to the

DPC and CEO, State Employment Guarantee Mission (SEGM).

- District Program Coordinator: DPC is the District Collector or Chief Executive

Officer of the Zilla Parishad. S/he is responsible for overall implementation and

coordination of MGNREGS as laid out by the Central Government. This includes

establishing an Employment Guarantee Scheme (EGS) unit at the district level,

receiving Block Panchayat plans and selecting them for inclusion in the District

Plan, according timely sanctions and release/utilization of funds, ensuring

projects have Gram Sabha approval before awarding administrative sanctions.
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State Level:

* State Employment Guarantee Mission and Management Team (SEGMT): The

Secretary or Commissioner of MGNREGS is designated as the CEO of SEGMT.

The COO may be recruited from the open market. SEGMT is responsible for

establishing a State Management Team (SMT) with experts in several thematic

areas to support PRIs and other implementing agencies.

Central Level:

* National Management Team (NMT): An NMT is set up within MoRD, headed by

the Additional Secretary or Joint Secretary (MGNREGA), to focus on national-

level thematic areas including program management, capacity building,

monitoring, convergence.

2.2.2 Partnership with Private Actors

MGNREGA acknowledges three types of private or non-government actors for

partnerships: labor groups, civil society organizations and local community based

organizations.

- Labor Groups (LGs): The State Government takes steps to organize workers into

formal groups for improving their political representation in implementation.

LGs are responsible for ensuring client-citizen entitlements. This includes

making sure that quality work is provided as promised, collectively voicing
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grievances, and providing skill-development to workers so that they may

graduate from manual labor into semi-skilled and skilled work. LGs are federated

with 15-30 families as the basic unit, and POs as being the nodal persons.

Civil Society Organizations (CSOs): CSOs are selected by the CEO of the State

Employment Guarantee Mission (SEGM) to support the work of institutions,

primarily at the GP level, but the project makes it clear that they are not to be

viewed as outsourcing agents. They are involved in operationalization of CFTs

under NRLM, providing training at State through sub-Block level institutions,

developing monitoring and evaluation models, and supporting GPs at the cluster

level with technical inputs.

- Local Community Based Organizations (CBOs): Self-help groups (SHGs),

grassroots committees and other local non-profits are engaged in creating

awareness about the program, supporting PRIs in micro-planning and

convergence, and acting as contact-agency between local government and the

client-citizens or larger community.

2.2.3 Convergence With Other Projects

A preferred financial and administrative technique in Central Government projects is to

seek convergence with other projects of the State or Central Government. MGNREGS

can seek convergence in planning, executing work or institutional arrangements. These
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can be technical inputs from concerned department officials, funds from other schemes

for enhancing durability of assets created using MGNREGA funds, funds from other

schemes for providing livelihood in MGNREGA, and/or funds for gap-filling. To

operationalize this, the local government can create a Resource Group at the District,

Block or Village level. The District Resource Group (DRG) will be headed by the DPC,

and consist of expert and technical personnel from all line departments at the district

level. The primary function of the DRG is to advise, formulate and monitor convergence

plans and maintain the technical quality of the convergence project. The Block Resource

Group (BRG) will be headed by the Program Officer, and has to ensure that the work(s)

selected by the Gram Sabha and that undertaken by the line department being sought

for convergence are compatible. The Village Resource Group (VRG) will comprise of

technical assistants and work supervisors appointed under MGNREGA, and technical

staff engaged in implementing the programs identified for convergence.

Chapter Summary

In this chapter, I outlined two series of theoretical frameworks: first, theories defining

the system of governance I am considering in my thesis (types of actors, the rules

governing them, and where am I positioning myself or the thesis - as the implementer);

second, theories suggesting how one must approach governance in countries like India.

I shall come back to them in Chapter 4, and assess them to see if they held well in

fostering good implementation of MGNREGA in Andhra Pradesh and Telangana.
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3 Why study Andhra Pradesh/Telangana?

I begin this chapter by outlining my case: studying MGNREGA and multi-level

governance in the context of the state of Andhra Pradesh. Andhra Pradesh was one of

the four southern states of India until 2014, when it was divided into two states,

Telangana and Andhra. For the purpose of this thesis, and based on my fieldwork, I use

AP/TE to refer to the former combined state and the new states of Telangana and

Andhra Pradesh. The reason I chose to focus on AP/TE as a case is because it has been

considered a top performer in two aspects of the project: conducting social audits for

improving accountability and implementation, and for introducing digitized wage

payments for reducing leakages. I proceed to describe the two stories in detail, and

conclude by trying to identify a few contextual conditions that might have led to the

perceived success in the chapter summary. These conditions lay out the platform for

critical analysis of the project's performance in AP/TE in Chapter 4.

3.1 The Outlier

A project as massive and ambitious as MGNREGA is bound to encounter challenges in

its implementation. Irregular flow of funds has been documented as one major concern

(Mann & Pande, 2012). Reports have found that in several states, problems with wage

payments affect completion of works and have led to client-citizens shifting to other

lower-paying jobs. Wage payments either tend to be delayed or, as in some cases, less

than the specified amount makes its way to the hands of the worker. The irregularity
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could be due to delays in funds being released from upper levels of the government or

leakages due to corrupt officers. Another difficulty has been ensuring participation of

villagers, regular meetings at the Gram Sabhas (GS), awareness about provisions of the

Act, and prioritization of works. The Act is designed to make selection of works

demand-driven as per the needs of the grassroots at the GSs. However, a CAG audit

conducted in 2015 and field studies show that GSs are held infrequently and there is low

participation for selection and prioritization of works. Sometimes, work selection is not

done according to the priorities or demand of the GSs.

AP/TE has been able to tackle both these challenges in its own way. They received 7

National awards for 2015-2017 for social auditing and transparency, effective

implementation, effective monitoring and clearing all payments within the stipulated

time. Yamini Aiyar found that despite mandatory provisions, AP/TE has been the only

state to have conducted social audits regularly at such a wide scale. According to the

MGNREGA website, in 2016, Andhra and Telangana were able to give wages within

stipulated 15 days in greater than 99% of the cases. To increase participation and also

act as a tool to check service delivery, irregularities and employment generation, AP/TE

designed social audits in MGNREGS. To reduce irregularity in the transfer of funds, they

introduced smartcards and digitized wage payments. This makes it an interesting case

to study. In addition, MGNREGA started with AP/TE as a pilot. Some of the key

bureaucrats involved in writing the Act at the national-level were also instrumental in

making the MGNREGS document for the implementation of the project at the level of
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the state. In this chapter, I detail out the stories for social audits and digitizing wage

payments. In the next chapter, I ask questions to understand how these stories became

examples of successful implementation: What did they do differently? How were they

able to do so? Why did they do what they did, and how did that impact the project?

