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Text of speech of Shree Anisur Rahaman, Minister in Charge Panchayat and Rural Development, West Bengal in  the conference of Rural Development and Panchayati Raj Minister on 9th September, 2009 at Vigyan Bhaban, New Delhi.

Honourable Prime Minister of India, Honourable Union Minister for Rural Development and Panchayati Raj, Honourable Ministers of States of Rural development, Ministers of Rural Development from all states and other distinguished participants to this workshop

I would begin by thanking the Ministry of Rural Development for according us this opportunity to share our views on the proposed restructuring of the Swarnjayanti Gram Swarojgar Yojana (SGSY) as National Rural Livelihood Mission (NRLM) and emerging issues on NREGA with all concerned.  

Both these national programmes are of immense importance in changing the quality of life of the poor in our country. Before we come to the specific issues related to these programmes, I would remind all present that for a large country like India a “one size fits all kind of solution” is perhaps not workable and as matter of principle all centrally sponsored programmes should provide for an element of flexibility in the programme strategies and guidelines so that the states can customize them for responding to their respective contextual specificity. 

We are aware of the gaps and weaknesses in the SGSY programme referred to in the background note circulated by the Ministry of the Rural Development even before some of the studies referred to in the note were published and discussed. We are happy that the NRLM strategy has taken these issues into account in redesigning SGSY. During the last few years our state government has been trying, within the financial and structural limitations of the programme, to address these weaknesses by some innovative solutions, with support from the state government and under special projects under SGSY from the Ministry of Rural Development. It would perhaps be in the fitness of things to briefly summarise those at the outset. We are happy to note that many of these innovations feature in the NRLM Strategy. 

West Bengal innovations:

Addressing uneven spread in formation of SHGs: Based on the data of census 2001, 4612 villages (which are spread over 1140 Gram Panchayats in 245 Blocks) were identified in the State taking into account two criteria-(i) 60% or more of the population is either non worker or are marginal worker and (ii) 70% or more of the female are illiterate. Since then, the villages were intensively toured by the very senior officers in the district, plans were prepared to bring the villages at a level at par with others villages. A survey format was developed in 2006-07 and most of the districts have completed the survey. In order to meet the critical gap in development intervention in the districts, support was provided by the state government out of its own resources. All families residing in these villages were declared as BPL families for the purpose of inclusion under SGSY.  A special drive has been made for formation of SHGs in these backward villages. At the end of July  2009 total numbers of groups formed in those villages stood at 44649, which covers more than 54% of the total families living in these villages. 

Addressing the attrition rate and Issues concerning access to Credit: The studies have rightly identified that less number of SHGs are passing to Grade –I level, from Grade-I to Grade- II and from Grade-II to finally entering in the Micro Enterprise level due to various reasons mentioned in the note. One major cause of the high attrition rate is lack of capacity of the SHG members in negotiating with the banks and a lack of awareness, understanding, motivation and shortage of human resources at the village level bank branches. To address the DRD Cells of the Zilla Parishads are utilising the services of retired bank officials as Banker resource persons who are building up the capacity of both SHG members and the bank branches in dealing more effectively with this programme. Special interactions are also held at the state level with all heads of Banks and RBI regional office for improving the performance of the banks in this programme. 

Addressing capacity building and training Needs:  The state had started a special capacity building programme under a special SGSY project of MoRD in 2004-2005 in partnership with CARE West Bengal.  In the first phase six districts were identified for this support which was later expanded to another seven districts. In the first year 21675 participants comprising SHG members, PRI representatives and officials were trained. In 2005- 2006, as many as 2,844 training programmes were organized in the thirteen districts taken up under the project and total 97,300 numbers of persons, mostly members of the SHGs have been trained. PRI members, G.P. and Block level officials and bankers were also oriented under the programme. These programmes were held in addition to the regular BoP and skill training programmes under SGSY programme in the state. The learning from these special projects inspired the P&RD Department to develop a more sustainable strategy for capacity building in 2006-07.  As a part of that strategy well performing group leaders with minimum class X standard of education have been selected and given intensive training by state level resource persons. Those who were found to have good communication skills, after due screening, were selected and contracted as District Resource Persons (DRPs).  Similarly two group leaders have been identified in each GP to function as the GP Resource Persons (RPs). Two RPs have, in general, been engaged and trained in each GP and they are meeting all the groups at the village level every month to find out their weaknesses and imparting training locally. Thus around 6600 trained SHG leaders working relentlessly for building capacities of the SHGs at the grass root level under the supervision of the Gram Panchayats.

