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HOW EFFECTIVE ARE SOCIAL AUDITS UNDER MGNREGS?
LESSONS FROM KARNATAKA

^

D Rajasekhar*, Salim Lakha** and R Manjula***
Abstract
This case study on social audits under MGNREGS in Karnataka aims to provide suggestions on
how to improve the design and implementation of social audits in the state. With the help of the
primary data collected from five grama panchayats in Chitradurga district, the paper argues that
although the documentary evidence shows that social audits are conducted they do not fulfil the
main objective of engaging the beneficiaries of the scheme and making the scheme effective.
Social audit process is compromised by the influence wielded by village elites which results in the
exclusion of poor labourers for whom the scheme is primarily meant. The social audit process
could be made more participatory by ensuring that it is conducted in an impartial manner.

Introduction
Social Audit is recognized as an important accountability tool in the development sector because it is
argued that it contributes to transparency and effective governance (CAG 2010). The mandatory
requirement for social audit under Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme
(MGNREGS) 1, which was launched in 2005 by the Government of India (GoI), is an innovative measure
aimed at ensuring accountability from those involved in the implementation of the scheme. What is
particularly significant is that social audit under MGNREGS is to be conducted by the beneficiaries of the
scheme. While the scheme is to be implemented by Gram Panchayats (GPs) or Village Councils, it is the
members of Gram Sabhas (Village Assemblies) comprising of ordinary villagers who are responsible for
conducting the audits.
Though social audits are conducted in many different contexts, under MGNREGS an audit
involves the “checking and verification” of the implementation of the scheme by “primary stakeholders”
which include the beneficiaries (Singh and Rajakutty 2007: 1). The process involves evaluation of the
quality of the projects, a review of expenditure and materials2, and ensuring payments are made to the
beneficiaries as mandated by the scheme.
This paper aims to investigate how social audits are being conducted in Karnataka in order to
provide suggestions about how to improve the design and implementation of social audits in the state.
According to Jayal, “the instruments of accountability” have not been sufficiently examined in India
(2008: 106) and she rightly refers to the Right to Information (RTI) as an example. However, we have
chosen to focus our investigation upon social audits under MGNREGS for two reasons. First, MGNREGS
is a national level scheme which if properly audited could make an immense contribution to
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participatory development and rural democratization. Second, the GoI has made a massive investment3
in the implementation of the scheme which for that reason requires some evaluation of the
effectiveness of its instruments such as social audit. Finally, if social audits are effective then they will
contribute to positive benefits of MGNREGS investment.
Our attempt here is rather modest since our case study focuses upon a single district in
Karnataka. It therefore complements broader studies dealing with the implementation of MGNREGS in
Karnataka (Pani and Iyer 2011; Kumar and Maruthi 2011; Rajasekhar et al 2012). We believe that this
case study approach will provide an in-depth understanding of the relevant issues connected with the
process of social audit and which will point the way for a larger investigation encompassing other
districts in the state. While there are many studies dealing with the implementation of MGNREGS, the
literature on social audit under the scheme is comparatively limited barring the states of Andhra
Pradesh, Rajasthan and Tamil Nadu. Social audits under MGNREGS in Tamil Nadu revealed that the
scheme has resulted in major changes in the life of women (Narayanan 2008). A study on Rajasthan
has highlighted that social audits have generated pressure from below to ensure that corrupt practices
are brought to light and kept under check (Afridi 2008). However, mobilisation from below has also
proved very contentious (Afridi 2008; Lakha 2011). The experience of Andhra Pradesh, however,
reveals that with state government support audits can be carried out effectively . In this state, the
government has vigorously promoted auditing of the scheme through training provided to village
volunteers (Aiyar and Samji 2009). These volunteers then conduct audits in villages other than their
own to ensure the process is impartial. Consequently, audits have identified individuals involved in the
misuse of funds which have been successfully recovered (Aiyar and Samji 2009). By contrast, a study of
11 GPs in Gulbarga district (Karnataka) found that there was insufficient awareness of the scheme and
audits, several implementation problems, and corruption and elite capture of the programme (PAC
2008). Our study of five GPs also revealed similar problems as those experienced in Gulbarga.
This study, which was conducted in September 2011, involved both documentary research and
fieldwork in the Hiriyur taluk of Chitradurga district. The justification for selecting this district and taluk
is that MGNREGS was implemented in Chitradurga from its first phase of implementation in the country.
From among the six taluks in the district, we selected Hiriyur because it is neither developed nor
backward but ranks average according to the D M Nanjundappa committee report (2002). After
classifying GPs into two categories on the basis of whether social audits were conducted or not, we
randomly selected five GPs from among those which had conducted a social audit during 2010-11.
As part of our preliminary investigation we examined both primary and secondary sources
related to MGNREGS. During our field visit we examined various documents connected with social audits
which included social audit reports at Chitradurga zilla panchayat office. In the five GPs, we consulted
records of expenditure like receipts and payments made for works under MGNREGS. Along with GP
members, we visited a few of these works which provided us with vital insights into the quality of work.
An important feature of our field visits included group discussions with members of GPs, and
Vigilance and Monitoring Committees (VMCs) that are responsible for conducting social audits. Besides
members of GPs, the meetings were also attended by labourers who were beneficiaries of MGNREGS.
Through these meetings we were able to obtain a cross-section of views pertaining to the process of
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conducting social audits and more generally the implementation of MGNREGS. Talking to a cross-section
of villagers was a useful exercise in triangulation as we were able to cross-check the evidence provided
by our informants who represented diverse interest groups.
We also conducted key informant interviews both during our filed visit to Chitradurga district
and in the city of Bangalore. In Bangalore we interviewed a senior official in the Rural Development and
Panchayat Raj Department who was responsible specifically for MGNREGS, and a senior official of a
non-government organization (NGO). We also consulted researchers who have worked on
decentralization and the implementation of MGNREGS in Karnataka and other states in India.
During our visit to Chitradurga district we interviewed several key officials at the zilla
panchayat who were knowledgeable about MGNREGS. Further we conducted interviews with taluk
officials, including social audit coordinators and the panchayat development officers (PDOs). Through
these interviews conducted at different levels of the official hierarchy, and with other individuals from a
variety of backgrounds representing different and contesting interests, we were able to gain a rich
insight into the challenges involved in conducting social audits under MGNREGS.

