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ABSTRACT: Transparency, accountability and participation (TAP) are some essential elements for ensuring
democratic governance. Social audit is an operational instrument to reduce corruption by empowering people
to scrutinize public expenses, detect corruption, and ensure accountability. Social audit is one of the robust
element of MGNREGS (Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme) in India as they
work through the Panchayat, and stimulate the public to participate with a sense of communal accountability.
At the state level even five years after the issue of operational guidelines, we witness wide variations in the
quality of social audits. Different states have adopted their own models and while some of them are
successful, some of the states have still not set up and some are in the process of setting up an independent
social audit unit. The Non-Governmental Organization (NGO) model of social audit in the state of Sikkim
which is not widely discussed in literature is the focus of the study. This research attempts to study the
efficacy of Social audit as a tool to bring Transparency, Accountability and Participation in MGNREGA
taking the case of Sikkim.
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Introduction

Social audit is a tool in democratic governance where the concerned group claims the right to
information and verification from implementing agencies in an organized manner, thus leading to public
accountability (Aakella & Kidambi 2007), transparency and participation. It is a tool for empowerment
of the stakeholders by an independent body not belonging to the parent institution (Aiyer & Samyji
2009). The social audit process involves a participatory approach from the beneficiaries (people who
have received the benefit from the scheme) to ensure better transparency, accountability and
participation.

With more that 110 million active workers, Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment
Guarantee Scheme (MGNREGS) is one of the world’s largest social security schemes in the world
guaranteeing 100 days of unskilled manual work to all rural households in India. In the year 2018-19,
MGNREGS generated 2.67 billion person days reaching 52.6 million households in rural India. Taking
into consideration, the large span of region it has to cover, tracking the massive volume of benefit it
offers is a really big task. Even though, MGNREGA has a vibrant and technically sound Management
Information System (MIS) to monitor the different tasks and implementation status of the department,
the field experience shows that it doesn’t always comply with the ground truths and the need to go for a
participatory approach is quite real on ground.

The MGNREGS guidelines mandates the necessity to encourage public’s participation within
the audit in conjunction with assistance furnished via an independent social audit unit that enables the
process (MoRD 2013). According to the recommendations of the Ministry of Rural Development
(MoRD), the state governments are to establish a Social Audit Unit (SAU) that is independent from the
implementing authorities. The SAU ought to be located outside the department that is executing
MGNREGS and it needs to have an independent bank account. The SAU must also have a full time
director who is not involved in the implementation of MGNREGS. The guidelines mandates that it is to
be conducted in each Gram Panchayat (GP) as a minimum once in six months (MoRD 2013). The
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focus on this study is focused on the NGO model of social audit followed by the North-Eastern state of
Sikkim, India in understanding how efficient is social audit in ensuring the elements of transparency,
accountability and participation in MGNREGS.

Social audit in an Indian Context

There are various movements that have rose in the country in the context of transparency, accountability
and public participation in the activities of the government and some of them are associated with a
specific cause, sectoral issue and local crisis. The movement towards environment protection, farmer’s
movements, public interest litigation movement etc., are few examples of this movement. Most of these
movements come into action on perceiving the failure of government in effectively implementing
schemes and there was a need for policy interventions.

In the early 1990s, the city of Bangalore was facing issues because of sub-standard public
service despite being a major service sector hub. It was observed that the municipal corporations were
unreliable and an independent citizen report card exercise was conducted by a group of residents to
evaluate citizen satisfaction from services in the year 1993. Successively, the group formed the Public
Aftairs Centre (PAC) to carry out more surveys. Literatures report that this exercise of report card
helped to raise the awareness of service providers’ poor performance and compelled them to take
corrective measures (Thampi 2005). The report card exercise was again conducted in the years 1999 and
2003. The feedback form used assessed user satisfaction in such parts as staff behaviour, the number of
visits required to complete a task, ease of resolving issues, and the quality of information delivered
(Thampi 2005).