Apart from training on group functioning, book keeping and bank related issues, which are being aimed to cover all groups an initiative has been taken to identify the gap in production skill and organizing training for the same.  Facilities available with the West Bengal Comprehensive Area Development Corporation (WBCADC), an organization under the administrative control of this department, are being revamped for this purpose.  The line departments and their facilities are also being utilized for appropriate skill development.  Presently total 7 number RSETIs are in operation in the districts of South 24 Parganas, Howrah, Bankura, Birbhum, Paschim Medinipur & Murshidabad and 3 more are in the process of starting in the districts of Nadia, Malda and 24 Parganas (North). It has been attempted that all the credit linked SHGs receive training in project management and related production skill before they start the project.  In respect of specialized activities support of institutions like the National Institute of Fashion Technology (NIFT), Kolkata, Apparel Design & Training Centre, Kolkata and the Institute of Catering Technology were also taken.  

Setting up SHGs Federations at various levels: The State has taken the policy of federating the SHGs, particularly the women groups formed under SGSY as well as other programmes living within a particular area in to larger groups in the form of Upa-Sangha (Sub Cluster) at Gram Sansad (ward) level, Sangha (Cluster) at Gram Panchayat level and Mahasangha (Federation) at Panchayat Samity level.  However, it is the SGSY groups, which have been easier to federate because details of other SHGs are not available with the panchayats. The process was started in fifteen blocks of the state through a special project sanctioned during May 2003 and the same has been extended to other areas of the state.  Till July, 2009 as many as 11654 Upasangha, 1240 Sanghas (as against 3351 Gram Panchayts in the state) and 16 block level Federations have been formed in the districts.  Activity Cluster?

Formation of Activity Cluster : P& RD Department has taken initiative for networking of the SHGs engaged in common economic activity. The Activity Clusters are being constituted to enable the SHGs engaged in production of identified items to produce and market their products with greater efficiency in terms of cost, production process, market linkage and profitability. Such activity clusters have come up in few districts of the State and  these economic activities have mainly concentrated in the making/producing Kantha Stitch, Jute based products, Floriculture, Terracotta, Vermicompost, Paddy Processing, ‘Gahana Bari’ etc. Initiatives have been taken to provide support to these Activity Clusters for up-gradation of skill, design development, marketing and for technological development. Supports are also being provided to build up managerial capacity of the cluster members.

Setting up Dedicated Implementation Structure: The DRD cells of the Zilla Parishads have been strengthened with a) one Livelihood Development Officer, b) one District Training Coordinator and c) one Marketing Consultants (in selected districts), all of whom are engaged on contractual basis. Apart from these the Project Director, the Dy. Project Director (Women Development) (in selected districts) and the Deputy Project Director (Credit) are dedicated mostly for implementing SGSY. 

Ensuring Convergence with other RD and Poverty alleviation programmes and initiatives: The National Rural Health Mission has prescribed constitution of a Village Health and Sanitation Committee at the village level under the umbrella of the PRIs to address various community level issues relating to health and nutrition. In West Bengal it has been decided that a functional committee of the Gram Unnayan Samiti (village development Committee at the ward level of GPs) (GUS) shall act as the Village Health & Sanitation Committee. The Functional Committee is to identify one S.H.G. (Self Help Group) consisting of women members within the Gram Sansad area for effective monitoring & evaluation of the assigned activities. The SHGs are being involved in monitoring the health of the area particularly that of the mothers and children. They are conducting a Baseline Survey of every family on the existing health care facilities & practices, disease prevalence pattern, mortality pattern, sanitation & immunization profiles, nutritional status of children, adolescent girls, pregnant & lactating mothers & prepare a social map of the area. They have been given the responsibility for generating awareness on antenatal and postnatal care, care to be adopted during pregnancy, encourage institutional delivery, ensure exclusive breast feeding for 0-6 month child, complete immunization etc. 

Entire responsibility of cooking and feeding the children under mid-day meal programme has been assigned to the SHGs.  In many blocks the supply of rice & other items required for feeding in the ICDS centers have been assigned on the clusters (at the Gram Panchayat level) & Federation (at the Block level) of SHGs.  Those SHGs who will require credit based linkages and special skill training and marketing avenues will be provided support by the Panchayat Samitis with the help of the block level officials. The SGSY SHGs are also engaged in supervising NREGA, in collection of electricity bills on behalf of the WBSEDB.

