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NREGA'’s ability to stimulate development within the
village. Although some households or individuals may
migrate long distances to other states, the dominant type
of migration observed in this study was short distance
migration to neighbouring urban or peri-urban areas.
Fieldwork in Abu Road explored this aspect to some
extent and it emerged that such migration continues, with
40 per cent of households reporting migrant members in
December 2009. About 70 per cent of households with
migrant members reported receiving remittances.
Similarly, no clear evidence was seen in Himachal that the
NREGA has had an impact in stalling inter-state migration,
although in some villages visited during fieldwork it was
reported that when NREGS works were open men put off
the decision to migrate or went for shorter periods. One of
the interviewees pointed out that he had stopped
migrating because he was able to get NREGS work, and
that although these wages were lower, it was cheaper to
stay at home. In the area surveyed in Kerala, there was
seen to be a similar process of migration to neighbouring
areas, again largely by men.”

7 Some studies
suggest there has
been animpact on
migration. For
example, 57 per cent
of the sample
suggested that
NREGA had ‘helped
them avoid migration’
(Reetika Khera and
Nandini Nayak,
Women workers and
perceptions of the
National Rural
Employment
Guarantee Act, EPW
24 October 2009
49-57, at p52)
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80r, as a recent study
points out, not
knowing how to
construct useful rural
infrastructure can
translate into
‘excavation and re
excavation of ponds’.
See Dey and Bedi
2010: 28.
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5 Wider impacts

The main objective of the study reported here was to
examine the immediate factors influencing women's
participation. However, participation will, in a sense, be
influenced by the wider impacts of the programme.
Observations relating to this are briefly summarised
below.

Local development and women’s priorities

As part of a developing social protection umbrella in the
country, NREGA can contribute in two ways. One is by
transferring income to the poorest, though only to those
who are able to perform manual labour. The other is in
supporting local development and hence reducing the
social protection deficits. There is a need to move away
from a static approach to social protection to one that is
equally concerned with developing the capacity to move
out of poverty and vulnerability (see, for example, Cook
and Kabeer 2010: 1-28).

Based on this study, there is considerable evidence that
income is being transferred to the poorest households,
although there is indirect evidence of leakages. However,
some people lack the physical ability to do manual labour
or are not mobile because they have to look after the sick
or disabled. From a social protection perspective, simple
cash transfers to such people should complement the
public works.

Support for local development could be provided by, for
example, directing resources into creation of productive
assets. However, at the time of fieldwork for this study, few
durable assets had been created.

In Kerala, a decision had been taken at the outset that
rural road construction would be a last priority and, at
maximum, up to 10 per cent of the value of all works.
Between 2007/08 and March 2009, out of all expenditure
on completed works in the district studied, 27 per cent
was spent on flood control and protection, 26 per cent on
renovation of traditional water bodies, 23 per cent on
micro-irrigation works and only 3.5 per cent on rural
connectivity. In an innovative example of
interdepartmental coordination in Attapady block starting
in 2009/10, a tribal and forested area, the Forest
Department offered an additional daily payment as an
incentive and work in forest areas was planned jointly with
the NREGS.

In Himachal, water conservation, water harvesting
structures, micro-irrigation and flood control and
protection account for roughly 40 per cent of all works up
to 2008/09. In contrast to Kerala, however, cumulative
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figures up to 2008/09 show that over 47 per cent of all
works related to rural connectivity, though this may reflect
local need as Kerala had a well-developed infrastructure
at the start. While the building of roads in hill areas
requires very careful assessment from an ecological
perspective, local officials felt that instructions from the
centre in 2009 not to allocate NREGS funds for road
construction did not take account of local priorities.
Several hamlets, often populated by marginalised social
groups, are not connected to the main road, and even a
gravel road makes a big difference to people living here.

In the selected district in Rajasthan, road construction
accounted for 5 per cent of all works, based on
cumulative figures from 2006 to 2010. The same data
shows that 66 per cent of the works approved remain
incomplete; 50 per cent of works relate to construction of
a new well or deepening of an existing well. During focus
group discussions, villagers repeatedly said that all the
structures which had been constructed were washed
away in the monsoons.®

Soil and water conservation has been prioritised by
India’s Ministry of Rural Development, which holds the
programme. Assets constructed under NREGA have to
meet the 60:40 ratio of wages to materials and this is one
of the main reasons why permanent structures or capital
intensive technological solutions to water management
problems are ruled out.