Another pioneer in conducting social audit in India is the organization named Mazdoor Kisaan
Shakti Sangathan (MKSS) rooted in the state of Rajasthan. It is a well-known organization in India
famed for its advocacy towards Right to Information Act and for its use of public hearings as a
monitoring tool towards accountability. After procurement, data is analysed and are made public to the
citizens through the process of ‘Jan Sunwai’ or public hearing (Goetz, A.M and Jenkins J, 1999). MKSS
started conducting ‘public hearings’ or ‘Jansunwai’ to enable people to speak about the issues they were
facing in various government programmes. MKSS also went to the leadership and discussed the issues
with the Chief minister of Rajasthan and their first victory came with government notification of
Panchayat Act that the data pertaining to Panchayat expenditure could be scrutinized by the citizens.

Rajasthan passed the Right to Information Act in 2000, an advancement made successful by the
pressure of MKSS. The MKSS deduced that non-transparency and non-accountability are the primary
reasons for the proliferation such widespread corruption. Until then no official records were shared with
the citizens and hence no one could question or demand explanation. The right of people to know the
activities of governments and how government money from citizens is being utilized thus became one
of the major agenda of the MKSS. Through their accomplishments, the MKSS claimed admittance to
government data related to local administration and development (Aiyer, Yamini and Salimah Samji,
2009). Obtaining official records is the first step in social audit and Right to Information Act in 2005
made this an easy process.

An important conception in this process was the ‘public hearing” where details of the authorized
records were read out to the assembled villagers. The local citizens who were victims of corruption were
summoned to give witnesses and the officers and local politicians were given a chance to publicly shield
their activities (Goetz, A.M and Jenkins J, 1999). In addition to exposure of corruption, the public
hearings also play a crucial role to empower citizens and it aids in strengthening democracy. Chandoke
in her study of the public hearing discusses that public hearings perform three purposes inherent to
democracy which are informing citizens, encouraging public participation and creating responsibility to
resolve issues of collective concern (Chandoke N. 2007). The social audit process creates a platform to
spread awareness and to exercise the rights and entitlements. As per Para 6, Audit of Scheme Rules
2011, the activities that are being undertaken for facilitating the conduct of Social Audit by Gram Sabha
are as shown (Table 1).
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Table 1. Activities in Social Audit

Activity Tasks Involved
Verification and Awareness Door to Door Verification, Inspection of Worksite and
conduct of village level awareness
Documentation & Reporting Preparation of Social Audit Report and display on the
notice board of the Gram Panchayat
Public Hearing / Jan Sunwai Conduct of Public hearing or Jan Sunwai to share findings

of the verification exercise (Auditing Standards mandates
that all the elected members of the Panchayat and staff
shall be present at the Gram Sabha and respond to
queries).

Initial Steps of Institutionalizing Social Audit in MGNREGA

Andhra Pradesh is the first state in India that took steps to Institutionalize the social audit in
MGNREGA. In the past, the state of Andhra Pradesh had an unpleasant record of implementing rural
employment guarantee programs and there were outcries for improvement. (Deshingar, P. and Johnson,
2003). The Department of Rural Development decided to implement the social audit process as part of
the Administrative Reform Action Plan. It began in 2006 as a project carried out by the Strategies
Performance Innovation Unit (SPIU), Rural Development in three districts of AP. This later on led to its
metamorphosis into the Society for Social Audit, Accountability and Transparency (SSAAT) carrying
out regular and concurrent social audits across 22 districts. SSAAT was formally registered as an
independent Society on the 15th of May, 2009. While Section 17 of MGNREGA mandates the conduct
of Social Audits, no clear mechanism of how to conduct a Social Audit has been indicated in the Act or
associated guidelines. The first state to make an independent effort to push for this was the Department
of Rural Development, Andhra Pradesh.

After realizing the merits of the Social Audit process in Andhra Pradesh, the Government of
India adopted a similar model of social audit and made it mandatory for every state to establish an
independent Social Audit Unit (SAU), as per the Audit of Scheme Rules 2011, MGNREGA. Every
SAU should be headed by a governing body responsible for overseeing the performance and it shall
compose of Principal Accountant General, C&AG, Principal secretary Department of Rural
Development, director social audit Unit, 3 representatives from Civil Society Organization (CSO) and
other special invitees from departments that are undertaking social audit programmes. It shall also be
ensured the Principal Secretary, Department of Rural Development does not chair the governing body
for ensuring independence. The Ministry also recommends 100% audit of beneficiaries and that social
audit needs to be conducted at least once in 6 months.

