Mission Report – Patna, 10-12 Feb 2014 – DEF & ALOK
Tuesday 11 Feb 2014, 3.30 to 6.30 pm
Present:
· Chintan Raj, Ministry of Rural Development, Prime Minister’s Fellow
· Azad Suhel, DEF rep in Bettiah, West Champaran, (joined DEF 15 Sept)
· Rameshwar, ALOK Coordinator
Prime Minister’s Rural Development Fellows (there are 140 of them in Integrated Action Plan (IAP) Districts in India) have been appointed to streamline all schemes to the last mile beneficiary. Chintan is 19 months on the job, 3-year contract, can be extended. 2012 = first batch.
Fellows work closely with district administration; understand all schemes. A key task is to get to understand all bottlenecks and then improve bottlenecks one by one. 
Most important bottleneck identified = “information arbitrage”; who gets the info or does not get it. The more we go down, the more information decreases (100% at centre; 80% at state; 6o% at district; 40% at block; 20% at village). There are information leakages at all levels.
Fellows work both at macro and micro level with the gram panchayat. For instance, there was a lot of under expenditure in NREGA. The reason was: a new web-based data collection system had been introduced but was not operationalised, hence huge unreported expenditure was coming up on the web-based system as it was not fed with data. After staff re-training, data was entered into the system.
There is also a lot of information loss due to very poor communication between Gvt departments, banks and panchayats
District collector sometimes does not even know the policy or the content of a policy and needs to be updated.
GLRA started a district rehab centre for persons living with disabilities in Sept 2012 in West Champaran; same to be set up in East Champaran (12 schemes under the ministry of social justice and empowerment).
 “Soochna Seva” (DEF project title) stands for: “Information services”.
Project is to reach 5 blocks, 25 panchayats. That means 25 MoUs required with 25 DCs and Gram panchayats. As per DEF contract, 4 information centres per panchayat will be necessary to penetrate and saturate (each panchayat = about 15,000 to 20,000 population). A question was raised whether Soochna fellows should all be local (more local knowledge) or mixed local-outside staff (more perspectives and neutrality)? 
4 years back, ALOK started working with DEF on digital panchayat programme, pushing Murkhias (gram panchayat presidents) to share information on websites.
ALOK mainly works on livelihood and education. Will add health related information dissemination.
Setting up public scheme information delivery and access points: (i) dual prong strategy at block and panachayat levels; (ii) at panchayat level, they will mobilise 50-100 community people and get started; (iii) will try to work at the community government centres: (iv) will ask to use individual households when no other options. 
There are 30 to 35 Departments; guidelines keep changing; follow-up the changes and updates is therefore an important task.
1 central information hub required; master information centre at the district HQ. This way, new and updated information will be accessed and disseminated to blocks very fast. Locating the district information hub in the District administration HQ is important as it helps developing closer and stronger partnerships with the DC and each line Dpt. DEF Digital library is already located in the District Administration HQ.
What Gvt requires is quality human resources. The rest (buildings, equipment) are there. 
ALOK’s expectation from this project: people to get more benefits in livelihood and education. 
Information should be for all; there should be no discrimination. Reaching the dalits and mahadalits.
Mapping of existing public schemes is an important but time consuming task. For instance, skills training programmes mapping was done the previous week. There was an information overload as there are many training schemes (23 schemes exist; training schedule for next 6 months available). Training outcomes (how many got self-employed or got a job out of training) must also be reported by the gram panchayat and district administration.
Probably, the two most important points of discussion were:
· All 14 contract partners should be aware of the existence of Prime Minister’s Rural Development Fellows and start checking whether there is any in the districts where they are working. If this is the case, meet them and get to know what they have been doing already in terms of information dissemination and how projects could partner with them, and vice versa.
· Though indeed community mobilisation and supporting demand side from community upward is important, what is probably even more important in that Programme is to get familiar with all government schemes, initiatives, services, facilities, and overall resources available, and then help government service providers, local administration and elected, self-governance institutions make the information and those resources available to community people; help them make information, services and resources available, through systems already developed but often not, ill- or under-utilised, is key. It is often not about reinventing the wheel or setting up new systems but helping them use, or learn how to use, systems already designed by central or state governments. 
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