Looking ahead, as the ability to plan at village level
improves and interdepartmental initiatives come to
fruition, the assets created may display more
development potential. Some examples of improved
productivity were encountered in the course of the
fieldwork; in one panchayat in Kerala, it was reported that
a large tank restoration job in 2007 turned single-crop rice
fields into double-crop areas.

One of the problems evident in Himachal was that, in the
absence of integrated planning, assets created under
NREGS may not be part of the longer-term development
agenda. Thus, conflicting trajectories of development
persist, with an emphasis on mining and large dams on
the one hand, which will displace many villages, and, on
the other hand, small structures being constructed with
NREGA funds on some of the areas slated for
submergence. For assets created under NREGA to
contribute to local development, such damaging conflicts
will need to be resolved.

NREGA funds can be used only in a limited way for skilled
labour or materials. It is only as planning and
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convergence across departments and budgets becomes
possible that a systematic impact on local development is
likely, through creation of durable and locally relevant
assets.

In terms of relevant development, it is essential to
examine the roots of poverty in a given area. In Himachal,
for example, those who worked on NREGS sites were
typically from landless households and did not own
cattle. This might look like good targeting, but there is a
question about the nature of poverty experienced in hill
areas. Income poverty is not the only issue; ecological
poverty affects most hill households. As Madhav Ashish
put it, ‘The health of the rural economy is founded on the
natural wealth of the land in terms of its material
productivity, and not on the economy’s purely monetary
aspect.’ Failure to recognise this leads to ‘economic
policies for raising monetary incomes, instead of policies
for the restoration of yields from the depleted resource
base’ (Ashish 1989: 937). By targeting its programme on
income poverty alone, the NREGS is missing the
opportunity to address the roots of rural poverty,
especially in mountainous regions.

One important outcome of a national programme that is
backed by legal guarantee and which requires regular
reporting for each area is that developmental problems or
concerns of especially remote or underserved
populations will become visible. For example, in the tribal
area of Kerala studied here, much effort was needed to
find the appropriate composition of Kudumbashree
groups, to make links with the Forest Department to
develop a shelf of viable projects, to introduce mobile
banking and so on. This developmental stimulus can be
attributed to the NREGA.

Empowering women

The extensive participation of women in NREGS works
has been discussed above. Participation in the scheme
has meant that women are coming out of their homes, not
only to work but also to visit banks and panchayat offices,
which they may not have done previously. This enhanced
mobility comes with the higher status of being income-
earning workers. Although this study did not find any
evidence of changing gender roles within the household
as a result of women working on NREGS sites, it did find
evidence of increased confidence among women. ‘Now |
am not afraid of meeting officers at the site and explaining
what work has been done’; ‘Women can now be seen
moving around in places like gram panchayat office,
banks, schools, block office without anybody to
accompany them.
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The presence of infants and young children at worksites
was observed mainly in Rajasthan. When asked, women
here said they prefer to leave their infants with an older
child, rather than demanding creche facilities at the
worksite. This is mainly because they have more trust in
their older child than in an unknown caregiver, and
because no active caregiving is seen to be taking place in
the rare event of a ‘jhula’ (cradle) being provided.

An unintended consequence of the programme, which
this study observed, was that older daughters supporting
the work of their mothers by looking after younger siblings
missed out on their own schooling in the process. This is
a result of what has been well described by Palriwala and
Neetha as the ‘gendered familialism of employment and
wage policy’. ‘Gendered familialism reiterates that care
work is the responsibility of women..Women remain
embedded in family relations in employment and in the
formulation of social protection policy. There is a refusal to
accept women’s double day or the issue of care
responsibilities as a collective concern of the state. In fact,
the implicit and explicit concern is that the family is
essential if the minimalist welfare regime is to work and
women's care labour is essential to the family’ (Palriwala
and Neetha 2009).