Focus & Study Area

Advancing transparency and accountability is presently generally acknowledged as a foundation of
reasonable improvement. The field at present includes zones, for example, anti-corruption, right to use
data, resident input and participation in administration forms, accountability inside administration
conveyance, and increasing subject "voice" in broad daylight issues (Kalathil, 2016). As greater
government data end up accessible to the more extensive open, common society will have more
weapons to consider executors answerable, in this way lessening defilement and fortifying government
authenticity. Empowerment ought to be viewed as a procedure through which poor people, barred and
powerless areas of the social order are educated of their rights and qualifications, so they can take an
interest and impact the governance procedure and in the long run coordinate with the standard talk (Vij,
2011). Social audit is additionally a procedure through which individuals draw in themselves in
assessing the plan and their insight into their rights and privileges are upgraded. The research
framework used for the study is depicted in the figure 1. The Transparency, Accountability,
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Participation (TAP) elements in social audit in MGNREGA was evaluated by studying the policy in
detail along with field visit experiences as a first step.

Evaluating Elements
of Transparency in

Social Audit
Transparency
- o N
Transparency. Evaluating Elements
P - _y of Accountability in . . ‘What are the
Accountability, Social Audit Social Audit as a tool for ans/
Participation  [—>| Accountability ensuring TAP in ha%l P 0
(TAP) for Good Governance chatlenges:
Governance
Evaluating Elements
of Participation in
Social Audit
Participation

Figure 1. Framework for Analysis in the Study

The performance and quality of social audits across the states have been far from uniform and different
states have adopted different models of SAU like society model, cell within implementing agencies,
Non-Government Organization (NGO) model etc. In 2014, Ministry of Rural development (MoRD)
evaluated that only Andhra Pradesh and Sikkim were fulfilling the requirements social audits as
foreseen in the guidelines (Tambe, Subba, Basi, Pradhan, & Rai 2016).

With this context, this paper focuses on the NGO model of social audit followed by the state of
Sikkim which is not widely discussed in literature. The primary data for this research was collected
from field visits to villages in Sikkim, Andhra Pradesh and Maharashtra from December 2016 to May
2018. For the research, primarily three Gram Panchayats (GP) of Sikkim were selected, Sanghanath GP
from South District and Samlick Marchak and Nandok Saramsa GPs from East District. The secondary
data was collected from the MGNREGA official MIS and from the social audit offices for validation
purposes to deepen the understanding. Also, for quantitative analysis and mapping, secondary data from
30 GPs from different districts of Sikkim (depending on the availability) was collected from offline
documents. The qualitative data was collected with the use of semi-structured, unstructured interviews
and focus group discussions. The focus of this paper is on the NGO model of Sikkim owing to the fact
that it isn’t much discussed in the literature and a good understanding of this model will assist in
replication in other states trying to establish their own Social Audit Unit.

SAU Model in Sikkim

The Rule 4 of Audit of Schemes Rules, 2011 stipulate that each state Government shall identify or
establish an independent organization, Social Audit Unit (SAU) to facilitate conduct of the Social Audit
of MGNREGS works. Voluntary Health Association (VHA) of Sikkim has been recognized by the
Rural Management & Development Department, Government of Sikkim as the independent
organization to function as the Social Audit Unit (SAU) for conducting Social Audits of MGNREGS
works in the state of Sikkim. In the case of Sikkim, it was the civil society organizations who were
instrumental in institutionalizing the Social Audit Unit. VHA has been facilitating the Social Audit for
East and North of over 5 years since 2008. Over this year SAU has under gone for long process in
collaboration with Rural Management & Development Department, Government of Sikkim to set up
Social Audit Unit in the State. In district level there are District Resource Institutions (DRIs) for each
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district supported by District Resource Persons (DRPs) who will conduct Social Audit in their
respective district.