How are Social Audits Conducted in Karnataka?
The responsibility of conducting social audits in the state initially was entrusted to the State Institute of
Rural Development (SIRD), Mysore (GoK n.d.). This institute was also asked to provide training to
resource persons and to monitor the outcome of social audits. But, it was unable to perform the latter
responsibility. From 2010-11 onwards, the task of social audit is directly coordinated by the state
government.
The administrative structure adopted for social audit is at different levels. At the state level, a
Social Audit Coordinator is appointed to oversee the conduct of social audits in the state. Then in each
district, coordinators at the district and taluk levels are appointed and paid by the Zilla Panchayat for
overseeing the social audit operations.
Committees with the responsibility of overseeing MGNREGS works and conducting social audits
are formed at the village and GP levels. In each village, a VMC with nine members is formed for one
year. Representatives should invariably be selected in a ward sabha (electoral constituency at the
village level) meeting. Five members should be wage labourers. Guidelines state that women should
have representation, although the exact number is not mentioned. At the GP level, a Social Audit
Committee (SAC)4 is appointed for one year. Of the five members in the committee, at least one-third
should have worked as wage labourers either in the previous year or current year. Members of these
committees are expected to be vigilant on the extent to which the scheme is implemented as per the
guidelines, and monitor different phases of its implementation. Thus the constitution of the committees
is meant to be socially inclusive.
As far as the final social audit is concerned, an official deputed by the Taluk Panchayat visits
the GP along with the Taluk Social Audit Coordinator. The main purpose of this visit is to ensure that the
final phase of the audit conforms to the official objectives of MGNREGS which are to promote
transparency and accountability. The process of social audit is quite elaborate and involves several
checks. First, the officer will undertake an exercise of verification of documents along with the members
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of SAC and VMC. Second, the officer will also consider grievances expressed by the beneficiaries in so
far as the process of implementation is concerned – for example complaints related to the issue of job
cards, provision of employment, distance of work from the village, whether workers are from the same
GP, delays in the payment of wages, etc. Third, the officer along with GP officials (elected and nonelected), representatives of SAC and VMC and villagers will visit worksites to assess the quality of the
work undertaken. Fourth, the report on the visit of social audit committee will be presented to the
Grama Sabha, separately convened for this purpose. Finally, the social audit report will be uploaded on
to the website as a measure of promoting transparency.
In the next section we provide a description of the GPs we visited and a detailed account of
the social audit process. These details provide important ethnographic data and insights into the
functioning of social audits.

Conduct of Social Audits in the Selected Grama Panchayats5
Pastoral GP
This GP has eight villages, 1200 households and population numbering 4,782 persons. The caste-wise
distribution of households shows that pastoral caste of Golla, dominant caste of Vokkaliga and
Scheduled Castes (SCs) are the important communities both numerically and socially, while Muslims are
the minority accounting for about 5 per cent. This distribution is not, however, uniform across all the
villages.
Food grains such as Ragi, Jowar and Navane (local rice) are important crops, while cash crops
of onion, chillis, tobacco and cotton are widely grown in a few villages with the help of well irrigation. As
far as the occupational distribution is concerned, most of the households eke out their subsistence
through wage labour in agriculture. The rest of the households mainly depend on cultivation, although
several of them also depend on goat/ sheep rearing especially in the villages where Gollas are the
important community.
Of 19 GP members elected in May 2010, 42 per cent were women, and nearly one-third of
them belonged to Scheduled Castes/ Scheduled Tribes (SC/ST) (Table 1). The caste-wise distribution of
households across the villages is reflected in the composition of the membership of both the grama
panchayat and the VMC.
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Table 1: Caste-wise (%) distribution of GP Members
Sl.
No
1

2

3

4

5

GP Name

Pastoral GP

Irrigated GP

Horticultural GP

Border GP

Non-irrigated GP

Sex

Caste
SC

ST

OBC

General

Total

Female

25.0

12.5

25.0

37.5

8 (42.1)

Male

27.3

0.0

36.4

36.4

11 (57.9)

Total

26.3

5.3

31.6

36.8

19 (100.0)

Female

33.3

16.7

16.7

33.3

6 (35.3)

Male

18.2

0.0

45.5

36.4

11 (64.7)

Total

23.5

5.9

35.3

35.3

17 (100.0)

Female

33.3

11.1

33.3

22.2

9 (39.1)

Male

35.7

0.0

35.7

28.6

14 (60.9)

Total

34.8

4.3

34.8

26.1

23 (100.0)

Female

14.3

14.3

28.6

42.9

7 (43.8)

Male

22.2

0.0

33.3

44.4

9 (56.2)

Total

18.8

6.3

31.3

43.8

16 (100.0)

Female

14.3

14.3

28.6

42.9

7 (43.8)