Because women remain caregivers even if they take on
paid work, their preference is for work near the home,
flexible timings, etc — all of which are fulfilled by the
NREGS. Although the operational guidelines of the
programme require the provision of creches on worksites,
this study suggests that more attention needs to be given
to the quality of care on offer.

Labour market impacts

Given the gender wage gaps prevalent in the market, the
NREGS has made little difference to the labour market for
adult male workers in the areas studied. However, there
has been a substantial impact on adult female workers,
especially in Kerala, resulting in an upward pressure on
market wages and emerging labour shortages in
agriculture. As a result of the task-based wage payment
and the inaccuracies of muster rolls, actual wages earned
seemed to roughly correspond to market wages in
Rajasthan, therefore having little wider labour market
impact, although this is an unintended outcome.

The other observable impact, again in relation to women
workers, is that the number of women willing to take on
paid work has increased with provision of more jobs near
the home.
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6 Suggestions for policy and programme

design

Suggestions for policy and programme design emerging
from the study include the following.

Involving women

This study has confirmed the significance of the NREGS
for women in many ways and also their limited
participation in choice of works. One suggestion
emerging from the study is that programme managers
could usefully draw upon informal groups, where they
exist — such as mahila mandals in Himachal — to
understand local priorities from women’s perspective and
beyond those expressed in the gram sabha.

Strengthening active citizenship

In most areas visited, gram sabhas are not fulfilling their
theoretical role of being inclusive village assemblies
through which democratic process people’s preferences
are articulated. Women'’s participation in gram sabhas is
likely to increased as they become more aware of their
citizenship rights and duties. Investing in informal groups
is one way of doing this — policy has prioritised investment
in training of elected leaders, which needs to continue, but
democratic processes require active citizenship by all and
this fact needs to find a place in resource allocations too.

Broadening the understanding of
poverty to include needs of women

The programme could have a greater impact on poverty
reduction and on development if there were a broader
understanding of the nature of poverty, and especially the
constraints faced by women. For example, in most parts
of the areas studied in Rajasthan and Kerala, the
provision of additional cash income is a good way to
address poverty and vulnerability, but in hill regions or the
forested tribal tracts of Kerala, cash income does not
easily compensate for the shortages that poor women
face, such as a lack of grass for cattle or drinking water.
The programme needs to find ways of improving its
relevance to the daily lives of people (especially women)
and addressing ecological poverty, not just income
poverty, through suitable modifications to programme
design. This will not happen through ad hoc creation of
small and isolated tanks or wells. It requires an explicit
framing of the development discourse within which
NREGA is located.

Systems of wage payment

Women are employed as unskilled labour on NREGS
worksites. Over a longer period, enhancement of skills
and productivity will be one way of increasing earnings. At
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present, however, women are most affected by payment
systems that link wages to tasks completed and which, in
practice, as seen over the last four years, lead to
persistent differences between minimum wages payable
and actual wages received in Rajasthan. Given that the
intention of the programme is income transfer, our study
recommends either an immediate revision of the schedule
of rates and stricter supervision to prevent leakages, to
allow higher earnings, or else payment on the basis of
days worked without productivity considerations.

Complementing the NREGS for different
needs of women

The programme design is perceived to be inclusive, as it
is open to all irrespective of age or any other
consideration. However, for elderly women or young
women with infants who need to earn their living, hard
manual labour is not desirable from the point of view of
their own health or that of infants. As a social protection
system, NREGS reaches out to the able-bodied; to reach
out to meet the needs of women who are at different
stages in their lifecycle, a cash transfer or other kind of
intervention may be better and more efficient.

Improving quality of childcare

The programme design includes a recommendation that
créches be opened at workplaces. Fieldwork confirms
that workplace créches are rare, and even if there is a
facility, it is of a very minimal nature. Fieldwork also
confirms that women are not willing to leave their children
in such a facility unless they are sure that the care
provided will be of a good standard.