Were there other factors in the context of AP that might have worked in their favor?

3.2 Story 1: Social Audits

"Under Section 17 of MGNREGA, independent social audits of the Gram Panchayats

should happen every 6 months, carried out by a third party. These audits should be

participatory, including all village members to ensure that MGNREGA works are being

carried out inclusively, fairly and in line with annual plans." The responsibility for

implementing the audit is with the Gram Sabhas. However, there was no additional

institutional support. This is where I found that AP/TE took initiative and started

institutionalizing the social audit process, which would later be nationalized. This

model is perceived as a success both within and beyond India's borders (Subbarao,

Andrews, del Ninno, & Rodriguez-Alas, 2013). As Aakella and Kidambi state, in

approximately 30 months from the implementation of the first phase of the project,

AP/TE had implemented social audits in 400 of 650 Phase-I sub-districts. How did they

do this?
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3.2.1 Institutionalizing Social Audits

IAS officers Koppula Raju and Subramanyam Reddy are considered to have been

instrumental bureaucrats in initiating and institutionalizing social audits in MGNREGS.

The process was a successor of the Reform Action Plan in AP/TE. Setting up the Strategy

and Performance Innovation Unit (SPIU) under the state department of the Ministry of

Rural Development in 2006 started the social audit process in AP/TE. This unit was

headed by an Indian Administrative Services (IAS) officer and assisted by a consultant

from the Mazdoor Kisan Shakti Sangathan (MKSS), a non-profit headed by social rights

activist Aruna Roy that pioneered social audits in public works projects in India. It was

responsible for conducting social audits in MGNREGA until 2009. The figure below

shows the organogram of SPIU:

Ministry of Rural
Development

Social Director SPIU
Development

Specialist

State Resource
Persons (25)

District Resource
Persons (20/dist)

Village Social
Auditors (2-4/vili)
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In 2009, the task of conducting social audits was transferred to the Society for Social

Audits, Accountability and Transparency (SSAAT), an autonomous arm of the

Department of Rural Development. An independent consultant who is not part of the

state bureaucracy heads SSAAT. This was the first step in creating the institutional

support system for social audits. When the Andhra Pradesh bifurcated in 2014, the

existing SSAAT devolved to the State of Telangana, while a new SSAAT was registered

for the State of Andhra Pradesh. The staff, property and the funds were apportioned on

a 58:42 ratio between the two SSAATs, based on the orders issued by the Government at

the time of bifurcation. The figure below shows the organogram of SSAAT.

Director

Joint Director

Field Administration
Social Dev Specialist A atn
Program Managers Accounts
State Team Monitors

Human Resource
State Resource
Persons (100) Capacity Building

District Resource IT
Persons (1000)

Village Social
Auditors (40-60/bik)

AP/TE SSAAT has been performing exceptionally well in conducting social audits. In

2016, it was awarded the National Award in the Transparency and Accountability

44



category. The social audit has seen many process modifications and an institutional

structure evolve out of the experience of SSAAT. This framework for conducting non-

partisan social audits as well as the institutional structure required for the same that

has been designed by the Ministry of Rural Development, Government of India has

largely been based on the SSAAT experience. The Comptroller and Auditor General

(CAG), supreme audit institution of the country, has often referred to the social audit

process taking place in the state as a best practice model (Telangana Government).

Based on the rounds of social audits, SSAAT carried out a comprehensive data

reconciliation exercise that identified individual grievances as the highest appearing

issue. Following up on that, SSAAT proactively tied up with researchers from the Indira

Gandhi Institute of Development Research (IGIDR), American University, IIM-Indore

and the University of Nottingham, to undertake research on aspects of MGNREGS using

the social audit data. This research will go into improving the implementation model of

social audits as well as MGNREGS in AP/TE. This underscores a proactive working

culture of the institution, and its enthusiasm in partnering with different types of actors

to ensure it is able to improve its performance.

3.2.2 The Social Audit Process

The following steps are followed while conducting social audits: First, there has to be a

notification to the office of the block to be audited. This briefly states the obligations of

the Right to Information (RTI) Act and requests complete access to muster rolls and any
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relevant project documents. Following this, a team of auditors from the state and

district arrive at the block office to recruit and train Village Social Auditors. These

auditors are usually family members of the MGNREGA workers, youth and residents of

the very block where the audit is to be conducted. Over a two-day workshop, they are

trained to conduct social audits, told how to use RTI as a tool to obtain necessary

information for the audit, and about the provisions, objectives and rights of MGNREGA

itself.

Following this, the village social auditors conduct audits in all the GPs of the block over

a period of seven days. They pursue two types of checks: labor expenses and material

expenditure. They cross-verify official documentation of labor expenses with the

account of laborers listed in the muster rolls for the corresponding worksite. Any

complaints or irregularities brought to the notice of the auditors by the workers during

this process are recorded in a standardized report template. For verifying material

expenditure, they are mandated to undertake worksite inspections. While this is not

foolproof in detecting finer irregularities, it is helpful in identifying non-existent

projects that might have been falsely claimed in the records. During my fieldwork in

Pochampally, a district near Hyderabad, I found several villagers positive towards the

implementation of the audits. They did voice that these audits could be conducted more

frequently. Some were also skeptical about the authenticity of feedback provided by

workers.
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Upon the completion of audits in every GP, a block-level public hearing is organized to

review the findings. It is mandatory for all implementing officers to attend this hearing.

In addition, other key actors who attend the hearing include workers, the social audit

team, GP members, the district-level ombudsman and members of the vigilance cell.

Each complaint, along with the testimonies, is discussed in detail and any accused

officers get an opportunity to defend themselves. A presiding officer creates a Decision

Taken Report (DTR) after the hearing, which highlights the identified officer(s)

responsible for each wrongdoing.