Male

22.2

0.0

33.3

44.4

9 (56.2)

Total

18.8

6.3

31.3

43.8

16 (100.0)

Source: Data collected from the five grama panchayats
Note:

Figures in parentheses are column percentages.
Of 54 VMC members, about 33 per cent each belonged to SC/STs and the Golla caste. Muslim

minorities constituted only 5.6 per cent of the VMC members. The remaining members (27.8%) come
from other backward caste groups. The Social Audit Committee (SAC) comprises of five members; of
them, two belonged to Golla caste, one to SC and the rest belonged to other backward castes.
As per the records, the number of households obtaining MGNREGS job cards was 1,938, which
was substantially higher than the actual number of households in the GP. When we enquired about this,
the GP official admitted that some households possessed more than one card. The explanation given by
the panchayat official is that some households, though staying together in one house, claim that they
have been separated. As a result, the panchayat officials are compelled to give more than one card to
some of the households.
Of those obtaining employment, 27.8 per cent belonged to SC/ST community and of 7,158
persons obtaining job cards, 38.9 per cent were women. These figures suggest that the scheme is
inclusive where SC/ST population is concerned but the representation of women is somewhat low
compared to its proportion in the total population. During 2010-11, 739 households worked in
MGNREGS, and obtained 37,303 persondays of employment. According to the GP statistics, 32 works6
were completed with a total cost of Rs.31,37,772.

Social Audit in Pastoral GP
We discussed the conduct of social audits with the elected officials, VMC members, GP officials, social
audit coordinators and one taluk level official. Although the GP had eight women members, only one
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was present. As has been the practice in many parts of India, husbands represented a few women
elected members in the meeting. In addition, a few villagers were present though they were mere
spectators.
As per the documents prepared by the GP, two rounds of meetings were conducted on January
28, 2011 and June 3, 2011, respectively, for the purpose of social audit. We were informed that in the
first meeting three issues were taken up: i) how to raise awareness on social audit; ii) explaining the
need for the setting-up of VMC and SAC for the purpose of social audit; and, iii) provision of information
on the composition of these committees. In the first meeting, VMC and SAC were constituted. During
the second meeting, social audit for the year 2010-11 was presented. According to GP documentation,
the GP had actively engaged in the setting up of social audit committees and by what our informants
stated, the GP members were keen to promote awareness of social audits.
The panchayat officials also informed us that the villagers who were present in the social audit
meeting elected VMC members. However, one man, who was supposed to be a VMC member, did not
agree with the panchayat officials. In fact, surprisingly, he stated that he was not even aware of social
audit! In response, the officials then maintained that it was lack of training on social audit to VMC and
SAC members that had resulted in this person claiming ignorance about the existence of social audit.
The officials proceeded by stressing the importance of training to members of VMCs and SACs. This
episode confirmed to us that knowledge of social audit had not been sufficiently disseminated among
the VMC members and the process of social audit was not yet routinised.
Out of 54 works that were completed during 2010-11, only 10 works were selected for quality
inspection on the basis of two criteria: First, the works should be such that they should represent the
different villages and types of works undertaken in the GP. Second, the selected works should be
located close to GP headquarter village. This suggests that selection was more on the basis of
convenience rather than objectively based as in the case of "unbiased" random selection!
From these 10 inspected works, we visited a water pond constructed in the village of the vicepresident. This pond existed even before the commencement of MGNREGS; the contribution of
MGNREGS to this pond involved the strengthening of the bund with gravel. When we visited, the pond
was well filled with water, and goats as well as birds were seen in the vicinity. However, the revetment
work would have strengthened the bund if it had been carried out. While the pond made a useful
contribution to the environment and livelihood of the villagers, there was room for improvement where
its quality was concerned.
But, it appears that only the best projects are selected for social audit. On our way to the
pond, a villager stopped us to enquire where we were going. When we informed him of our destination,
he remarked: "why do you people always visit the projects where some work has been done? Why don't
you visit those works where nothing has been done?" The comments of this villager suggest there may
be disaffection among some villagers about the quality of the works under MGNREGS. The president
and vice-president stated that the social audit report was presented to the villagers. They claimed none
of the villagers complained about the quality of the MGNREGS works. Photos of the meeting were also
shown to us. Clearly, the official version is at variance with the villager’s perspective mentioned above.
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One factor that has obstructed effective social audit is the frequent turnover of social audit
coordinators in Hiriyur taluk and the delay in replacing the outgoing coordinator. We were informed by
the taluk official that the appointment of new social audit coordinators sometimes takes a long time
because of the rule that the person selected should have undergone training at SIRD, Mysore.
The GP provided an unsigned photocopy of the social audit report for 2010-11 prepared by the
social audit coordinator. Seven critical observations listed in the report included: (i) receipts for the
purchase of materials were not maintained; (ii) there was wide participation of contractors in the
MGNREGS works which is prohibited under the scheme; (iii) absence of people's participation in the
preparation of action plans; (iv) lack of awareness about the programme; (v) villagers do not have
proper information about MGNREGS programme; (vi) maintenance of documents/ files is not proper;
and (vii) work boards7 had not been displayed near all the completed MGNREGS works. Interestingly,
the same criticisms/ observations were also listed for the year 2009-10! These wide ranging
observations are disturbing because they reveal that there are serious problems in the functioning of
the scheme and the audit process is inadequate.