Sikkim has developed two models of Social Audit process for MGNREGA, viz. Intensive
model and Paired Model. In the Intensive model, all step wise activities would be held for the particular
GP by the concerned District Resource Institutions (DRI) at a time. The DRI would complete one Gram
Panchayat at a time. In Paired Model of MGNREGA, Social Audit process will remain as intensive
model but the Social Audit will be conducted in two GP at a time in order to save the resources.
Full-fledged social audit began in the state from financial year 2013-14 and the same has been
continued from 2014-15. The details of the number of GPs covered over consecutive years are mapped
as given (Table 2, Compiled from information available from VHA, Sikkim). In the pilot audits, they
could cover only 50.57% of the total GPs could be covered but from 2015, all the GPs under
MGNREGA are covered by the Social Audit but 100% coverage through house visit is not achieved. In
all the districts except the East district, the social audit is further distributed to other NGOs in the
respective districts under the guidance of VHA. VHA organizes training for the personnel involved
from other NGOs and during field work, the DRP from VHA also accompanies them.

Table 2. Percentage Coverage of GPs by SAU over consecutive years

S.L . % Coverage of GPs by SAU
N District
0. 2013-14 2014-15 2015-16 2016-17
1 North District | 75% 50% 100% 100%
2 East District 48% 52% 100% 100%
3 South District | 44% 53% 100% 100%
4 West District 47% 52.73% 100% 100%
Total 50.57% 52.27% 100% 100%

Transparency through Social Audit

Transparency basically includes the components of information, accessibility and usability. Data
transparency portrays a condition in which residents approach the information and reports that bear
upon moves and choices made by government on-screen characters (Harrison & Sayogo, 2014). The
privilege of individuals to comprehend what their governments are doing and how government reserves
are being used in this manner is the key element of transparency being insured through social audit in
MGNREGA.

Getting official records is the initial phase in social audit and Right to Information Act in 2005
made this a simple process. One of the critical command in the policy is that the Programming Officer
should make the required data accessible with the social audit groups 15 days before the initiation of
Social Audit. The GP officials should ensure that all the pertinent records, including complete
documents of the works or duplicates of them, ought to be made accessible for review at the Gram
Panchayat office no less than 15 days ahead of time of the Social Audit Forum. There ought to be free
and simple access to these reports for all inhabitants of the Gram Panchayat amid this period, and no
expenses ought to be charged for examination. The first records ought to be accessible upon the arrival
of the Forum, with the goal that any document can be verified.

Along these lines, the kind of transparency that existed prior to the establishment of Social Audit
was reactive transparency and through the establishment of Right to Information Act, there was a
request to move to pro-active transparency. Earlier, the poor beneficiaries of MGNREGA didn’t have
any mechanism to know or understand how the fund is being utilized by the officials and the social
audit has opened their eyes to this issue. During our interaction one of the mate (Mate is a work-site
supervisor. At least one mate should be present for every 100 workers.) commented saying, “If
social audit didn’t exist these people would have come accused us of misusing/ withholding their money.
Because of the audit these people have more faith in us since all things are transparent to them”. The
Gram Sabha is supposed to discuss findings of the social audit through ‘Public Hearing’ and this is a
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step towards enhancing the transparency of information. It was observed during the house visit that
some were curious as to why the social audit people were collecting the information and the officials
had to softly explain to them the purpose and need for audits.

Analysis of available information show that from 2013 to 2017 as shown (Table 3, Compiled
from information available at VHA, Sikkim). This could be a reason of more misappropriations or as a
result of people being more vocal about their issues. Semi structured interview revealed that the cases of
financial misappropriation were high in the initial years but at present more cases of process violation
are being reported. In social audit in MGNREGA of Sikkim, the steps towards transparency were
mainly through Pro-active disclosures, meticulous documentation and through discussions in Public
Hearing.