The figure below shows the process of the social audit:
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1. Collect data/records from BPDO
2. Meet GP to apprise of audit
3. VSA identification and training
4. Consolidate records for audit

Preparation of the Audit
(Day 1 to 4)

1. BPDO organizes at block-level sabha
2. Presided over by Program Director

3. Findings/complaints read out to public
4. Presiding officer takes and prepares

Decision-Taken-Report

Record verification and conducting
Social Audit Gram Sabha (Day 5 to 9)

1. Door-to-door audit of workers
2. Worksite visit and measurement

3. Audit report shared in Gram Sabha
4. Decision-Taken-Format prepared

I
Public Hearing
(Day 10 to 12)

I
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A few years into this process, AP/TE realized that the process was not procedurally

bound towards the end. As a result, in 2010, a vigilance cell was set up within the

Department of Rural Development to monitor action after the hearing. The District

Vigilance Officer (DVO) of the District Vigilance Wing processes the files and initiates

action against the erring staff. The DVO works under the Project Director (PD) and

reports to the Chief Vigilance Officer (CVO). The cell has to then issue an Action Taken

Report (ATR), cataloging the action taken against officers listed in the DTR.

3.2.3 Impact of Audits

How successful have these audits been? Have they led to any improvement in the

system? While the admirable running of social audits has certainly brought to the fore

irregularities over the years, there is no assurance that this has led to a decrease in

malpractices. More importantly, how responsive and truthful were villagers during the

audit? What I found to be a strong positive of the process while on the field is that it has

driven up the awareness levels of client-citizens. They are aware of the provisions of

MGNREGS, and that they have complete access to information of the works, workers,

complaints, and action taken. Continued excellence in conducting audits has certainly

emboldened the participation and trust of villagers. Addition information on the

performance of these audits is provided by the CAG audit that was conducted for all

states for their implementation of MGNREGA social audits in 2015. Some of the

feedback AP/TE SSAAT received was: the social audit unit is financially and functionally

dependent on the state; the GS is being conducted in front of the GP building, which
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may be perceived as a non-neutral public space; there is no mechanism to ensure the

accuracy of audit reports and the action taken against erring officers; there is no

mechanism to check recovery of funds, and there is no separate bank account for

maintaining these funds.

3.3 Story 2: Digitizing Wage Payments

Leakages are funds that are recorded as spent, intended for the beneficiaries, but those

that in reality do not reach the hands of the beneficiary client-citizens. In MGNREGA,

Niehaus and Sukhtankar estimate the leakage rate to be 40%. In response to such

estimates, fieldwork and social audits, AP launched a Smartcard Program that built a

biometrically-authenticated payments portal for making payments to wage seekers.

This was the first such attempt in India. In this section, I describe how AP/TE started

this program, some multi-actor implementation features (dealing with banks, post-

offices and workers), and perceived impacts of the program. In the next chapter, I will

put both the stories described in this chapter together, within the socio-political

context of AP/TE in the late 2000s, and try to identify how it could do what it did.

3.3.1 Distribution of Wages: Before

First, workers must procure 'job-cards' to be able to work in MGNREGS. A job-card is a

list that contains the names of all the household members who can work, and has empty

spaces for keeping a record of their employment. They are issued by the local GP or can
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be obtained from respective block-level offices. Second, according to the Act, workers

with job-cards can demand work at their convenience and the local MGNREGS office is

mandated to provide them with work or give them unemployment benefits if they are

unemployed even after 15 days of having applied for a work at the GP. Third, muster

rolls record employment, attendance and work conducted. On a weekly basis, these rolls

are sent to the block-level office for digitization. Fourth, the state government transfers

money to the wage-seeker upon documentation of the work digitally. Payment is

usually sent to the savings account of the worker in the local post office. Workers use

passbooks to withdraw cash from the post office. This was the conventional way of

distributing wages in MGNREGS.

However, there can be opportunities for both upward and downward malpractices in the

above process leading to leakages. The former involves inaccuracies in recording and

transferring information from the worksite to the implementing offices. The latter

involves wrongdoings in distributing cash from the government to the wage-seekers.

Payments have to be released from the Central and State governments to local post

offices. Delays in that process are not within the control of the local implementing

officers. However, once that is accomplished, the role of the local field assistant in

collecting money and distributing payments makes him/her very important. As I found

while speaking to villagers during my fieldwork, it was common for workers to entrust

field assistants with their passbooks to access their accounts. This was for two reasons:

they were either illiterate, or, they would not get money easily if they visited the post
51



office on their own and hence, would have to make multiple unsuccessful visits to

procure their payment. The field assistant would take the passbooks to the post office in

bulk, withdraw cash, and pay the workers. Here, there were instances when the field

assistant would not pay wages as stipulated by MGNREGS. In some cases, the field

assistant would even delay the payment after withdrawing cash from the post office.

Instead, s/he would circulate the money in the market, and use it as investing capital to

gain interest on, until there was sufficient unrest and demand for delayed wages.

The other setback of this process included recording inaccurate information of the

worker and the work. Names, type of labor (skilled or unskilled), number of hours and

days worked, and details of bank accounts were all susceptible to be falsely recorded.

There are two ways in which this could happen: under-reporting or over-reporting. It is

found that over-reporting was more common than under-reporting (Niehaus &

Sukhtankar, Corruption Dynamics: the Golden Goose Effect, 2013). Non-existent

workers and works would be linked to accounts of real workers, or vice versa, wherein

payments meant for actual workers and works would be linked to ghost accounts. The

field assistant would siphon off money in both cases. In a less extreme case, more work

would be recorded than was completed by the worker and the excess money would be

kept by the field assistant. All of these leakages relied on the lack of information access

and awareness on the part of the worker.
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The figure below shows the operational framework that was earlier in place for

distributing wages in AP/TE. Muster-roll records were maintained at the GP, and sent to

the Block where they were digitized. These would then be approved and sent to the

State, from where money would be disbursed. As the image shows, the wages exchange

a lot of hands before reaching the wage-seeker.