Border GP
This grama panchayat, bordering on Andhra Pradesh state, has five villages with 1,165 households and
population of 3,752 persons. The upper caste of Vokkaliga is dominant here accounting for nearly 39
per cent of the total households, followed by SCs (22 per cent), Yadava (16 per cent), Uppara (9.4 per
cent) and washer-folk (5 per cent). Vokkaligas are important in all the five villages, except in one village
where Uppara is the dominant community. This is a predominantly agrarian GP with over 90 per cent of
the households depending on agriculture. The principal occupation of about 40 per cent of the
households is wage labour in agriculture, while it is cultivation for 55 per cent. The predominant crop is
groundnut, while ragi, cotton, horticultural crops and onion are also grown to some extent.
Of 16 elected members in this GP, nearly 44 per cent are female members - much more than
one-third of reservation provided in the Constitution. Nearly 19 per cent of the members belonged to SC
category. With 44.4 per cent of the members, the dominant caste of Vokkaliga controls this GP (Table
1).
As per the GP records, SAC and VMCs were constituted village-wise in August 2010. There
were 5 members of the SAC and a total of 36 in VMCs. As can be expected, most of the members in
these committees belonged to the upper caste of Vokkaliga who had a dominant status in this GP.
According to the figures provided by the GP, 24.7 per cent of households registered in
MGNREGS belonged to SC/ST category. Of 988 households issued with job cards, 561 obtained work
under the scheme during 2010-11. The number of workers was 1,902 and the total persondays
generated during the year was 33,738. Thus, the average number of workers from each household was
about three.
During 2010-11, 74 works were listed in the action plan, but only 45 were taken up and
completed. When asked for the reason, the Panchayat Development Officer (PDO) of GP explained that
“action plan was prepared keeping in mind the number of job cardholders. However, the demand for
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work did not come from all the job cardholders. So, the GP could only complete the works as per the
demand of work".

Social Audit in Border GP
We also elicited the information on how social audits are conducted in a meeting held at the GP office.
In this meeting, seven members of GP (5 men and 2 women), 5 members of SAC and 8 members of
VMC (6 men and 2 women) were present. In all, of 20 persons attending the meeting, only four were
women including the GP president. She belonged to Vokkaliga caste and had 7 years of schooling. The
participation of women in the meeting was very limited both in terms of numbers and their contribution
to the discussion. The meeting was also attended by the taluk and district level officials.
Interestingly, the SAC and VMC members articulated very well their understanding of the social
audit process. For example, they seemed to be well aware of why and how social audits are conducted.
According to VMC members, their primary responsibility is to maintain the quality of MGNREGS works.
They were also assigned with the responsibility of taking attendance at the worksite to monitor whether
the workers/ job cardholders are present. They also checked whether workers from other GPs are
employed in the work. In order to undertake these tasks, VMC members stated that, they visited the
worksites twice a week. The findings of these visits are usually discussed in the monthly GP meetings; if
necessary, a special GP meeting is also convened.
We were pleasantly surprised at the positive responses from VMC members on social audit
process compared to other GPs. We, therefore, asked them how they had come to know of the social
audit process. In response one of the men, who appeared to have considerable influence over others in
the meeting, explained in English that he personally trained VMC members as he firmly believed that
social audit had an important role in the implementation of MGNREGS. He, therefore, got elected to
SAC. We also learnt that he was the ex-president of the Grama Panchayat. By profession, he was an
engineer and after retirement was taking care of his agricultural property.
Mr. Engineer, as we prefer to call him, added that when SAC and VMCs were formed, everyone
was informed that the members of these committees would be given training on social audit. He
complained that no training had been given to any VMC member from the panchayat. According to him
there was still a need to provide training on technical aspects of social audit, and he asked the officials
present in the GP meeting that such training should be provided at the GP level.
With pride, VMC members stated that a work board had been displayed near all the 45
completed MGNREGS works. They claimed that no machinery was deployed as the problem of
unemployment was severe in the locality, and that several labourers are willing to work8. Only skilled
labourers, if at all required, were allowed from the neighbouring GP but not unskilled workers. When we
asked those attending the meeting why this GP is different compared to the others, Mr. Engineer
claimed that the migration from the GP is very high and poor people are in need of MGNREGS work. He
also added that MGNREGS wages are relatively high in the slack season when the female wages in
agricultural work drastically decline, thus providing an incentive to take up the work provided by the
scheme.
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Though the above evidence suggests that this is a vibrant GP where members of VMC are well
aware of social audits, that they have actively participated in the process of social audit, and that they
have been striving to ensure the accountability, the Social Audit report presented on May 15, 2011 in
the GP provided a different picture altogether. Four observations were made in the report: a) A majority
of the works were undertaken by Contractors; b) People’s participation in the preparation of action plan
was missing; c) There were no awareness campaigns for the people in the GP; and d) No proper
information was disseminated among the people.
This led us to explore the issue further. Our search of records and further discussions revealed
that Mr. Engineer who is Vokkaliga by caste and an elite member of the GP had captured the entire
audit process. First, he handpicked a few persons and ensured that they were elected as VMC members.
Second, he made sure that his supporters obtained benefits from the scheme. Several of them obtained
MGNREGS funds to undertake private works on fields belonging to them or their relatives. Mr. Engineer
himself obtained funds to undertake work on his land. All of them had job cards, showed that their
household members had worked for about 100 days and each obtained amounts close to Rs. 10,000.
But judging by their appearance such as the clothes and jewellery that they were wearing, most of
them did not look like workers engaged in unskilled work. When we asked them whether they really
worked as labourers, Mr. Engineer stated that although he was wearing a pair of trousers for the
meeting, he would transform himself as a worker at home!
All the while, the female President was silent. Our lady colleague asked for her opinion on
social audits and how they were conducted in the jurisdiction of GP. Even before she could respond, Mr.
Engineer interjected and stated “why do you ask her. She is illiterate and she does not know what to
say”. Evidently, seven years of schooling and sharing the same caste did not mean anything to him! She
continued to be silent for the rest of the meeting. His dismissive attitude towards her derived from his
much higher education status and the fact that he was an elite male member of the village.