Table 3. Number of Issues Reported in Social Audit

Number of Issues Reported
S.L No. District Total GPs | 2013-14 2014-15 2015-16 | 2016-17
1 North District | 24 573 121 281 278
2 East District 50 364 374 702 507
3 South District | 47 235 194 392 381
4 West District 55 309 364 1110 997
Total 176 1481 1053 2485 2163

Proper documentation is an essential element to ensure good transparency of the scheme. All the
MGNREGA documents are to be properly verified during the Document verification phase in Sikkim
through systematized formats and the findings are meticulously documented as booklets for future use.
The Gram Panchayat personnel are instructed to make available all relevant documents available to the
Gram Sabha for the purpose of facilitating the social audit. The audit of Scheme Rules recommends the
entire proceeding of the Social Audit Gram Sabha to be video recorded and uploaded on website
without editing which is also a step towards more transparency. However at present, this is not being
done as the computer system server doesn’t have enough to space to accommodate the large video files.

Through social audit in MGNREGA, many pro-active disclosures have made things more
transparent to the people. To ensure transparency, calendar uploading is done prior to audit but field
level experience often showed that if the mates knew when the visit is going to take place, they would
try to set things right for the day of audit. Prior to the Jan Sunwai, announcements are made through
microphone in the village and posters are pasted in important places to inform the public about the audit
but in the hilly terrain with less dense population, it is harder than plain areas to inform the public.
During the public hearing, all the findings made in the audit process is displayed in the form of charts to
make the information more understandable to the people. The minutes of the Public Hearing is also
supposed to be displayed on the notice board of Gram Panchayat in the local language according to the
policy and it was observed to be followed.

Participation through Social Audit

The involvement of citizens in the political process is an essential part of democracy. Inclusiveness is
also an important element along with the consideration in basic leadership of those most influenced by
the proposed decisions. At its most impenetrable, support in a social occasion is described similar to
nominal participation (Molinas 1998) and at its broadest to an extent in which even the vulnerable have
voice and effect in essential authority (White 1996). The types of participation as given by literature are
(Agarwal 2001):

1. Nominal participation: People have membership in the group

ii. Passive Participation: Participants are aware of choices ex post facto; go to gatherings and listen

but do not voice their opinions

iii. Consultative Participation: Participants are asked opinions in specific matters but there is no

assurance their opinion will influence the decisions
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1v. Activity-specific Participation: Participants are asked to volunteer for certain tasks alone

v. Active Participation: Participants can express views, whether or not implored, and can take
initiatives of some sorts

vi. Interactive (empowering) participation: Participants have speech and their opinions can
influence in the group’s decisions

Accomplishing successful participation should ensure a move from the lower level of nominal
participation to the more elevated levels of interactive participation, with levels being categorized here
not by how a gathering is started but rather by the degree of individuals' vibrancy (Agarwal, 2001).
Women's successful participation in Social audit basic leadership would require that they move toward
becoming individuals from the gathering, as well as go to and talk in gatherings, and can (in any event a
portion of the time) guarantee that decisions are considerate of them.

An important point to be noted in NGO model is that until Jan Sunwai (a meeting of the citizens
of Gram Panchayat), the beneficiaries do not play any active role by adding to participation element
other than being surveyed during stage of household visits. Their role of participation comes into
existence only during Public Hearing and until then the social audit is run by the NGO and the
MGNREGA officials. The mates who are both site supervisor as well as a semi-skilled worker in
Sikkim is the only beneficiary who assists the SAU officials during house visit along with ward
members and Gram Rozgar Sahayak.

All villagers are expected to participate in the Public Hearing but field visit in Sanghanath
showed that mainly men from the household attended the event and women didn’t attend much. But in
Samlik Marchak GP, the number of women who attended the public hearing was in par with that of men.
In Sikkim, the rule followed is that, for Jan Sunwai to begin at least 33% of active workers in the GP
should be present otherwise the block functionaries should conduct the public hearing again at their
expense. As part of the this study, data from 30 GPs of four districts of Sikkim was collected from the
four districts of Sikkim for two consecutive years 2016-17 and 2017-18 and the participation statistics
over the years was analyzed. In the last two years, the participation has increased slightly from 34.25%
to 35.96% as shown (Figure 2) and the standard deviation has also reduced slightly. But although the
overall the participation seems to be greater than 33%, in the year 2016, 43% of the samples had less
than 33% active household participation and it decreased to 30% of the samples violating the quorum in
the subsequent year.