Monitoring and linkage with Panchayat bodies: Two SHG group members have been tagged with each GP from the month of January 2008, as GP Resource Persons provide manpower support to the GPs.  The RPs sit in the GP office on some days of the week, maintain the SHG registers and based on their village level meetings provide specific feedbacks on problems being faced and nature of supports needed by different SHGs.  This system is in the process of being grounded.  We are also happy to note that this innovation has been mentioned in the Report of the committee on credit related issues under SGSY headed by Professor Radhakrishnan.  The objective is to strengthen the system so that the GPs have better information on supports required by the groups and are also in a position to provide the support or to facilitate the same with the help of Panchayat Samiti, Banks or other institutions.  To institutionalise the process of monitoring of the SHGs by the GPs arrangement has been made to review the progress with representatives of the SHGs on every second Saturday of the month, which is also attended by the RPs.  The monthly review meetings by the Panchayat Samitis are generally attended by at least one RP from the GP as well as an officer from DRDC, which is a part of the Zilla Parishad to enable the Panchayat Samiti as well as the DRDC to remain updated with the ground level problem and help those bodies to sort out the same.  This integration has led to more interventions of the panchayats in promotion of the SHG movement by spending their own resources and augmenting their economic opportunities.  

Dedicated support at the state level: In order to strengthen SHG movement in the state special initiative has been taken with the support of the budget provision made by the Finance Department. Under SGSY, SHG movement gained momentum in the state and it was felt necessary that apart from the initiatives that are taken up under different components of SGSY, the department needs to address some of the critical gaps and related needs of SHGs. A special project cell of SGSY has been formed under WBSRDA
. This cell is presently manned by a Consultant (a senior professional experienced in SHG and governance matters), a capacity building coordinator, a marketing consultant and a banking consultant. The cell takes care of special initiatives for capacity building, opening up of market avenues, arranging specialized skill development trainings, strengthening clusters/federations under funding from the Ministry and the state government. 

In 2008-09, with a view to providing training to SHG members of Federation /clusters of 7 nos. districts of the State on Participatory market appraisal and value enhancement in collaboration with Best Practices Foundation, a NGO of Karnataka state having specialization in this area. 

For skill development of SHG members on marketing, specialized training programme on Retail Management  & Hospitality (Catering) have been organized in collaboration with Dr Reddy Foundation and upto March, 2009 total 135 no SHG members have undergone Retail Management and 31 no SHG members have taken training on Hospitality. Apart from this, Dr Reddy’s Foundation has also imparted training to 2160 number rural BPL youths in the domain of skill development, like CRS, ITES, MST, Automobiles, Housekeeping, Refrigeration and AC and  BSPA. Out of them 1562 number BPL youths have so far been placed in job market. Further at the state level, in collaboration with Apparel Design & Training Centre, Salt Lake, Kolkata, training on sewing machine operation has been given to 120 number SHG members in batches. Some of them have been provided employment in Garment manufacturing units surrounding Kolkata. For providing support to the SHG clusters for management, infrastructure building as also support to form a seed capital in order to enable them to start economic activities, a total sum of Rs 8,39,35,340/- have been released. Managerial support has been given to 441 number SHG clusters. For infrastructure building fund has been provided to 207 number SHG clusters and as seed capital fund has been given to 207 number SHG cluster. Such clusters have received Rs. 15,000/- each as managerial support, Rs. 2,50,000/- for infrastructure building and Rs. 1,50,000/- as seed capital. 

The basic feature of the strategy adopted by the State Government, as described above, anticipates the broad thrust areas and interventions identified under the NRLM. We are therefore looking forward to a seamless transition from SGSY to NRLM in West Bengal. Most of the institutions and processes are in place and the support from the mission will strengthen the existing approach. We would however reiterate that within the broad framework of the mission’s structure and functions each state should be allowed the liberty to customise the strategy, to meet the local situation. 

I would however invite your kind attention to the following issues need to also to be considered for finalising the NRLM strategy 

