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‘Women Workers and Perceptions of the Natlonal
Rural Employment Guarantee Act

REETIKA KHERA, NANDINI NAYAK

The National Rural Employment Guarantee'Act, which
entitles rural households to 100 days of casual -

employment on public works at the statutory minimum

wage, contains special provisions to ensure full
participation of women. This paper, based on fieldwork
in six states in 2008, examines the socio-economic .
consequences of the Nrega for women workers. In spite
of the drawbacks in the implementation of the
legislation, significant benefits have already started.
accruing to women through better access'to local

:employment, at minimum wages, with relatively decent

and safe work conditions. The paper also discusses
barriers to women's participation:

1 lntroductlon

the National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (hereafter

NREGA) The NREGA is a national law funded largely by the
central government and implemented in all states, which creates
a Justlcmble ‘right to work” for all households in rural India.
Under the NREGA, rural households have a legal right to get “not
less than” 100 days of unskilled manual labour on public works in
each financial year,

The enactment of the NREGA in 2005 came about pértlyn'as a
result of a sustained campaign by academics and activists across
India. Significant efforts were made by campaign groups to high-
light the.crisis of food and work availability being faced by large

In August 2005, Parliament passed.the . landmark legislation,

- numbers of the rural poor in India. The NREGA, as finally enacted,
. .was 4 diluted version of the “citizen’s draft”.! Nevertheless it sig-
. -nified a huge step forward as a social security mechanism for the
~rural poor.. ’
This paper attempts to understand the perceptlons of this leg-
islatiomr as reported by women workers currently workmg under

. the Act. The NREGA'S potermal in empowering women by provid-
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‘ing them work opportunities has been commented on by others’
. as well (see Dréze and Oldlges 2007;.2009; Institute of Social-
" Studies Trust 2006, Jandu 2008).2 Looking at all India part1c1pa—

tion rates-in the first two years of its implementation, Dréze and

.Oldiges (2009) point to the marginal increase in the participation
. of women (from 40% in 2006-07 to 44% ih 2007-08). Large inter-. .
state variations. in. the Jparticipation of women have been ob-’

served: women constitute more than two-thirds of NREGA work-

-ers.in K_erala (71%), Rajasthan (69%) and Tamil Nadu (82%) and -
less than the stipulated one-third in Assam (31%), Bihar (27%), R
West Bengal (17%), Uttar Pradesh (15%), Himachal Pradesh
(30%) and Jharkhand (27%). Other research on NREGA has high-- .

lighted the various beneﬁts accruihig to women from NREGA. This

paper explores this further. Its purpose is twofold: one, to high- -

light the importance of the NREGA, as perceived by women work-
ers, and two, to show that the full potential of this legislation is
far from being realised.

1.1 NREGA:Main Provisions of the Act’ -
Despite some weaknesses, the NREGA is a remarkable legislation

" under-which local administrations are legally bound to provide

work on demand to any worker or group of workers who apply for
work, within 15 days of receipt of @ work applications on public

works operated under the NREGA. Though the list of perrmssxble-
works under the NREGA is quite restricted, there is ample scope .-
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for undertaking projects that provide economically useful assets.
In the event that the local administration fails to provide work,
an unemployment allowance is to be paid to the workers. The
NREGA promises “not less than 100 days” of work to all house-
holds in rural India in each financial year where adults in the
household are willing to undertake unskilled manual labour at
the statutory minimum wage.

There are several provisions of the Act which are of special in-
terest to women workers. First, the Act mandates that at least
one-third of the workers should be women. This, combined with
the fact that the Act places no restriction on how each house-
holds’ quota of 100 days is shared within the household, means
that there is ample scope for women’s participation in NREGA
works. Second, the wage earned is equal for both men and
women. Besides this, the NREGA also provides for childcare
facilities at the worksite when more than five children under six
years of age are present at the worksite. This is an important
provision given that, in large parts of the country, there are no
childcare arrangements (e g, functional anganwadis) for
working women.