From a policy standpoint, our recommendation is that in
debates around women’s work and childcare, the issue of
quality needs to be brought to the forefront and not treated
as something to be addressed at a later stage after issues
of access or infrastructure have been dealt with.
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7 Conclusion

To conclude, the observed variations in women’s
participation are found to be closely linked to the
characteristics of the local economy — what alternatives
are available, how do market wages compare with
NREGS wages, how do men’s market wages compare to
women’s market wages and is there enough work
available. High levels of participation in Kerala and
Rajasthan are rational household responses to the wide
gender gaps in market wages and higher market wages
for men. A second major factor is women'’s care
responsibilities, which limit their mobility and available
time for paid work. Worksites near the home and some
flexibility of timings have drawn women out to work. The
role of the Kerala kudumbashree in programme
management has helped to ensure that NREGS draws in
women as both workers and managers. Small
modifications in the design of the programme would
enhance its wellbeing outcomes — for example,
recognising the value of assets that respond to local
needs and contribute to development, providing cash
transfers for those who are unable to work, and creating

@ different activities for those who are less fit. The @
productivity-linked method of wage payment in Rajasthan
has, at least until now, led to average earnings that are
less than the minimum wage.

On the whole, this study confirms the value of the
programme from the point of view of empowering women
and suggests that greater differentiation by locality would
be a way of enhancing wellbeing outcomes and better
embedding the programme into a process of needs
analysis and policy response.
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Appendix 1 Sample information

The district selected for study in Kerala was Palakkad, rain-fed agriculture, livestock rearing and seasonal
where over 85 per cent of the population is rural. migration. A total of 106 women were interviewed from 13
Fieldwork was carried out in two blocks within this district,  villages in six gram panchayats in the two blocks.
Malampuzha (which is largely agricultural and has some

. In Rajasthan, the area studied was Abu Road block in
industry) and Attapaddy. Almost 40 per cent of the

7 - Sirohi district. Sirohi district is situated in the southwest
population in Attapaddy is tribal and severely part of Rajasthan and a survey was carried out of 115
impoverished. Interviews were conducted with a total of households in two villages, Mahikhera and Nichlagarh.

96 people: 85 women and 11 men. Interviewees included  gjrohj is a rain-fed, drought prone area; 70 per cent of the

participants and non-participants in NREGS, area inhabitants are from the tribal community of Garasias.
development supervisors in charge of worksite ISST had carried out a previous survey of the same two
management, NGO workers and government officials. A villages soon after the start of the programme, in June
total of nine villages from seven panchayats were visited. 2006. The re-visit in 2010 showed that some of the

In Himachal, the study was conducted in Sirmour district, challenges noted in 2006 still persist.

in Sangrah and Shillai blocks. Sirmour has the highest In each area, there is considerable diversity within the
proportion of Scheduled Caste households in the state. In - sample. Data was collected through field visits and
both blocks, livelihood strategies are a combination of interviews over the period July 2008 to December 2009.

Sites of fieldwork

State and Block Panchayat Villages People met
district

@ Palakkad, Malampuzha Malampuzha Malampuzha Inall: @
Kerala Elapally Mpuzha Women: 39 workers, ten non-workers; 36 ADS
Marutarode Polpully Men: seven workers, four non-workers
Polpally Elapully Government officials, NGOs
Marutarode (total 85 women, 11 men)
Attapaddy Polpully
Agali Nakupathy
Pudur Nakupathy Ooru
Shaloyur Vannanthara
Sirmour, Shillai Drabil Drabil 21
Himachal
Pradesh Sl
Kando Bhatnol Kando
Dakkar
Sangrah Sangrah Sangrah, Kiroli 85
Kakog
Baunal Kakog Mohutu, Shaachi (or a total of 106 women, along with officials, etc)
Khud Drabil Trimilti
Dabrog
Ganog
Ganog Lawalli
Sirohi, Abu Road Bahadurpura Mahikheda 51 households
Rajasthan Nichlagarh Nichlagarh 65 households

(total 116 households including men and women)
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Appendix 2 Gender wage gaps

The table below indicates the prevalent gender wage gaps in different states based on National Sample Survey

Organisation (NSSO) data for 2004. (Wages reported as market wages in the paper are as reported by respondents.)