Irrigated GP
This GP consists of 7 villages with a population of 5,680 and the number of households is 1,361. The
predominant castes are Vokkaliga, Golla and Kuruba. Most of the households eke out their subsistence
through wage labour work.
In all, 17 persons were elected to the GP in May 2010. Of them, 35.3 per cent were women
members. The proportion of women representatives in this GP is the lowest compared o
t our other
sample GPs in Chitradurga. Nearly 30 per cent of the GP members were elected through SC/ST
reservation (Table 1). There were 63 VMC members representing 7 villages. Expectedly, nearly 67 per
cent represent the numerically dominants castes such as Vokkaliga, Golla and Kuruba. About 27 per
cent of VMC members belonged to SCs/ STs.
For the year 2010-11, 1,092 households had registered for MGNREGS and had obtained job
cards. Of them, 24 per cent belonged to SC community, 7 per cent to ST and the rest to other
communities. With over one-third of the beneficiaries belonging to SC/ST communities, the scheme is
socially inclusive.
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During 2010-11, 43 works were completed at a total cost of Rs.37.92 lakhs. We were informed
that 3,638 workers from 953 households worked in these 43 works, thus, generating 22,702 of
persondays during 2010-11. Though 120 works were listed in the action plan, the panchayat could take
up only 43 because of problems relating funds release.

Social Audit in Irrigated GP
A lively discussion on the process of conducting social audit was held with a large number of persons
attending the meeting held at the GP office. In all, about 30 persons attended the meeting; most of
these were the elected leaders of GP, members of VMC, contractors, landlords, cultivators and
labourers. Of the 17 GP members, only eight GP members (including four women GP members)
attended.
A grama sabha meeting was organised on May 23rd 2011 where there were seven agenda
points. One of them was the presentation of social audit report; thus, implying lesser importance to
social audit in grama sabha proceedings. We were briefed that the following issues were raised in this
meeting:
•

The wages of Rs.125 paid under MGNREGS are low. Because of this the labourers were
unwilling to take part in MGNREGS works. Even if workers took part, the quantum of work
undertaken by them would normally be less. When VMC members point this out, the workers’
response is that this is all what they can do for Rs. 125!

•

The low wages also resulted in lack of interest among workers which led them to adopt ‘footdragging techniques’ like, for example, they did not report to work on time. If they were
questioned, the typical response was “why are you bothered? Are you paying us from your
own pocket?”

•

Though wages have to be paid once a week, payment of wages is delayed. This also
contributes to the unwillingness by workers to work under MGNREGS.
What is evident is that wage differentials between job markets are an important influence over

commit ment to working in the scheme. Worker resistance is not just confined to ‘foot-dragging
techniques’ but also includes challenging the orders of those charged with the functions of
implementation of the scheme.
Another important finding from the meeting was that contractors were perceived as essential
in the implementation of MGNREGS works even though they are prohibited under the scheme. Their
involvement was viewed as necessary for several reasons. First, because the implementation of projects
under the scheme requires persons with considerable experience of supervision of labourers,
measurement of work completed, getting the work done, etc., only those with the necessary experience
will come forward to implement MGNREGS works. The GP on its own does not have the time to get
these works implemented. Second, there is no system of advance payment for the implementation of
MGNREGS works. As a result, it is difficult for the GP to raise the money required for the
implementation of the works, payment of wages to labourers within the stipulated time, payment to
those who provide materials like sand, cement, etc., and transportation services. Only the contractors
10

have the resources for these requirements. Third, there is an element of risk in the implementation of
MGNREGS works. Given that natural resource management works (which usually involve earth work9)
have to be given prominence under the scheme, it is not always certain whether the bill for the works
undertaken would be cleared by the government or not. Because of these reasons, we were informed in
the meeting that only contractors have been taking up the implementation of MGNREGS works in the
GP. Their sole interest in this is to gain a certain percentage of expenditure as income for themselves.
Members of GP and VMC, who were present in the meeting, did not see use of contractors as a problem
given the inherent risk in getting the bills of MGNREGS works sanctioned by government officials.
VMC members informed us that they visited the worksite to check the quality of the works.
When we asked members of GP and VMC whether these visits would have the desired impact on quality
or not, they noted that `the impact is only limited'. They argued that because of social auditing
(especially involvement of VMC members), the profit margin of the contractor would come down to
15-20 per cent. Otherwise, the profit margins would hover around 40 per cent.
Considering the above limitations and factors one may ask: What has been the impact of
MGNREGS? One significant concern arising from the implementation of the scheme was voiced by a
person, who introduced himself as Zamindar but was not a GP member. He claimed that he owns
around 100 acres of land, most of which is irrigated. The Zamindar complained that because of
MGNREGS there is a high demand for labourers. The employers have to not only pay higher wages but
also to appease labourers with all kinds of benefits such as transport allowance, serving of tea/ food,
etc. According to the Zamindar, with farming becoming increasingly unviable on account of rising input
costs, lack of support prices and marketing problems, these additional costs would make farming even
less viable. The other farmers present in the meeting readily agreed with the Zamindar.
GP members, mostly cultivators, were also against MGNREGS. According to them, MGNREGS
projects do not result in any permanent or tangible assets as most of them are in the nature of earth
works. Because of the programme, the elected leaders are under pressure from the people as well as
officials to undertake works that would result in tangible assets.
But, when we posed this question to a few wage labourers present in the meeting, the
response was quite different. The wage labourers clearly acknowledged the fact that the programme
benefited them and they could earn additional wage income ranging between Rs.3,000 – 4,000 in a
year. Thus, what emerged from the meeting was that there are differing perceptions on MGNREGS
depending upon occupational status and the benefits derived from the scheme.
Other problems were also mentioned in the meeting. Although the action plan is prepared and
sent to the Zilla Panchayat early, there is enormous delay in the issue of sanctioning the work.
According to GP members, the work is usually sanctioned around December of the year. With only three
months of the financial year left to implement the MGNREGS projects and utilise the sanctioned amount,
the GPs have to go through considerable stress and strain.
In the meeting, we found out that all the elected representatives possessed job cards. When
we asked whether all the GP member households depend on unskilled wage work, there was a counter
question posed to us: "is it wrong if GP members have job cards?". They added that even the PDO had
advised them not to have job cards. It was also revealed during the discussion that most of the persons
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present in the meeting, including the Zamindar and VMC members, had a job card. We were informed
that job card had been obtained in the hope that this would help them to avail of government benefits
in future. It turned out that VMC and GP members, who had job cards, each obtained wage amounts
close to Rs. 10,000 during 2010-11! Job cards are therefore prized both for the current income they
provide and their future value in the form of anticipated government benefits.