- 1.2 NREGA Survey 2008

This paper ‘presents some findings related to women NREGA
warkers from a field survey (hereafter “NREGA Survey 2008”)
conducted in May-June 2008 in six north Indian states: Bihar,
Chhattisgarh, Jharkhand, Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan and Uttar
Pradesh.5 The 10 sample districts were: Araria and Kaimur
(Bihar); Surguja - (Chhattisgarh); Palamau and Koderma
(Jharkhand); Badwani and Sidhi (Madhya Pradesh); Dungarpur
and Sirohi (Rajasthan); Sitapur (Uttar Pradesh). The NREGA was
rolled out in three phases: starting with 200 districts in 2006-07
(“Phase 1” districts), 130 districts were added in 2007-08, and
NREGA was extended to the entire country in April 2008. Districts

included in the “NREGA Survey 2008” are all “Phase 1” districts, °

where the Act came into force in February 2006.

The survey involved unannounced visits to a random sample of
98 worksites, spread over the 10 sample disi:ricts. Interviews were
conducted with a random sample of 1,060 NREGA workers
currently employed at these worksites. The random sample of
workers was drawn from the muster roll® of a currently ongoing
worksite under the NREGA, .

The survey was aimed at understanding the impact NREGA has

‘had in the lives of workers who are currently working under the

programme. The survey was not focused on women specifically,
but 32% of sample workers were women. The interviews with

women workers provided insights into the significance of NREGA

work for these women and highlighted the “transformative”
potential of the NREGA in enhancing economic and social secu-
rity. Though' the potential of this programme is substantial,

implementation varies across states. In a mosaic of chequered

implementation however, many narratives from women workers
tell a significant story about the benefits of the NrREGA. We high-
light this significance of NrEGA work. for women workers and
make the case that attention must be paid by the government
towards effective implementation to ensure that these important
benefits are not scuttled.

.50

2 Women'’s Access to Casual Wage Work
Using qualitative and quantitative data from the survey, this sec-

tion highlights the significance of NREGA work in light of the fact

that women have limited access to wage work.”

It is important to note that there are large variations in the
female participation in the NREGA across sample areas. Overall,
32% of the sampie workers are women (see Table 2 further on). In
Rajasthan (Dungarpur and Sirohi districts), 71% ofsémple work-
ers were-women. In Madhya Pradesh (Badwani and Sidhi dis-
tricts), the proportion of women among sample workers was 44%.
However, the corresponding figures for Chhattisgarh (25% in
Surguja district), Jharkhand (18% in Palamau and Koderma dis-
tricts), Bihar (13% In Araria and Kaimur districts) and Uttar
Pradesh (5% in Sitapur district) are very low and lower than the
female participation rate prescribed by the law (33%).

It is interesting to note that the figures on women'’s share in
NREGA employment according to our survey, are broadly in line
with the official data (available on www.nrega.nic.in) for
2007-08. For instance, if we rank states based on Women’s.parti-
cipation rates, both sources give us the same ranking with Rajas-
than and Madhya Pradesh at the top and Uttar Pradesh at the
bottom. Another interesting comparison is with the female
labour/workforce participation rate (based on 2000-01 and
2004-05 Nsso data) where Madhya Pradesh and Rajasthan (in
that order) significantly outperform Bihar-and Uttar Pradesh (see

Table 1). o

Table 1: Women's Share of Employment
Women's Share in NREGA Employment according to Women's Share in the Rural

NREGA Survey, 2008 Ofiicial NREGAData,  Labouriorce Workforce

(Sample Districts Only) 2007-08 (All Districts) 2000-0t 2004-05
Bihar 12 27 123 13.8
Chhattisgarh 25 42 447 -
Jharkhand 18 27 246 313
Madhya Pradesh 44 = 42 370 366
Rajasthan A 69 .3 07
Uttar Pradesh s | 15 179 240

Sources: Dréze and Oldiges (2009) for official NREGA ?igures, 2007-08. Female Labour l'orce
Participation Rate and Female Workforce Participation Rates arc from www.indiastat.com

Possible reasons for the low participation rates of women in
these states (including implementation related problems) are ex-
plored in the last section.®