State

District

o Block

Gram
Panchayat

Wage-seeker

3.3.2 Distribution of Wages: After

As a response to these grievances expressed during successive social audits, AP/TE

designed smart-card enabled payments in 2010. With this intervention, wage-seekers

had to endorse themselves biometrically before collecting payments. Their fingerprints

and digital photo were linked to a bank account that corresponded to the smartcard of

the person. At the time of collecting wages, workers have to use their smartcards in a

'Point-of-Service' device kept by a Customer Service Provider (CSP). They then

authenticate their identity by scanning their fingerprint. The machine then processes
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the payment, provides a receipt and in some cases even announces the transaction

details in Telugu (the local language) for the benefit of the wage-seekers. Structurally,

this meant that a Customer Service Provider (CSP) who did not physically handle any

cash now replaced the field assistant. An additional clause was that CSPs are required to

be female residents of the village, educated till secondary school, and many a times

members of local self-help group or Asha workers. As a result, payments were a lot more

in the reach of wage-seekers, both physically and socially. The figure below describes

the new model of payment distribution:

State

Bank
District

"& Technology
Block Service

Provider

Gram Community -
Panchayat Service

- Provider
Wage-seeker

3.3.3 Implementation Features

To launch the smartcard system, AP/TE had to bring together different actors: private

and state-run banks, technology service providers (TSPs), village self-help groups, post-

offices and existing MGNREGS machinery. Banks own accounts, whereas the rest of the

processes are handled by TSPs. Each district was assigned a bank-TSP pairing, and they
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entered a contractual agreement with the state government for the division of revenues

they receive for every transaction. The figure on the previous page shows the transfer of

funds from the state government to the banks. My interviews with the AP/TE MGNREGS

office substantiate the findings of Banerjee et al. that one of the major obstacles to the

implementation of this system was overcoming resistance from local officials standing

to lose their position with the loss of the status quo. Their response was to not

cooperate by either delaying the implementation or to exercise political influence over

aspects of the project such as hiring the local CSP.

What made the system roll out though was the strong commitment of the AP

bureaucrats at the state-level. This helped surmount not only political and institutional

hindrances like setting up protocols for bank-TSP contracts, and motivating officers at

all levels of the government, but also technical and logistical ones like enrolling all

wage-seekers into the system, opening bank accounts, physical delivery of smartcards

and Points-of-Service machines, and hiring and training CSPs. From when the

smartcard system was implemented in 2010 to 2012, slightly over 50% of all payments

in MGNREGS were being made through the newer system in AP/TE (Muralidharan,

Niehaus, & Sukhtankar, 2014).

3.3.4 Impact of Smartcards:

Smartcards significantly reduced the delays in the payment process in MGNREGS.

According to my interviews with villagers and the findings of Muralidharan, Niehaus
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and Sukhtankar, smartcards decreased the time difference between doing the work to

receiving the wages by almost ten days. Wage-seekers also got paid more due to better

accuracy in recording the work and providing stipulated wages. However, the

performance was hinged on the CSP, and the operation and maintenance of smartcards

and Points-of-Service machines. Questions that arise are: were there significant

impacts on corruption? Even if smartcards made it harder to cheat, did newer ways of

exerting political and social influence and taking bribes emerge? For instance, was the

corruption offset to the process of procuring smartcards, or, was selective rationing

present in who was provided work, or whose demand for work was registered? These are

questions that would be interesting to study to understand the evaluation of smartcards

as a way to digitize payments and plug leakages. However, I do not delve into these, as

my attempt is to feature: How pro-active were the implementing officers in responding

to feedback? How did they try to organize multiple players, private and public, towards

what they believed were better solutions? What were the reasons that let them/AP/TE

make these systems? These are what I shall try to discuss in the next chapter.

3.3.5 The Story After Smartcards:

The smartcard system was launched in 2010. Since then, there have been constant

changes to wage payments, depending on feedback, to improve the process. I was told

that many banks began exiting from the business and hence the CSP process was slowly

phased out. Currently, payments are being directly given through banks or post-offices

in different districts. According to the social audits for the financial years of 2014-15
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and 2015-16, highest delays in payment of wages have been identified at the MPDO's

level. This is due to a delay in the release of funds from the central government to the

state government. The second major delays occurred at the post offices due to the

government not realizing FTOs being uploaded. Least delay was encountered when

payment was made through the village officer (VO) at the village level. Payments

continue to be an issue for wage-seekers, and streamlining last-mile delivery systems in

distributing wages is a major concern of MGNREGS.

Chapter Summary

In this chapter, I covered the stories of social audits and wage payments as two

instances where AP/TE has been found to have performed extremely well. My intention

is not to evaluate the whole program of MGNREGA/MGNREGS for the states of AP/TE.

Hence, I do not look at all aspects of possible corruption in MGNREGS, or the effective

use of the information relayed by the social audits. Instead, I am trying to understand

the implementation of two objectives within the larger project that have been

considered successful. While other states have found it challenging (as can be seen in

the 'Sameeksha' anthologies released by the Ministry of Rural Development or in the

metrics mentioned on the MGNREGA website), AP/TE were able to bring different actors

into the process and make it effective. In the next chapter, I will try to identify reasons

as to why and how I believe AP/TE was able to do this.
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4 Understanding the Puzzle

I began this thesis with an attempt to study governance as a process, and understand its

design in a project, how that changes over time, and what outcomes it leads to. While

Chapter 2 predominantly laid out the theoretical frameworks of Ostrom, Stoker, Grindle

and Marks & Hooghe that I use in my thesis, Chapter 3 deep-dove into the design and

execution nuances of the implementation of social audits and digitized wage payments

under MGNREGS in AP/TE. In this chapter, I analyze how AP/TE did so well and

compare its story with what researchers like Judith Tendler and Patrick Heller have

found to be true in the field. At the outset, it appears that a strong political backing, a

committed bureaucracy and an active civil society were crucial characteristics to the

making of the success story. However, I probe them deeper, and uncover more nuanced

interactions of these actors that defined the story in the case of AP/TE. I conclude with

a few inferences for implementers of such projects.

4.1 How did AP/TE do so well?

Having seen the implementation of social audits and digitized wage payments in AP/TE,

and that they were seemingly successful in their performance, the next logical question

would be to ask how they did it. What was the context that enabled AP/TE to do so well?

Here, I would like to propose three characteristics that seem to have been possible

influencers: the political background, a strong and committed bureaucracy at the state

level, and prior history of Self-Help Groups (SHGs) and grassroots work. In this section,
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I will briefly go into them before zooming out in the following sections to study the case

of AP/TE with the multi-level governance theories proposed in Chapter 2.

4.1.1 Political Backing

MGNREGA was launched in 2005 by the then Prime Minister of India, Mr. Manmohan

Singh, and had the strong backing of the Congress-dominant United Progressive

Alliance (UPA) government in power. Two things are of interest in this time frame.

First, 2005 was also the year of the passing of the Right to Information (RTI) Act, an Act

that was revolutionary in terms of achieving transparency in the functioning of the

government. Additionally, it was the same National Advisory Council (NAC) constituted

to formulate and pass the MGNREGA that was also instrumental behind RTI. Second,

MGNREGA had its pilot in AP/TE. AP/TE was chosen as it was the home state of some of

the IAS officers who were in the NAC and instrumental in the writing of the Act. This

was also the time when Y S Rajasekhar Reddy was the Chief Minister of AP/TE, a

politician of the Congress government that was the majority party in the United

Progressive Alliance. These two events gave MGNREGS in AP/TE a unique advantage

when it started rolling out in 2006.