A)  Convergence of SGSY and NABARD supported SHG Bank linkage programme – Way back in October 2005 our government had submitted a proposal to the Ministry of Rural Development for bringing about a convergence between the efforts being made by NABARD and those under SGSY for optimum utilisation of the resources available under both the programmes after a threadbare discussion of the issues in the state SGSY committee under the Chairmanship of the then Minister- in- Charge Panchayat and Rural Development, West Bengal. We had recommended this convergence as. a) the BPL list creates problems sometimes in forming groups based on neighbourhood because of exclusion of really needy families. Families living in most of the rural habitations are from similar socio-economic background and the BPL list often causes division in them to prevent formation of groups based on neighbourhood, b) the groups take a long time to acquire the required level of maturity to be accepted as fully credit worthy by the Banks and make adequate use of the quantum of loan and subsidy prescribed under the programme. This capacity is acquired slowly as they gain more and more experience in financial management through handling Revolving Funds, which is given to them as Cash Credit. An incremental increase in Revolving Fund over the years has proved to be the most effective method in improving the groups self management capacity and confidence level. Enhancement of their livelihood opportunities also take time as the skill for diverse activities and understanding their market potentials are acquired gradually through handling funds made available through the cash credit facilities; and c) SGSY Guideline suggested that SGSY should consolidate and strengthen   groups formed under other programmes such as Self Help Groups formed by NABARD, other Banks, Rashtriya Mahila Kosh (RMK), Non-Government Organisations (NGOs), Women and Child Development Department  under the Swa-Shakti and Swayamsidha etc. It proved to be difficult to bring about this synergy as a large number of the members belonging to these self help groups do not feature in the existing BPL list although their socio economic conditions are to a large extent comparable to those who currently feature in the BPL list and are receiving the required support under the SGSY programme. The element of subsidy, (although it is back ended), is a major bone of contention which stands in the way of uniting these groups and federating them for optimizing the utilization of resources available under SGSY. We had also sent a proposal on the mechanism of the proposed convergence.  The Ministry may like to reconsider this note in view of the fact that the committee on Financial Inclusion under the chairmanship of Dr. C. Rangarajan had also recommended in favour of this approach.

B) Target Families – The background note rightly identifies poverty to be complex and multi dimensional. Confining the programme to only BPL households (which probably means only those households which figures in the BPL list) will reduce the flexibility currently available under SGSY of including at least 30% of the families who are not included in the BPL list. The complexity and problems around preparation of a correct BPL list is by now well established. The Ministry of Rural development has set up another expert committee to recommend a methodology for preparation of a fresh BPL list, and the recommendation of the committee is awaiting Governments consideration. However it is known that the Committee has recommended re-estimation of the state specific Poverty line itself. This acknowledges the   fact that the existing poverty lines are inadequate and a large number of poor families are getting left out from the benefits of targeted poverty alleviation programmes, causing justified resentment at the village level and obstructing implementation of the programmes. The Expert committee had prepared its own estimate and according to their calculation 51.01% of the rural population in West Bengal should be under poverty line instead of the current estimate of 28.87%. The figures for most of the other states will undergo similar upward revision. The target for NRLM may therefore be reworked keeping these figures in mind. We would also submit that SGSY is the single poverty alleviation programme which is seriously contributing to women empowerment and thereby “engendering development”. There are instances galore of the contribution of SGSY SHGs in combating trafficking, preventing under age marriage, improving immunisation and ensuring transparency and accountability of public service delivery institutes etc. Given the fact the BPL Census methodology does not really capture the gender dimensions effectively it may be considered whether there should be some relaxation of the BPL criteria for women SHGs under this programme. The criteria for inclusion, in case of women members of SHGs may be relaxed to include families having scores higher than the official BPL cut off score. Targeting listed BPL families only also creates problems for the poor residing in the peri-urban or affluent areas. The BPL households in these areas are not always contiguous and the members of the groups formed find it difficult to carry out basic group activities. Para 1.3 of the background note refers to a poverty mapping mechanism which has not been elaborated in the document. If this mapping mechanism is something different from the preparation of the BPL list it needs to be elaborated.

C) Mission Structure at the National Level – Given the importance of Banks in the whole initiative I would propose that the Honourable Finance Minister of India may be made a member of the national level committee.

D) Mission Structure at the state level – The structure of the Governing and executive committee at the state level should be better left to the state government with some general guidelines so that the same may suit the context of the state. The state already has a nascent mission office in the form of Spl. SGSY Cell under WBSRDA and this cell is proposed to be augmented with additional manpower as prescribed for functioning as a mission office. We are however a little confused by the statement at Para 18.1.3 of the background note which states that no additional posts should be created for the purpose of the mission at the state level and only redeployment from within government department will be permitted. The national mission proposes to hire this expertise from the market for their office and the same principle should be followed for the state government. The required specialisation may not be readily available with the government departments and unless professionals from NGOs and other professional organisations are accorded an opportunity also to work in the mission the quality of the team may not be of the desired level. Since all engagements will be on contractual basis for a predetermined period it would be perhaps desirable to widen the sources for from which the additional manpower may be hired.

E) District Level Units – In West Bengal the DRDAs have been merged with the Zilla Parishads and normally an officer of the rank of Additional Executive Officer of the Zilla Parishad (equivalent to Additional District Magistrate) heads this cell as the Project Director. The linkage of the district unit of the mission with the DRD cells needs to be clearly spelt out. We propose to bring in the additional manpower support proposed under NRLM as contractual employees of the DRD Cells. However it is proposed that the existing support being extended under the DRDA Administration Scheme will continue in some form after introduction of NRLM so that the Zilla Parishads can be supported for the salary and associated expenses of the existing manpower whose services will be required for other programmes of the Ministry. It is also noted that the implementation structure suggested in Annexure 2 of the Background note mentions an Accounts assistant. It is presumed that this is in addition to the existing provision of a Finance Officer.