2.1 LowWorkforce Participation Rates

In the study areas, the NREGA has provided inéome-earning
opportunities to women where hardly any existed before. The
reasons for the unavailability of wage labour for women are
complex and vary across regions. Women are primary providers
of care roles for the sick and the ‘eld_erly. Outside of unpaid
housework, women have some opportunities for paid agricul-
tural work. The combination of a labour surplus.economy and
sharp gender divisions of labour, imply that these opportunities
tend to be seasonal in nature.? There are even fewer opportuni-
ties for non-agricultural wage work in these areas where the
rural economy is predominantly agricultural. The limited access
to wage work for women in these areds is captured by the fact
that in the three months preceding the survey, only 30% of the
female respondents reported earning a cash income other than
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NREGA (see Table 2). In fact, even among men just over half
(55%) said that they had earned cash from sources other than
the NREGA.

"The women who reported wage work other than NREGA were
performing agricultural labour in their own village or in other
villages, working in the construction industry in towns and cities,
working at stone quarries and collecting and selling forest
produce such as tendu leaves, mohua flowers, grass and wood.

These employment opportunities, however, are not without
problems. The earnings from them were limited or seasonal or
insecure. Much of this work is irregular (e g, agricultural work,
collection of tendu leaves and mohua flowers are all seasonal in
nature) and consequéntly women find themselves in a vulnerable
position. Migration for work in the construction industry exposes
workers to a range of vulnerabilities (e g, exploitation; illness) to
add to which gender biases are consistently faced in the availabil-
ity of work.}® Many of these occupations (construction, factory,
mining work and stone crushing) are replete with hazards and
the p0551b111ty of injury.

* Half of the women in the sample said that had they not worked
on the NREGA worksites, they would have worked at home or
would have remained unemployed. This could be either because
women do not have many other employment opportunities
(locally and even otherwise in some cases) or women workers

© are, “as a rule”, paid less than their male counterparts in rural
" and urban casual wage work (see Table 2).! When women have

other employment opportunities, they often face “invisible”
social constraints: some women might have considered working
only on the fields owned by farmers from their own community
or at a place where other persons from their community are
working. Similar constraints and limitations prevail when
migrating for work to cities.* On top, of this, the harsh work
conditions in the private labour market may also deter women
from participating in it. - : ‘

To summarise, employment opportumtles for 'women in the
private labour market are limited, irregular, pootly paid and can
be hazardous. It often involves migration which raises a whole
range of issues of its own. In additional to “invisible” social barri-
ers, working conditions in the private labour market are often
very demanding and exploitative, :

2.2 Attrqctivenesé of NREGA Employment for Women.

NREGA workers (men and women alike) belong to the most disad-
vantaged groups. As Table 2 above shows, a large majority (over
70%) were from the scheduled castes (scs) and scheduled tribes

- (sTs) and most NREGA labourers were illiterate (82% in the case

of women). ) .
Many female respondents said the work provided under the
NREGA opened up a new opportunity for them. The wider
acceptability of NREGA work derives from several factors: it is
locally available, being government work there is regularity
and predictability of working hours, less chance of work condi-
tions being exploitative and work is considered socially accept-
able and “dignified”. Last (but not the least), it is better pa1d

.than other work, These attractive features-of NREGA for women -

are discussed below.
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© _Collecttheirownwages

Table 2: Profile of Sample Workers

. et o omen Men
Proportion of NREGA workers who are - 32 68
Proportion of NREGA workers who are ]
Scheduled castes (SC)/scheduled tribes (ST) o % N
llliterate . - 8 52
Proportion of NREGA workers who
__Had other sources of cash income in the past three months 30 55

Keep theirown wages
Prefer payments through banks

Average wage (Rs/day) )
Statutory minimum wage (Rs/day) 88* 8g*
Agriculturalwork .47 53
Other casual labour ' R 58 71 ]
NREGA wage ) 85 85

* Unweighted average of state minimum wages in the six survey states.