4.1.2 A Committed Bureaucracy

In addition to strong political leadership, the roll-out of social audits and wage payment

interventions in AP/TE benefitted from committed state implementing actors. One of

the IAS officers who was in the NAC was the Principal Secretary of the State Department
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of Rural Development in AP/TE. Under his aegis, every officer from the state, district,

block and village level, was unswervingly committed to the vision of these two stories.

How did this translate to tangible implementation features?

First, they institutionalized social audits. In the state scheme, they established a

separate unit for implementing the project. They then made sure the implementing

agency was different from the monitoring agency. They made provisions for hiring

fixed-tenure employees (FTEs), or contract workers, instead of deputing existing

government employees. These employees could be fired for poor performance. As a

result, unlike government employees, they were more committed to their work. They

also set up a separate court to process cases from the social audits. To make sure that

local political networks did not influence social auditors, the MGNREGS did not allow

any auditor to go back to the same village more than two times. To be proactive with

grievance redressal, and unburden implementing officers, they set up community-level

groups called SSS groups of 20-30 client-citizens and a redressal contact. Instead of

having to go to block-level offices to complain about irregularities, or seek help about

payments, client-citizens could go to members of the groups. In the initial years, it

turned out that sarpanches (heads of village councils) themselves wouldn't let social

audits take place in their villages. In such cases, the audit team was provided swift

police protection by the state. Even otherwise, over time, the non-supporters realized

that the audit team would come again in six months without fail. So there was only so

much they could resist.
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Second, they actively set up a Management Information System (MIS) to ensure all

information regarding social audits, muster rolls, works, status, workers etc. was

available online to anyone. This, along with the actual audits, served two purposes: it

made implementing officers feel watched, and it increased awareness levels of villagers

and others in the community about the provisions of the Act and their rights. It also

showed them that the bureaucracy was committed to making a difference, in addition to

being transparent. A third thing that happened in tandem was that a detailed time-

bound schedule was developed for processing wage-payments with tasks at every stage

and stipulated time periods by which they had to be completed. Penalization of officers

for delaying was then digitized. Hence, if they defaulted, money was automatically

deducted from their salary.

Another implementation nuance was that social audits rolled-out in AP/TE

incrementally. They started with 3 villages in February 2006. By the end of the year,

they had conducted audits in 600 villages. Not only was this pragmatic in terms of skill

building and developing institutional capacity to conduct audits, but it had another

major externality. The media attention generated by these initial pilots was used to get

increasing political support for more districts.
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4.1.3 Active and Aware Civil Society

A third reason for good implementation of the social audits and the interventions with

payments in AP/TE seems to be the active role of, and partnership with, civil society

organizations. The design of the Act itself began with the irreplaceable role of Mazdoor

Kisan Sangram Samiti (MKSS), run by prominent activist Aruna Roy. The head of SSAAT

is a former MKSS worker. MKSS trained workers were used to recruit and train village

social auditors. There seem to be two reasons for partnering with MKSS: First, MKSS

had pioneered social audits in India. Hence, their volunteers had a lot of experience in

the process. Second, established community-based organizations like these had a lot of

trust at the grassroots level. This went a long way in helping the implementers to enter

communities.

Another instance of how civil society helped social audits or wage payments is that by

the time these projects came into play, SHGs had already been a movement in AP/TE for

close to a decade. Almost all female villagers were part of an SHG and many of them had

bank accounts. As a result, it was helpful to reach out to the masses through SHGs.

Through them, they could recruit village youth for being village social auditors, or FTEs

who felt socially obligated to the community and hence performed better than the

average government employee with bureaucratic immunity.

A third instance of interaction with organized civil society in the case of AP/TE is

through labor groups. Groups of 20 workers were organized into a Srama Sakti Sangham
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(SSS) unit. Each SSS group selects a male and female representative, and all such

representatives in a GP form a federation. This federation becomes a crucial democratic

platform for villagers to have their concerns voiced to the sarpanch and field assistants,

and even to the district heads if there is a complaint with the village or block level. It

has two other benefits: first, these representatives become a point of contact for regular

queries of wage-seekers; second, this has reduced the burden on implementing officers

significantly as wage-seekers do not have to go to them for any regular query.

4.2 Deconstructing the Puzzle

Donning a critical lens, the success of AP/TE could be studied within the context of a

few crucial inter-relationships: between the local ruling bodies or PRIs and the state;

between the state/PRIs and civil society; between the state/PRIs and client-citizens. The

focus of this section is to see the interactions that led to the outcome (rather than the

outcome itself) within the system of governance as defined in Chapter 2, and

understand both technocratic and non-technocratic nuances. These can then set the

tone for arguing what implementers should keep in mind while rolling out such

schemes. They will influence the implementation designer's approach in the following

ways: first, understanding what motivates different actors; second, seeing how

decision-making, accountability and performance take form across different levels of

actors and stages of the project; and, third, how to optimally balance top-down vs.

bottom-up, and flexible vs. rigid structures in the scheme.
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There seem to be seven explanations that might justify the case of AP/TE in

implementing social audits and innovative wage payments. These also end up

questioning the perceived relative success of AP/TE over other states in these two cases.

However, these explanations highlight the impact of contextual features in the

performance of projects and are hence of importance to implementers. Before delving

deeper into them, I will speak about two ideas that I believe go in parallel to these

explanations: participation and decentralization. Participation in a multi-level

governance framework not only refers to government, non-government and private

partners but, as private actors were defined in Chapter 2, also includes civil society and

grassroots community groups. Democratic decentralization is not complete with

financial resources and local accountability alone but, as Gaventa and Valderrama find,

needs to also study local political processes and the influence of civil society

organizations on politicians and local administration. Hence, the findings for AP/TE

that shall come in the following paragraphs speak of both such technocratic and non-

technocratic aspects. Both participation and decentralization are elements that

empower governance through formal and informal entities when there is healthy

deliberation and political power-sharing between actors, inclusive national policy, and

client-citizens with the skills and inclination to become an active player in the process

of governance (Cornwall & Gaventa, 2001).
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Some of the questions to keep in mind while looking at the explanations are: In AP/TE,

social audits and wage payment interventions seem strongly supply-driven through the

state. While audit reports are mentioned at gram sabhas, decisions take place at the

block-level sabhas. How has this affected people's participation? It is not uncommon for

local elected governing bodies like the Panchayats to play a dominant role in the

implementation of all rural development schemes at the grassroots. What about

existing political networks that the PRIs had with local civil groups before MGNREGS,

social audits, or digitized payments came into place? How did this influence the

openness with which people responded to a new institution, one that is almost parallel

to the PRI, coming to conduct social audits? How did PRIs react to an institutional

architecture that may be construed as a way to bypass them? What was the role of the

state and central government at the grassroots level? Let us now look at the

explanations one by one.