Daily minimum wages and actual wages of male and female agricultural labourers, by state, 2004 (in rupees)

Andhra Pradesh
Assam

Bihar

Gujarat

Haryana
Himachal Pradesh
Jammu and Kashmir
Karnataka

Kerala

Madhya Pradesh
Maharashtra
Orissa

Punjab

Rajasthan

Tamil Nadu
Tripura

Uttar Pradesh

West Bengal

Minimum wage

1
52.00
50.00
50.00
50.00
84.29
65.00
45.00
56.30

100.00
56.96
48.00

52.5
87.59
67.30
54.00
50.00
58.00
107.99

Actual wage
(Male)

2
59.88
69.70
58.27
69.15
84.73

123.00
121.71
59.29
238.71
50.95
63.00
5411
n.a.
82.94
17.21
74.33
60.56
84.48

Difference
(Male)

3 (=2-1)

7.88
19.70
8.27
19.15
0.44
58.00
76.71
2.99
138.71
-6.01
15.00
1.61
n.a.
15.64
63.21
24.33
2.56
-23.51

Actual wage
(GEIEE)]

4

32.71
55.06
44.47
51.41
75.87
84.60
n.a.
36.23
100.13
36.58
34.09
39.33
n.a.
48.58
39.61
n.a.
50.58
49.63

Difference
(Female)

5 (=4-1)
19.29
5.06
-5.53
1.41
-8.42
19.60
n.a.
-20.07
013
-20.38
13.91
1318
n.a.
18.72
4.4
n.a.
742
-58.36

Source: Chavan, P and Bedamatta, R. (2006) ‘Trends in agricultural wages in India 1964-65 to 1999-2000', Economic and Political Weekly, 23 September 2006: 4041-51,
adapted from Aruna Kanchi, June 2010, ‘Women workers in agriculture: expanding responsibilities and shrinking opportunities’ , ILO Asia-Pacific Working Paper Series.
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Appendix 3 Kudumbashree

The mission statement of Kudumbashree (literally,
‘prosperity of the family’; name given to the State Poverty
Eradication Mission) reads as follows:

‘To eradicate absolute poverty in 10 years through
concerted community action under the leadership of
local governments, by facilitating organizations of the
poor for combining self help with demand led
convergence of available services and resources to
tackle the multiple dimensions and manifestations of
poverty holistically.’

The Kudumbashree programme started in urban areas in
1998, and was later extended to rural areas. Women'’s
self-help groups are formed and microenterprises
started. The first step is to bring together families into
neighbourhood groups of between 15 and 40 families,
which are then federated at higher levels of
administration. In the urban areas, these groups are
made up of families assessed as being below the poverty
line. In rural areas, however, anyone in the gram
panchayat can be a member of the neighbourhood group
(NHG), although care is taken that a majority of office
bearers are from below-poverty line families. A number of
different strategies are used to eradicate poverty, provide
minimum social protection and stimulate economic
activity. These include information and training, including
skill development, through the NHGs, which normally
meet once a week and provide a forum for dissemination
of information and other discussion. Thrift and credit
groups have been formed and, while not all the groups

are linked to regular banking facilities, they are able to
provide small loans to members of the group. Attempts
are made to ensure the provision of basic infrastructure,
including sanitation and water, and to develop micro-
plans, which are then incorporated into district plans. At
least one microenterprise is to be initiated for each NHG.
A wide range of economic activities has been started by
the self-help groups — for example, nurseries,
vermiculture and composting, floriculture and even data
entry work on computers. For many of these activities, for
example data entry, the demand is mainly from
government departments as the Kudumbashree groups
are able to perform a good service at reasonable prices.

The Kudumbashree structure can be represented
schematically, as below.

Gram Panchayat

Community Development Society
(one in each panchayat, registered as a Society under the
Societies Act)

Area Development Society (30—40 NHGs) — ward level
(overseeing committee of seven people)

Neighbourhood Groups and Self-Help Groups
(10-20 people)

Glossary

Adivasi
Umbrella term for a set of tribal groups

Ayah
Nanny

Garasia
Name of tribal group

Gram panchayat/panchayat
Elected village-level body

Gram sabha
Village assembly

Jhula
Cradle
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Kudumbashree
Literally ‘prosperity of the family’; name of the State
Poverty Eradication Mission in Kerala

Mahila mandal
Women'’s group

Sarpanch
Elected head of village council
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