The gender wise participation data was also collected for these GPs and their trend of
participation in terms of number was also analyzed as shown (Figure 3). In 2016-17, it was observed
that men’s participation (53.66%) was slightly more than women (46.34%) in terms of number and it is
understandable owing to the fact that average women person days in MGNREGA of Sikkim is about
48%. But in 2017-18, the participation of men seems to have slightly increased (55.24%) but the woman
participation (44.76%) seems to have slightly gone below the previous year for the sample chosen.

Histogram of % Active Present_2016-17, % Active Present_2017-18
Normal

Variable
=224 % Active Present 2016-17
= % Active Present_2017-18

Mean StDev N
3425 8.027 30
3596 7.451 29

Data

Figure 2. Sample Participation Statistics in 2016-17 & 2017-18
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Figure 3. Sample Gender-wise Participation Statistics in 2016-17 & 2017-18

In terms of absolute value, the average number of people attending a Public Hearing was about 113
people in the sample and there was also a case where 243 people attended a Public Hearing. From the
field experience, it was also observed that the woman who participated in the Public Hearing was more
vocal about their opinions during Public Hearing. The Public Hearing in Samlik Marchak was headed
by woman political leader very contrasting to the case of observation in Maharashtra, women were very
vocal about their opinion all throughout the Public Hearing. So, during Public Hearing active
participation was observed from both men and women while there was interactive participation from the
side of semi-skilled workers.

Accountability

Accountability in a democratic government includes both answerability and enforceability.
Answerability is the obligation of office bearers to give data and legitimization about their activities
while enforceability is the likelihood of punishments or outcomes for neglecting to answer
accountability guarantees (Goetz & Jenkins 2004).

Currently, public hearing is again the instrument utilized to meet the element answerability in
accountability. In the first four days of audit, the SAU analyses the documents and interacts with the
people in the first four days of audit to understand the issues and classify them primarily into four
categories: Financial misappropriation, Financial deviation, Procedural violation and Grievances.
Financial misappropriation involves cases where payment is made to person who did not work, Bribes,
Work Related issues, Material Procurement etc. The issues related to denial of entitlements, lack of
transparency & accountability from officials, Work Selection issues, Maintenance of Registers etc.,
comes in the category of process violation and this was the most common issue cropping up in the
audits. Records not produced, work Selection and work execution issues comes in financial deviation
which checks if there is a deviation in finance than the sanctioned amount. The grievances section
includes the issues from the people which may be related to Job Card, Aadhar / Bank Account, Work
site facilities, Wages related Injury / Death, Individual Assets related, complaint on specific individuals
etc. All the identified issues are discussed openly in the public hearing in the presence of all the people
present and they are also represented in charts. The officials are answerable to any questions raised by
the beneficiaries during the time of public hearing.

The Action Taken report (ATR) is to be submitted by the authorities and it is supposed to be
discussed in the next consecutive year. But in the GPs visited, the ATR was not submitted by the block
functionaries to the GP and it couldn’t be discussed. So if no follow up action is taken it takes away the
role of enforceability in accountability through social audit. The details of number of issues resolved
after the audit is given (Table 3, as compiled from VHA). It was observed that the percentage of issues
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being resolved has reduced especially for west and east district and it was noted earlier that the issues
reported was also more in these districts.

Table 3. Number of Issues Resolved after Social Audit

S.L No. District 2013-14 2014-15 2015-16 2016-17
1 | North District 39% 48% 44% 56%
2 | East District 67% 63% 53% 14%
3 | South District 96% 90% 86% 59%
4 | West District 79% 76% 47% 16%
Total 63% 71% 55% 28%

Another big issue in MGNREGA is the case where beneficiaries do not use the assets constructed for
the right purpose. For example, there were cases in the village where the beneficiary was using the
cowshed for storage purposes instead of its actual purpose. The social audit teams also take note of these
type of cases, interacts with the beneficiary and he/she is answerable in the public hearing to the other
beneficiaries as to why he is not utilizing the assets for its actual cause. This type of internal
answerability is also a good lesson from the NGO model of audit.