One: The bureaucracy and implementing actors had very specific reasons for being

committed. It was not a coincidence. There are three further reasons here. First, at the

state-level, there has been tremendous momentum for more than ten years to

implement the project. In early 2000, there was a bad track record for AP/TE when it

came to leakages in the implementation of projects like Food for Work. Hence,

MGNREGS was an opportunity to start afresh and establish a clear record for the

bureaucracy. Similar to what Tendler finds in her cases, the state government created an

aura of a mission for the program and extensively pursued implementation at the local
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level. To be able to do so, they institutionalized the entire process, forged strategic

partnerships and devolved decision-making and most tasks to the local implementing

units (not the local rural governing body). Under the direct orders of the principal

secretary of Rural Development, senior government officials were obliged to participate

in the social audits, attend public hearings, and take immediate decisions on the cases

that came up. Such government support lends appropriate authority to the process and

smoothed creases of opposition by sarpanches, landowners or disinterested officers who

stood to lose commissions by digitizing payments and cracking down on malpractices

through social audits.

Second, AP/TE has a culture of nurtured bureaucracy. Senior IAS officers like S. R.

Sankaran created a philosophy of training junior officers about responsiveness, and

commitment to the society. There was a school of bureaucracy in the state of being

accessible to grassroots villagers, and of leaving a legacy behind through exemplary

work. This had an impact on the way later officers like Koppula Raju or Subramanyam

Reddy approached their work. Even the act of proactively opening itself to public

scrutiny, as yet unheard of for such government schemes in the country, went a long

way in cementing the perception of commitment amongst the client-citizens. Doing

this through an independent institutional architecture, which involved locals, was also

helpful. In a way, AP/TE took on the role of NGOs by advocating for citizen rights and

flipping the traditional accountability approach from demand-driven to a mix of both

demand-driven and supply-driven in the case of MGNREGS. Such bureaucratic
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responsiveness gave legitimacy to the project, inclined client-citizens towards

participation, and created an aura of answerability amongst implementers at

intermediate levels.

Third, at the local level, there seems to be a mix of motivational and accountability

mechanisms at play. As Tendler argues, implementing actors respond to two types of

pressures: inside pressures like client-citizens' trust, accountability mechanisms,

dedication to the job among peers, and amount of flexibility in customizing the work;

and outside pressures like performance contracting, partial privatization and

decentralization. Village social auditors usually belong to MGNREGS families, and are

young educated youth for whom being entrusted such responsibility in a national-level

scheme means a lot of pride and respect in society. This leads to a positive reinforcing

loop where they feel responsible and accountable to their communities, and in return

they are watched as well as praised for their sincere work by the communities.

Similar is the case of fixed-tenure employees (FTEs) hired within the SSAAT. Knowing

that there are demand-driven social monitors for accountability as well as supply-driven

technocratic measures like the MIS to catch malpractice, and that unlike government

employees, they do not have layers of political and administrative protection and can be

penalized swiftly leads to better performance. Being given full-fledged support both

bureaucratically and politically from the top creates a sense of recognition when on the

field. This sense of recognition leads to ownership, which leads to them taking their
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jobs more seriously and being more perceptive to the client-citizens. This sense of trust

is so highly valued that implementers do not misuse their position.

Two: AP/TE has an extremely strong social movement and grassroots presence. It could

be argued that formal organization of civil society that started with the Self-Help Group

(SHG) movement in the late 1990s has led to the brilliant penetration of an attitude of

civic engagement and awareness at the grassroots. SHGs began in India in 1998 when

NGOs came together to organize poor communities in rural areas for micro-finance and

social support. The National Bank for Agriculture and Rural Development (NABARD)

gave this movement momentum when it connected these groups of 20-30

(predominantly) women to banks. Since then, SHGs have become a lot more than just

channels to avail of formal financing options. They are a mobilizing tool that have

helped in the percolation and sharing of benefits of all kinds of community

development programs. It has been observed that states like AP/TE have managed to

reach very high levels of transparency and efficiency in the functioning of these SHGs

and have been able to effectively cover the poor (VOICE & Planning Commission,

Government of India, 2008).

Such grassroots presence certainly helped in two distinct ways: first, it gave

implementers a foothold in the community for conducting social audits or bringing

changes in wage payment methods; second, going through this channel helped them

gain the trust of the community even when there were hiccups like payment delays.
68



Further, it seems that such activeness at the grassroots also helped neutralize any local

political resistance to conducting audits. Patrick Heller had found that, more often than

not, there is politically orchestrated action from the top that ties ideologically to

grassroots organizations at the bottom to create systematic agency for all supporters of

the project. Such vertical synergy manages to circumvent or neutralize any opposition,

though it does mean a lot of changes in laws and human resource. In this case, when

one studies possible political dynamics at a higher level, it could be said that political

will was almost generated to support the interest of the community at the bottom when

it came to these interventions in MGNREGS. While there were Congress-led parties at

the state and central government levels at the time of the initiation of MGNREGS,

ruling powers at the state have changed since then. Yet, support has remained during

the years and the strength of local social engagement could be a major reason for that.

Looking more broadly at participation by organized or unorganized civil society, it

ideally involves their presence in all stages of the project from conception, design,

implementation, sharing benefits and evaluation (Cohen & Uphoff, 1977). NGOs and

SHGs are visible as political allies as well as formal consultants for conducting social

audits and helping digitize wage payments in different scopes at different levels. For

instance, SSAAT is headed by an MKSS worker. In 2006, MKSS conducted a series of

training sessions to build state and district resource person (SRP and DRP) teams for

MGNREGS social audits. These SRPs and DRPs in turn select and conduct training for

village social auditors (VSA). VSAs themselves belong to the community; they are
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educated children of wage-seeker families. It is also not uncommon for SHG

representatives to sit in banks and help workers collect wages. This way, we see that the

areas of influence of these organizations go from process formulation through

implementation (Parry, Moyser, & Day, 1992).