Non- Irrigated GP
With five villages, this GP has 1,487 households. The two dominant castes in the panchayats are
Vokkaliga and Gollas. Most of the households depend on wage labour in agriculture and cultivation.
Commercial crops such as groundnut, onion, sunflower, cotton are important in the panchayat.
The total number of GP members is 16 (seven women and nine men). About 25 per cent of
them belonged to SC/ST category, 31 per cent to other backward castes such as Gollas and 44 per cent
to Vokkaliga and Lingayath. Thus, a significant proportion of the GP members belonged to upper or
dominant castes. Apart from five SAC members, there were 44 VMC members representing five villages.
All the SAC members were job cardholders.
According to GP statistics, 825 households worked during 2010-11 and obtained 34,621
persondays of employment. It was stated that 57 works were completed during 2010-11 with
expenditure of Rs.93.74 lakhs.

Social Audit in Non-Irrigated GP
In all, 26 persons attended the meeting organised for us to find out the process of social audits. But,
only one SAC member and two VMC members attended. There were six GP members (including
President) in the meeting. One of the GP members, producing considerable output of onions under well
irrigation, was referred to as 'onion king' by the villagers attending the meeting. From his participation
in the meeting and the respect accorded to him, he appeared to hold high status in the village
community. There was proxy representation of husband in one of the cases of women GP member.
None of the women members attended the meeting because, as explained by male members, they
were busy with the local festival. Barring two wage labourers, most of the remaining people were
cultivators.
Interestingly, excepting two people, all the persons who were present in the meeting held job
cards. Almost all of them claimed to have worked in MGNREGS for about 90 days and obtained about
Rs.10,000 each.
We decided to undertake a visit to one of the worksites. Accordingly, we were taken to a check
dam, which was constructed on private land belonging to vokkaliga farmer at a substantial cost of about
Rs.3.80 lakhs. The check dam appeared to have been constructed well with proper alignment of
boulders. In the records, it was shown that a new bund connecting to the check dam was also
constructed. However, the bund was not new. There was a bund even before MGNREGS; the height
was merely raised by a few feet as part of this work! It appeared to us that what is recorded in a social
audit report does not correspond to reality. Thus proper inspection and measurement of works is
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necessary to ensure that exaggerated claims for expenditure are not being made for private gain to
contractors and other vested interests.

Horticultural GP
There are seven villages with a total population of 13,034. According to the figures provided by the GP,
the SC/ST population was 59.3 per cent of the total population. Thus numerically this GP is dominated
by SCs/STs.
The total number of households is 2,961. Of them, 1,321 households had registered for
MGNREGS and obtained the job cards. But the number of households demanding work during 2010-11
was only 805. They obtained a total of 31,978 persondays of employment. Of 86 works that were
included in the action plan, only 71 were undertaken and completed.
The grama panchayat has 23 elected members; of whom, 9 are women and 14 are men.
About 39 per cent of the elected members belonged to SC/ST community. The proportion of SC/ST
elected members to total was the highest in this GP as compared to the other four selected GPs. This is
understandable, as the SC/ST population in this GP forms a significant proportion of the total
population.
One each of five SAC members belonged to Muslim, Goundar, Bhovi and Golla and ST
communities and all of them possessed job cards. In all, there were 27 VMC members. During 2010-11,
the total expenditure incurred for MGNREGS was Rs.57.83 lakhs.