F) Sub District Structure – The background note suggests that there would be community Facilitator for each 3000 Households. It has been our experience that the number of households that a community facilitator can optimally manage is about 2000. Assignment of higher number of households tends to dilute the quality of facilitation. The number may be suitably modified.

G) Base Line Survey – Para 14 of the Background note prescribes a base line survey presumably at the commencement of the Mission. As NRLM is a national level programme we would propose for a standardised set of parameters for this survey to facilitate interstate comparison. 

H) Revolving Fund and Cash Credit facilities – Most of the SGSY groups are formed by the members from the lower echelon of the BPL families.  They take more time to be able to absorb project linked credit and we have been encouraging them to first start utilizing the facilities of Cash Credit account for initiating micro-enterprises.  We avoid imposing loan burden on the SHGs to meet the credit mobilisation target unless the SHGs are capable and confident of absorbing the credit. Under SGSY Revolving fund upto RS. 20000/- per SHG whereas para 21.1 of the background note mentions a revolving fund of Rs. 15000/-. We would suggest that this limit be raised to Rs. 50000/- . Documentation relating to project loans is a difficult proposition for a large number of SHGs and it is access to cash credit which effectively enhances their livelihood options.

I) Interest Subsidy –  Para23.1 of the background note provides  for an interest subsidy amounting to the difference between prime lending rate (PLR) and 6%. We would recommend that the interest subsidy component should follow the Differential rate of Interest (DRI) principles of RBI and should take care of the difference between PLR and 4%. 
J) Covering the Unbanked GPs – About 938 GPs in West Bengal are without any bank branches. I may also mention that unlike most states West Bengal GPs are quite large with an average population of about 20000. There is a need to take a time bound programme for covering these unbanked areas and this is required to be tracked at regular interval under the mission.  One alternative could be to explore the possibilities of flow of the credit to the SHGs through the district and sub-district units of the mission itself and the loan part may flow centrally to the DRDAs for disbursement, which will also eliminate the difficulties being faced in obtaining services from the banks. However that would require further strengthening of these units to enable them to function as financial units of sorts.
K) Infrastructure and Marketing support – The clusters of SHGs at the GP level are emerging to be effective units for many kinds of support for their member SHGs including that of marketing their products. I would propose that the mission should have provisions for equipping them with infrastructure for marketing as well seed capital necessary for effective marketing.

L) Including selected rural livelihood activities under NREGA –  The list of permissible activities under NREGA needs to be expanded to include some of the basic livelihood related activities of the poor such as animal rearing, livestock development, floriculture, pisciculture, vegetable cultivation etc.  If some normative labour component for taking economic activities by the members of the SHGs belonging to BPL families could be provided support under NREGA for the wage component of their labour that may enhance the proposed convergence substantially.
M) Other Issues related to NREGA –  I would like to add some more issues related to implementation of the NREGA.  The wage of the unskilled labourer should be increased maintaining parity with the existing wage rate for the agricultural workers of the state and the entire wage of the skilled labourers also should be borne by the Government of India.  That apart some of the works in urban areas, involving substantial manual works, are done by rural labourers and the Government of India may consider extending supporting those works under NREGA.  The scope of work should also be extended for construction of all public buildings like school, library, Panchayat Office etc.  

I would thank the Ministry of Rural Development once again for according us this opportunity to deliberate on these two very important programmes.  I am hopeful that this august assembly will find the right solutions to many of the problems of rural livelihood we are trying to address.
��  West Bengal State Rural Development Agency (WBSRDA) is a society registered under the Societies Registration Act, 1960 formed in November 2003. The Minister in Charge of the PRDD is the Chairman of the agency and the Principal Secretary is the Chief Executive Officer. Senior officers of the department are associated in ex-officio capacity with the agency, which performs various tasks on behalf of the department. The main tasks entrusted with the agency have been: 1. Construction of roads under PMGSY; 2. Implementation of Strengthening Rural Decentralization (SRD) programme with assistance from the DFID; 3. Implementation of Special Projects under SGSY;  4. Implementation of various e-governance initiatives including working as the State Designated Agency for the Common Service Centre project under the National e-Governance Programme through its Computerization cell; 5.Implementation of Community Health Care Management Initiatives through the State Public Health cell under the agency;  6. Provide support to implementation of NREGA.