When considering wage-seekers, there are a few interesting questions that could be

explored in greater depth beyond that studied in the thesis: In the case of wage

payments, workers were used to dealing with sarpanches, contractors and

intermediaries whom they considered the local godfather when it came to disbursing

payments. How did they navigate this when wage payments were digitized? Did the

social elites not claim a share after payments? How did the wage-seekers trust the newly

created SSAAT and its process to supersede the former corrupt system? There are two

possible explanations. First, the intention behind setting up a system for implementing

that is almost parallel to the PRIs was to not be affected by elite-captured PRIs. As I was

also told, AP/TE does not have strong and good PRIs at the local level. Hence, it is

possible that both the community organizations and the bureaucrats chose to reduce

their involvement in the implementation of social audits or digitized wage payments.

Second, it is too soon and hard to say that these interventions are free of elite-capture.

It is highly likely that newer ways have evolved at the local level that make it a win-win

situation for both the wage-seeker and the elite, and are hence not surfacing.
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Three: Central government played a crucial role in the story, and was not a mere

bystander. Tendler had found that it is usually a three-way dynamic between the

people, local government and higher levels of government (state/centre). Earlier

explanations already delved into the role of the state, its motivations and interactions.

The central government's contribution was in the passing of RTI. Social audits would

have been impossible if it hadn't been for the RTI that redefined accountability and

transparency in development projects. Additionally, the Act itself was carefully written

by the National Advisory Council (NAC) to ensure that there were detailed provisions

for the same.

Four: Political affiliations can be a double-edged sword for implementation. On the one

hand, confluence between political actors and others leads to positive outcomes as can

be seen in the case of AP/TE. Reinforcing Heller's views, political opening from above

seems to work together with the civil society at the grassroots to foster a trajectory of

local autonomy, transparency, citizen rights and local initiative that is more

characteristic of social movements than state-led departmentalism. Implementing

innovative aspects like social audits or bringing forth digitized payments requires a lot

of work for the bureaucracy or implementing agents: capacity building, designing robust

policies, managing costs and checking leakages, navigating recalcitrant officers who

stand to be bypassed by the new system, negotiating with politicians in both ruling and

opposing parties and elites like landowners, and working with often trainee volunteers

from civil society. It is this partnership between political leadership at the top, with
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knowledgeable grassroots organizations, in the presence of a strong and able

bureaucracy, that has made it a success story.

On the other hand, political associational dynamics can also be the reason for delays,

obstacles, resistance and unsuccessful implementation of the project as well. As was

seen in AP/TE, relations between state and central government affected release of

funds. This led to a delay of close to five months in paying wage seekers. What is

interesting is that the influence of SHGs and the trust these organizations were able to

create in the client-citizens lead to workers continuing their work-orders even in the

absence of regular payments. Hence, there seems to be a cushioning effect when there

are multiple strategic partnerships. At the state level again, I was told that SSAAT had

difficulties in getting the state government to disburse unemployment allowance. MIS

and digitizing fines on implementing officers was how they tried to tackle the situation.

At the local level, as was seen in Chapter 3, politics takes the shape of collusion

amongst intermediaries or between social elites like the sarpanch and the wage-seekers.

Five: There are a few state-specific characteristics of AP/TE that might have had a big

role to play in implementation. First, AP/TE operates at an intermediate governance

level of 'mandal' that is synonymous to 'blocks' in other states. However, a mandal is

geographically and administratively smaller than a block by three to four times in most

cases. Hence, this meant a much finer institutional granularity at the local level than

other states. Second, AP/TE is also a major stakeholder in MGNREGA in terms of
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employment and works. As a result, I was told it also receives a lot more funding from

the central government, and hence has more resources to use effectively.

Six: The case of the implementing agency employing majority Fixed Tenure Employees

(FTEs) has been cited earlier in the thesis as an integral factor for successful

implementation of any new project within MGNREGS in AP/TE. However, this poses

interesting questions when probed further. Would this mean that regular government

employees be slowly replaced by FTEs? Further, I heard that in AP/TE, many FTEs are

actually contracted by community-based organizations (CBOs) to help with

development projects. And they have been found to perform even better than FTEs

working with the government. Then, would that be the better model for hiring

implementing staff? This is also a double-edged sword. While there are higher levels of

accountability and motivation, they are also newer to the system. If they continue in the

system, what is the guarantee they will not become like bureaucrats in their inertia and

poor performance in implementation?

Here come the arguments seen in Chapter 2. Actors have differing competencies that

are useful for different aspects of the project. Hence, there is merit in hiring FTEs but

there is also merit in having higher-level staff that has worked in different projects over

the decades in different geographies within the country. As we approach Type-II

governance frameworks more and more, the boundaries between the two types of

implementers need not be so rigidly distinct. A further thought would be to study the
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social impact audits are having with the VSAs. Essentially, the social audits are training

a group of young auditors about the nuances of rural development. As these auditors

rotate among different villages, over a few years, they will have learnt a comparative of

implementation and challenges in their area. In addition, even the villagers (as they

have been audited) are more aware. Are we then seeing social learning and engagement

that lead to a significantly more active role of the community in the design and

implementation of development projects in tandem with formal government actors - a

system very close to self-governance, where government is a guiding agent more than

an active agent? This would of course lead to further questions on sustainability and

resilience, which would be interesting aspects to delve deeper into.

Seven: A final point I would like to make in this section is that smartcards in digitizing

wage payment in MGNREGS are to be seen as nested under the larger scheme of

Aadhaar and biometric governance in India. It would seem that AP/TE was keen to try

this technological intervention, and MGNREGS was an ideal development project to try

it in. Hence, there might be a larger story independent of MGNREGS when it comes to

implementing newer wage payment methods.

4.3 Towards Co-Creating Forevers: Lessons Forward

Based on the points seen in 4.2, a few conclusions can be made for stimulating the way

implementers might approach such projects in countries like India:
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- Interactions between actors used both formal and informal networks.

* Actors performed well in flexible environments, but with clear roles and

accountability structures.

- Politics could be the very reason for success, or the very roadblock for

implementation.

- There is merit in forging multiple strategic partnerships among different types

of actors, expanding on mutual strengths.

* The implementing agency took a role more characteristic of Type-IT governance

with blurring boundaries, and a position that placed it in between the traditional

roles of state and civil society.

- In a way, actors self-organized amongst themselves to perform.