Social Audit in Horticultural GP
A detailed discussion on the process of social audit could not be held in this GP as that day was the last
date for filing of nominations for the re-election of a GP member. We, however, managed to speak to
some officials and GP members, SAC and VMC members.
According to our informants 16 works were selected for social audit inspection out of the 71
works that were completed during 2010-11. A grama sabha meeting was held on 23/6/2011 and the
social audit report for the 2010-11 was presented. Apparently, in the same meeting the social audit
report for the previous year 2009-10 was also presented! Observations made in the social audit report
prepared by the taluk coordinator of social audit were as follows:
§

All the 71 works were undertaken at the place mentioned in the action plan;

§

Only minor problems were found in the documentation but not any major lapses;

§

Lack of awareness about the scheme among the people was noted;

§

Lack of proper monitoring and supervision from the concerned officials was observed;

§

Absence of citizens in the preparation of action plan was evident;

§

During the process of programme implementation, several rules and regulations were not
followed; and

§

For the proof of payment, details such as NMR number, demand draft or cheque number and
date were not recorded in the measurement book (MB)10.
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The findings of the report therefore indicated that the social audit had identified wide-ranging
lapses in the implementation of MGNREGS works. However, the follow-up on these lapses was missing
because the social audit coordinators only submitted the file to the higher level authorities (Executive
Officer and Chief Executive Officer). Taking up of action is something which was left to them.
We were also proudly informed that this GP was short-listed as one of the best based on the
overall performance in MGNREGS including the conduct of social audit. The women workers from this
GP and neighbouring GPs who had completed 100 days of employment in MGNREGS works were chosen
for a trip to Delhi for a national meeting of the MGNREGS workers organised by central government and
presided over by Smt. Sonia Gandhi. We spoke to one lady who had visited Delhi to attend the meeting.
This lady was, obviously, quite excited about the whole experience and was thankful to the programme
for providing her with 100 days of employment, which won her the trip to Delhi. She was also one of
the VMC members and turned out to be the wife of one of the panchayat officials. Thus she was wellconnected and not just an ordinary labouring villager.
One VMC member candidly stated that he was involved in the supervision of the MGNREGS
works and for the time and effort he expended, he needed to be compensated monetarily. He was
accordingly compensated and in the record of expenditures it was shown that he had worked and was
paid. Apparently, this was a common practice. In fact, he justified this practice on the grounds that it
would create some monetary incentive for VMC or SAC members, otherwise they would be deprived of
any payment or honorarium for their efforts.
According to our informants some of the VMC members also got some private work done on
their own land. This raises an interesting and significant question: Who audits the works undertaken on
lands belonging to members of the auditing committee? This was not clearly explained to us. If it is the
same VMC members who had work done on their lands then it could potentially compromise the audit
process.

Conclusions and Policy Suggestions
It is evident from our case study that the social audit process in the GPs we visited was marked by
many constraints and problems. While all the GPs conducted social audits their capacity to undertake
audits effectively was compromised by the influence wielded by village elites like Mr. Engineer, the
Zamindar and the ‘onion king’.
Significantly there was a structural conflict of interest between cultivators who employed
agricultural labour and the labourers who were seeking additional work under MGNREGS to supplement
their income. The cultivators complained that the scheme created shortages of labour and raised
wages11 whereas the labourers demanded more work under the scheme. In our view, the
implementation of the scheme and the process of social audit has to be considered in the context of this
structural conflict. The dominant actors in this structural relationship like the ones mentioned above
have an influential status in local institutions connected with social audits.
Some of the key problems12 and complaints we identified with the social audits included:
•

Lack of participation of women

•

Selective audit of works
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•

Relative ineffectiveness of the VMCs

•

Lack of independent auditors

•

Inadequate training provided to villagers for conducting social audits

•

Insufficient scrutiny of the possession and distribution of job cards

•

Complaints by labourers that not enough work was available under MGNREGS
It was very evident that women are not active participants in PRIs. They do have