The element of enforceability is the tricky part and Social Audit agency being a facilitator and
not implementer often have limitations in ensuring it. After the audit report is submitted, the role of
enforceability still lies in the hands of the implementing institution by taking actions. So, the SAU may
follow the method of collecting strong evidences to back up their review report submitting to the
implementing department of MGNREGA. Whenever any issue is found out, photographs of the
documents and testimonies are taken in writing from the concerned officials. They also take
photographs and videos of the assets, testimonies, statements in the public hearing etc., to further back
their evidences.

Challenges of Social Audit: Field level

The various challenges observed on field is discussed in detail in this section. The main issues are
geographical challenges, errors in sampling, limiting works to checks and balances, weak follow-up and
decision making, time constraints etc., and these are discussed below.

Firstly, Geographical terrain of the hilly state poses serious challenge to the social audit
personnel in effectively carrying out their work in Sikkim. It is not practically possible for the social
audit personnel to climb mountains and survey houses where vehicles are non-approachable within the
limitations of time which is hardly 5 days in a GP. During the field visit and Non-participant
observation, it was evident that not more than ten households can be covered in a day in such a difficult
terrain where people are scattered. So often it is not possible to do regular inspections in areas because
of the challenge of mobility. In many cases, if the house of the beneficiary is away from the main road
and the social audit team would have to invest extra time just to visit that house and they are sometimes
forced to end up surveying only houses close to the road side. But still we could see the team working
hard to complete most of the ongoing and completed works for inspection. The geographical remoteness
of people is also a reason that prevents them from attending social audit.

During official social audit of MGNREGA, most of the time the samples tend to be taken from
houses that are close to the road alone because of the lack of time and difficulty in climbing. Owing to
the difficulty in transportation, the MGNREGA officials also often do not keep a close check on the
works far away from roadside and the quality of work may be tampered as a result of this problem.
During the stay, it was found that the supervisors from the lower region of the ward was unwilling to
visit the upper region of the mountain as it takes a journey of two hours back and forth and inspection
was merely done by mobile phone without actual visit. This is typically a case where the street level
bureaucrats are shifting towards screen level bureaucrats (Carausan, 2015). So is the case of monitoring
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as we observed with the Gram Rozgar Sahayak (GRS) and with the Junior Engineer (JE). But these
areas which actually require more accountability to bring out their disadvantages when further
disregarded by the social audit personnel due to lack of time and this create the doubts on efficiency of
social audit as a TAP tool on field.

Secondly, the social audit reports are often limited to checks and balances based on the available
format and sometimes there might be unwillingness among the personnel also to go beyond the realms
of normal procedures. If Social audit is limited to checks and balances, the real purpose of transparency
and accountability cannot be achieved through it. And involvement of NGO’s having no relation to the
beneficiaries coupled with time constraints, the level of commitment often gets reduce to task
completion unless they have sincere motivation towards their work.

The third challenge is with respect to weak follow-up and decision making. SAU is merely a
facilitating body and they aren’t quite responsible for the final decisions according to the present
structure of social audit observed in states. The offenders also learn to manipulate a new system while
discovering other avenues through the institution of monitoring (Olken, 2009) (Afridi & Iversen, 2013).
Also, the action is taken by the implementing organization and the social audit team has no power in
this other than reporting and evidence collection.