The Act stipulates that work be provided locally, within five
km of the residence. This makes participation in NREGA work
logistically feasible for women. Since they continue to bear the
main responsibility of household work, travelling any distance
for paid work makes this task more difficult for them. Apart
from the fact that NREGA work is provided in the village itself,
the fact that women work in groups and that work is provided
by the government helps to make NREGA work “socially
acceptable”.13

Other reasons why NREGA work was regarded “acceptable” are
pertinent. NREGA promises the statutory minimum wage. Even in
cases where the minimum wage is not paid (as is often the case,
especially in Rajasthan),'4 NREGA wages imply a substantial jump
in the earning potential for women (see Table 2). As per survey
data, the average wage earned by women in the private labour
market ranged between Rs 47 and 58 per day, for agricultural
and other casual labour, respectively. On NREGA, the average
wage earned was Rs 85, clearly a huge increase over other wage
opportunities. Some women stated they did not engage them-
selves in agricultural wage labour earlier because they would
have been paid too little and it was not worth their while to g0
out and work for a pittance. The prospect of earning a substan-

‘tial wage within the village in some cases might swing “accept-

ability” in favour of women.

The fact that NREGA work is offered by the local government
rather than by a private employer in some ways frees potential
women workers from caste and community-based strictures

-related to who they can and cannot work with.’s

Further, being government work, the hours of work are clearly

.stated and are limited to eight hours in a day (in the case of daily-

wage work). Fixed working hours often cannot be expected in the
case of other work. This is of special concern for women who
combine any paid work with household work. NREGA employ-
ment is therefore considered relatively “safe” in the sense that it
is thought that there are some checks and balances in place to
prevent harassment of workers. ‘

Moreover, NREGA employment offers a new sense of independ-
ence: for instance, Gita (Sirohi district, Rajasthan) said she would
have stayed at home or worked on her own fields had NREGA work

not been available. She considered working on the NrREGA =

(government) worksite because she did not have to go through a

.51




potentially embarrassing and humiliating conversation to ask
anyone in the village for work.

3 Social and EconomicBenefits

This section focuses on the impact of NrEGA earnings as reported
by female workers in our sample. We begin by looking at the scale
of NREGA employment. The average days of NREGA employment,
for the sample states, has been reported in Table 3. Again, Rajas-
than tops the chart with an average of 46 days per female worker,
Apart from Rajasthan and Madhya Pradesh, the days of NREGA
employment reported in the other states are very low (less than
20 days in the remaining sample states),

in the sample. Of the total sample, more than two-thirds (69%) of
the sample workers stated the NREGA had helped them avoid hun-
ger, while 57% stated the NREGA had helped them avoid migra-
tion and equal proportion of workers also said they had used
NREGA wages 1o buy medicines in the last 12 months."

A large majority (79%) of women workers collect their own
wages, and generally they keep their wages. In fact, as Table 3
shows, the proportion of workers who keep their own wages is
higher for female workers (69%) than for male workers (51%).
One may argue that what really matters is not only who keeps the
money, but also who has control over it. Interviews with women
suggest that in a large number of cases, they have substantial say
in deciding how the money is
spent.8

) “_ . _Bihar Chhattisgarh Jharkhand Madhya Pradesh ques{'quy!&l‘_’?ﬁg@!t 1\!_!§9_ry_e;x§l§‘l‘es

Two-thirds of the female

Number of women in the sample L2828 37

Participation ofwo

920 6 338 ’
Y "'“""');‘"""'”"""32* " respondents reported having
Ty T T 98 T3 7 to face less hunger as a

Days ofNR?_@A employmentin the past 17:[;!9[1;@_”"_” ] 15__~~1§ .
Proportion of women workers who
Lollecttheirownwages

_Keep their own wages

Yet, in the overall sample, NREGA was considered “very impor-
tant” by 68% of the respondents.'¢ This figure increasés to 81% in
the households that have worked for at least 60 days in the last 12
months (here responses for male and female workers are taken
together). Looking at the response from widows separately,
NREGA was also considered “very important” by 82% of widows

result of NREGA employment

“bring improved food security

in a variety of ways: cash in
. hand allows households 10
buy food in larger quantities which is-generally cheaper than
buying on a daily basis; women reported easier access to credit
from local moneylenders to meet food expenditures; there were
some indications from the interviews with women of a
diversification of diets, even if.only very marginally, from a
cereal-dominated diet. :