representation in GPs, but do not have an independent voice. This is anomalous considering that many
of the beneficiaries of the scheme are women. Strategies need to be put in place that will involve
women in more active participation and decision making in various committees including VMCs. One
strategy to achieve this objective may be to involve women’s Self-Help Groups (SHGs) at the local level
to mobilize and motivate women to participate more actively in PRIs. As part of this strategy it may
even be necessary to engage men in participatory exercises to ‘educate’ them of the benefits of
women’s participation.
The inspection of projects under MGNREGS is not satisfactory and requires broader coverage.
We were informed in one GP that projects in close proximity are the ones that are inspected, but those
farther away are not inspected. If that is the case then not sufficient attention is paid to checking the
quality of projects across the board. In the interest of quality and enhancing agricultural productivity it
is essential that all projects are adequately inspected.
It was clear from our discussions with GP members and VMC members that the beneficiaries of
the scheme (i.e. the workers in MGNREGS) are not actively and substantially involved in social auditing.
Although it has been maintained that the selection process is democratic and takes place in the grama
sabha meeting, we did not find evidence that this has been the case. There was nothing to suggest that
GP officials and social audit coordinators felt that the membership of VMCs needed to be scrutinized and
representation of the beneficiaries on VMCs should be increased. There was no attempt to question the
selection/appointment to VMCs. The membership of VMCs was skewed in favour of the better-off people
in the villages, some of whom are large farmers or those who own sufficient land for commercial
agriculture. This membership composition does not promote impartial social auditing. The involvement
of external civil society actors like NGOs and others may be necessary to facilitate impartial audits.
The revised social audit guidelines (2011) released by the Ministry of Rural Development at the
Centre recognize the need for impartial auditing. Accordingly the guidelines recommend that the social
audit process should be “independent of any process undertaken by the implementing agency of the
scheme” (MoRD 2011). Further, the guidelines require the State Government to set up an “independent
organization” called Social Audit Unit whose role will be to assist the Grama Sabhas in conducting social
audits. The Grama Sabhas will be aided by resource persons employed by the Social Audit Unit.
Together they will engage in checking muster rolls, works undertaken under the scheme and
various documents related to expenditure of funds. Importantly, the resource persons will not engage in
conducting audits in panchayats where they reside in order to ensure they are not susceptible to
pressure from residents in their own panchayats. This is in keeping with the experience of Andhra
Pradesh where trained village volunteers conduct audits in villages other than their own.
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With the introduction of new guidelines the VMCs have now been superseded at least in
theory. During our research the VMCs were still in place and functional. An independent organisation to
conduct social audits is yet to be set up at the state level. Even now, in practice, VMCs still exist and
their phasing out, it appears, will be a gradual process.
If social audits are to be effective then it is necessary to provide appropriate awareness to
Grama Sabha members. During our study there was little evidence of such awareness raising or training
for GP or VMC members. Though claims were made by individuals like Mr. Engineer that they were
engaged in training VMC members we were not provided with evidence to verify that. The new social
audit guidelines however recognize the need for capacity building and make provision for it through the
Social Audit Unit.
The allocation and utilization of job cards requires closer scrutiny. The scheme is based upon
self-targeting so anyone can obtain a job card provided they are willing to do manual work. We found
everyone, including large farmers and GP members, possessed a job card. But, what exactly are they
doing with the job cards? Are they working on MGNREGS works? Or are they just storing them? Or are
they lending their job cards for short term gains? Most of the GP and VMC members have received close
to Rs. 10,000 as MGNREGS wages implying that they have worked for almost 100 days! This is
interesting given that the proportion of workers obtaining 100 days of employment is less than half in
India as a whole. The utilization of job cards thus requires some investigation.
Though lot of people possessed job cards not everyone who wanted work could be offered
work. Several reasons were stated for this predicament. First, the delay in the release of funds from
state and central governments limits the amount of work being made available. A more timely release
of funds would assist in creating more jobs13. Second reason for the limited availability of work is
because the work clashes with the busy agricultural seasons causing shortage of labour. There is
therefore more need for synchronization between the release of work on MGNREGS and the demand for
labour during agricultural seasons. There were also complaints from farmers about MGNREGS raising
the wage rates. From our discussions at GPs it appeared that the opinion was divided over the link
between MGNREGS and higher wage rates. The division of opinion was to some extent along class lines
where the cultivators affirmed the link and the labourers questioned it.
The process for selecting projects also needs to be examined and streamlined. We were
informed in one GP that the selection of projects depended upon who ‘shouted the loudest’. If that is
the case then the selection of projects is not based upon merit but elite influence. There should be clear
procedures for selection of projects and checks and balances to ensure that project selection is not
conducted on an ad hoc basis or swayed by influence.
We believe the policy suggestions made above could make social auditing more effective and
enhance the contribution of MGNREGS to the local economy. In our opinion, the revised guidelines will
go some way to overcoming the limitations of social auditing that we have identified in this study. In
particular, capacity building of beneficiaries through training and deploying independent resource
persons will counteract to some degree the influence wielded by the village elites. If social audit is to
contribute to transparency and accountability then it is essential that audits are conducted in an

16

impartial manner without interference from village elites and other vested interests, but with active
participation of genuine beneficiaries.

Notes
1

MGNREGS is a rights based scheme that offers 100 days of guaranteed employment to anyone in rural areas
willing to undertake manual labour on infrastructure projects. The implementation of the scheme has been
extensively reviewed (Khera 2011, MoRD 2012 and Berg et al 2012). We do not intend to repeat the same
exercise here.

2

60 per cent of the expenditure is on wages, while 40 per cent is on material.

3

The total expenditure incurred on MGNREGS during the period 2008-09 to 2011-12 was Rs. 142,175 crores.

4

It may be noted that this committee does not exist anymore since last year.

5

We have named GPs according to their primary agricultural feature and location in order to maintain
confidentiality and protect the identity of our informants.

6

Out of 82 works that were listed in the action plan, only 32 works were completed. Reasons attributed for not
completing the remaining 50 works are the following. First, the demand for work was less. Second, the actual
work was started in the month of November and had to be completed before the completion of financial year.
So, due to paucity of time, all the works were not undertaken.

7

Work boards, which are placed near the completed works, provide information on the starting date, work
description, total expenditure, etc.

8

It should be noted that this was contrary to the position taken by the PDO that lack of demand resulted in not
starting a large number of works in the GP. This was also contrary to the position taken in the other GPs where
the demand for MGNREGS work was stated to be low because of unwillingness on the part of workers to work
at wages provided in the scheme which are much lower than the market rate for agricultural labour.

9

Works such as earthen bunding, desilting of tanks, channels, etc., may get washed out even if the work was
completed. Consequently, it becomes difficult to convince the officials that the work was infact done.

10

The Measurement Book provides the technical details of the works undertaken.

11

Rigorous empirical studies on the impact of MGNREGS on employment generation and wages, based on nationwide data, show that the scheme has had a positive impact on the labour market. Berg et al (2012), using
Agricultural Wages in India data on month- and district-wise agricultural wages for 19 major states in India for
the period 2000-2011, find that MGNREGS has led to a 5.3 per cent increase in the real agricultural wages.
Imbart and Papp (2012), using NSSO data, show that public employment increased by 0.3 days per prime-aged
person per month after the introduction of MGNREGS, especially in those districts where the scheme was
introduced during the first phase. Azam (2012) shows that MGNREGS has had a positive impact on labour
market outcomes, especially women’s labour market participation and wages.

12

Large size of the GPs together with distant location of villages from the GP headquarters may be a hindrance to
the successful conduct of social audit.

13

This was however not accepted by the officials.
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