Fourthly, the SAU team is many times forced to be dependent on the MGNREGA officials to
meet their requirements. According to the guidelines of the central government, the state governments
are to set up a Social Audit Unit (SAU) that is independent from the executing authorities. But in order
to operate on ground, the Social Audit Unit personnel are very much dependent on the MGNREGA
officials as they are not familiar with the place of audit. We observed that the Gram Rozgar Sahayak
(GRS), the MGNREGA mates and the Junior Engineer also travelled with the group of social auditors
in their vehicle and the sample households were chosen under their guidance. In our visit there was an
incident where a beneficiary shouted at the supervisor for not bringing the team to her house and she
made accusations against the person. This again questions the real independence of the Social Audit
Unit as an entity because there are practical difficulties to remain independent from the implementing
agency in order to audit the scheme. In this case, instead of the supervisor, if it was a group of
beneficiaries who were guiding the SAU personnel, then the audit team may have got a better
perspective of the situation.

Fifthly, the team also faces difficulty in identifying problems in a short span of few days. Some
of the corruption stages like labour related irregularities comprise of non- and delayed wage payment
and a failure to provide work are ETD (easy to detect) while labour related irregularities comprise of
benami and bribes are HTD (hard to detect). ETD related irregularities relates to ‘ghost’ or non-existent
project. HTD material related irregularities comprise sub-standard material quality, material bribes and
non-availability of material records (Afridi & Iversen, 2014). Also, during the field stay with the
villagers, we could observe more crude realities where materials were being hoarded with the
knowledge of officials but all these abnormalities are difficult to be identified by an external agency
unless people themselves are vocal about issues.

Discussion

Despite the various challenges discussed above, Sikkim has gone way ahead of other states in trying to
overcome it. Some of the strikingly positive elements of NGO model in comparison to the society
model are listed below and they would act as good lessons for other states for improvement. The Sikkim
model follows a system of meticulous documentation and all the reporting formats are clearly laid out.
So anyone joining the team can easily complete the verifications in line with the reporting formats. They
were not just dependent on the downloaded MIS report of social audit sections from server but they had
their own system suited to their purpose. Another highlight of the Sikkim model is good communication
and awareness. In order to ensure good transparency, the message should be conveyed to the people in a
way that it is understandable to them. So ‘text’ may not be the best suited way of communication in a
village where there are illiterate people partaking in the scheme. Hence, Sikkim model also effectively
utilizes cartoons and other pictorial representations to effectively convey the information to the public.
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In addition to it, announcements are also made on the microphone, to inform the people about public
hearing. Even during the public hearing, the information is neatly depicted on charts for the people.

These type of Public Rural Appraisal activities are also required to ensure good involvement of
people in social audit. One important point noted is that the delivery of possible multimedia
communication was employed with due importance to culturally acceptable mode of communication. In
our field visit we saw that announcements were not made on a particular day through microphone as a
death had occurred that day in the village. It is really appreciable to see such respect for the traditions of
the village from the social audit team while delivering their duties. The team by themselves being part
of the same culture could also have been a reason for deepened understanding of the cultural setting.
The auditors also question and checks the awareness of beneficiaries of their rights in MGNREGA. This
type of approach in creating awareness through audit helps the beneficiaries as well to make better
claims of their rights in future.

Conclusion

The needs and challenges in different states of India are different and hence a model working in one
state may not be the best solution in another state although insights can be taken for improvement. In
Andhra Pradesh, the society model is running effectively but it may not be suited to hilly state like
Sikkim owing to different challenges in geography, density of population, educational opportunities etc.

The NGO model of social audit in Sikkim was analysed with the framework of transparency,
accountability and participation and the observations seems to be largely successful with certain
challenges at the micro-level. The main challenges include geography, errors in sampling, weak follow
up, dependency on MGNREGA for choice of houses during visit, officials and the difficulty to identify
problems. As a state social audit unit, the state is trying its own ways to overcome some of these
challenges using meticulous documentation, team work and strong evidence collection. They also use
good communication and awareness methods like cartoons and other pictorial representations to
effectively convey the information the public. The NGO model of Sikkim seems to be good model for
conducting social although there are windows of improvement to better the system.

Most importantly, the process of social audits clearly had a momentous impact on the citizens
who were part of this process. The citizen’s awareness of the government programme and their rights
enhances and this has a long term positive impact on the delivery of the government programmes.
Social Audits could therefore emerge as a catalyst in the process of citizen empowerment.
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