These instances seem to argue for an ideal case where having strategic ties with

multiple actors can help the implementers be more effective and proactive even in

adverse and unfavorable implementation environments. Traditional implementation

structure positions the state as the primary implementer, with government officials

deputed with additional tasks of the new project. They came from a post-colonial

structure that was highly centralized and more often than not had silos of vertical, top-

down departments. This leads to institutional inertia towards newer modes of more

participatory governance. Change involves making new laws and regulations, employing

and training new staff, and taking on a revised approach to disbursing resources

between the state and the newer institutions. There is also the human aspect of
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operational inertia and of workers needing to be convinced to change, in addition to

structural inertia.

If left to the bureaucracy, in the absence of convincing and powerful political leadership

at the top, it may not have happened in the case of AP/TE. If there was committed

political and bureaucratic enthusiasm at the top but there wasn't a strong foothold at

the grassroots, it may have again not happened in the case of AP/TE. In addition to all

these actors being active, it was also essential for them to be aligned to the same

interests. As Heller finds as well, influence is given to bureaucratic and civil society

actors that are aligned to the ruling political leadership. While MGNREGA makes

provisions to delineate implementation from the impacts of politics through rules like

muster rolls having to be kept at the worksite or reading out ATRs and DTRs in the gram

sabhas and block sabhas, people will not be present at these sabhas or their responses

will not be genuine if the implementation team is going against the will of a sufficiently

powerful political leader (Akella & Kidambi, 2007). How powerful does a political

representative need to be, especially if opposing, to have significance? How does one

breakdown political dynamics at the level of local society? How can one change the

mind of the masses? I would like to believe that stronger information dissemination and

social organization, working in tandem with implementing and governance agencies,

could be the way to do this.
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Chapter Summary

In this final chapter of my thesis, I began by outlining the three main contextual

characteristics that were present in the case of social audits and wage payments in

AP/TE. I then delved into the nuances of these characteristics. It emerged that the

bureaucracy and implementing actors had very specific reasons, at the state and local

level for being committed. These were accountability mechanisms and the vision to

erase a previously bad track record. Strong social movements and grassroots presence in

AP/TE helped a lot in neutralizing possible political resistance, and in gaining entry into

the community for better implementation. The central government was instrumental in

passing the RTI. There were also state-specific characteristics like the use of mandals,

over blocks, in AP/TE that might have strongly affected the roll-out. I concluded by

analyzing the case of FTEs and what this might mean for future projects. Finally, I

connected these explanations back to the theories we saw in Chapter 2, and outlined

some guidelines implementers might want to think about while designing such projects.
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Appendix: MGNREGA

Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act of 2005 is an Indian labor

law and social security measure. It aims to "enhance livelihood security in rural areas by

providing at least 100 days of wage employment in a financial year to every household

whose adult members volunteer to do unskilled manual work." It began from 200

districts in 2006, and had been rolled out throughout the country by 2008 (Mahatma

Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (Mahatma Gandhi NREGA), 2005). In

the World Development Report of 2014, World Bank called this project a "stellar

example of rural development."

MGNREGA covers all of India, except districts with 100% urban population as per

records. total of 125, 000, 000 job cards have been issues of which 66, 700, 000 are

active. Since inception, it is estimated to have generated 232, 270, 000, 000 person days

of employment. The day this appendix was being written, as per the electronic muster

rolls or attendance records available on the official website for the project, 11, 915, 367

workers were expected on 8, 08, 674 worksites.

It is a centrally sponsored scheme. The Central government covers 100% unskilled labor

costs and 75% material costs. The state government bears the gap and is responsible for

paying unemployment allowances. Employment under the act is a legal entitlement. It

is a demand-driven scheme that identifies works from the Gram Sabhas and atleast 50%

78



of the works (in terms of cost) are to be implemented by the Gram Panchayats. To

improve monitoring and accountability, social audits are mandated parts of MGNREGA.

The design of the project is rights-based and self-selecting (National Institute of Rural

Development, 2014). This is what makes it an ambitious and distinct program as

compared to other wage-employment projects in the world.

As per the Ministry of Rural Development, the key objectives of the act are:

- Providing at least one hundred days of unskilled manual work as guaranteed

employment in a financial year, with a goal to create productive assets in the

community;

- Strengthening the livelihood resource base of the poor;

- Proactively ensuring social inclusion; and

- Strengthening decentralization and Panchayati Raj Institutions.

Interesting aspects of the project that I focused on through my thesis were those of

accountability and transparency, and effective decentralization. The table below gives

some state-wise metrics for performance in 2016-17 as collated from the official

MGNREGA website:
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% of PersonDays Average days ow % of households Work % of wane paidGenerated amaakst last h Completed 100 Completon with-In 15 days
yer erformace Rate _______

MANIPUR 158.01 23.08 0 83 86,1
TELANGANA 73.23 41.76 6 75 83.54
ANDHRA PRADESH 102.72 52 14 82 79.08
JHARKHAND 120.86 40.61 2 68 77.47
RAJASTHAN 110.95 56.03 9 60 74.79
KERALA 93.72 46.98 7 93 73.23
TRIPURA 85.63 79.88 20 92 71.16
MIZORAM 128.17 88.9 29 77 68.35
SIKKIM 105.23 67.74 12 71 64.09
UTTARAKHAND 106.01 43.49 4 72 63.97
GOA 117.68 18.69 0 72 63.62
ASSAM 96.25 29.74 0 59 61.57
HARYANA 175.18 30.21 0 85 56.3
MADHYA PRADESH 91.38 40.34 5 76 51.16
KARNATAKA 153.41 50.29 10 70 45.47
PUNJAB 109.28 29.41 0 75 44.05
MAHARASHTRA 92.9 49.46 11 59 43.55
GUJARAT 120.18 37.87 1 70 38.12
HIMACHAL PRADESH 132.68 44.69 2 81 37.09
ODISHA 86.82 38.1 1 60 32.03
BIHAR 130.51 37.53 0 56 31.96
CHHAT11SGARH 87.38 41.55 8 68 23.35
WEST BENGAL 82.28 40.45 3 54 23.03
UTTAR PRADESH 86.74 31.47 0 83 21.99
ARUNACHAL PRADESH 168.17 41.93 0 57 21.98

JAMMU AND KASHMIR 101.29 50.98 5 77 10.11
TAMIL NADU 108.47 63.87 21 85 7.55
NAGALAND 137.47 69.56 0 82 5.94
MEGHALAYA 141.4 68.11 20 73 4.69
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