(Table 4). These earnings:
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Table 4:Sacialand Economcheneflts toWomen
Proportion (%) of Female NREGA Workers Who Said That NREGA Helped Them

Hunger Migration Avoiglliness Hazardous Work Repay Debts Wlthhlld_s_Schoolmg

Bihar _ 457 7 7. 25
Chhattisgarh 78 39 35 39 39 26
Jharkhand 57 40 31 5 L2 12
MadhyaPradesh 57 39 33 17 24 Z
Rajasthan 69 26 56 LU
UttarPrade_shh_._ 100 7, 17 20 ,. 0

Misamplestates 67 31 .46 27 26 31

'NREGA also seems to be functioning as a “healthline” for many
rural households. Across the states, NREGA workers-(men and
women alike) reported using their wages to treat an illness in the
family or for their own medical expenses. Nearly half of the
female respondents said that NrREGA helped them cope with an
illness_ in the family (see Table 4). Much of the economic
uncertainty which afﬂicts the lives of the rural poor stems from
sudden ilinesses and chronic alments. To that extent, NREGA

_ seems to be fulfilling its role of enhancing economic security.

Interview after interview provides insights into how NREGA
employment is helping women take charge of their fives, in little
(and not so little) ways. Where the NrEGA is implemented well, it
has provided predictable and regular employment to women. In
their fragile existence, the NREGA has brought respite from the
anxieties associated with fulfilling their basic needs. These signs
of relief peep 'thfough their statements regarding “improved
creditworthiness”; from knowing that they will not have to sleep
hungry; from not havirig to migrate in search of work which they
are not sure of getting; from not having to spend money on trav-
elling in cases where they work in nearby areas as labourers;
from the assurance that there will be some money to pay for small
and  large med1ca1 bills should someone in the family fall ill; from
being protected from very strenuous and poorly paid work (e g,
collecting forest produce and bringing it to the market for
amounts-as little as Rs:10 per day) and being protected from ex-
ploitative work conditions including sexual exploitation in some
cases and conditions where there is no clear demarcation of
workmg hours or tasks In this  sense, the NREGA has made a sig-
nificant contribution to improving the wellbemg of women. Some
examples are highlighted below:

In Rajasthan, where the scale of NrREGA employment has been

'substantial, women reported purchasing productive assets with

thexr earnings: Leela Ajma (Sirohi district, Rajasthan) spent some
money buying agncultural inputs; Summ Jogira (Sirohi district,
Rajasthan) said she and her farmly were able to hire a tractor
for their fields; Sita said she bought a sewing machine with
her earnings. —

For some women, NREGA work has allowed them -to spend
money on their own rieeds, while earlier they might not have been
at the liberty to do so. Keyo, a 45-year old widow (Sirohi district,
Rajasthan) states she has been able to take care of medical bills to
treat a respiratoty. problem that was contracted due to work she
earlier did in a stone quarry, which later prevented her from work-
ing. Had NREGA work not been availablé to her; she would have
been unemployed since other wage ‘work is hazardous and too

) strenuous ; for her to undertake. She was also dependent ona wage
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carning daughter who is married - because of the number of
people dependent on her daughter, Keyo might not have had the
option earlier to treat the medical problem and subsequently seek
work, but money earned under the NREGA allowed her to da this.
Santosh, a 22-year-old respondent also from Sirohi (Rajasthan)
said she is happy to have money she can spend. Since she is earn-
ing money herself, she does not feel answerable to her husband or
parents-in-law as to how she spends her money and she can now
travel to her parents house when she wants. In a society with strict
norms of patrilocality where often significant exclusion from natal
homes prevails, this is a remarkable statement in itself,

3.1 Significance for Single Women

We have seen that NREGa offers the relatively high (compared to
the private market) statutory minimum wage and women work-.

ers are paid the same as men. Work conditions on NREGA work-

“sites are better and there is perceived dignity in doing NREGA

work. Social barriers in the case of NREGA employment are lower.
In the case of single women, these benefits are magnified. In this
short section we use testimonies gathered during the survey to
highlight the benefits to some single women in the sample.

“The extremely vulnerable position of widows is brought out by
the case of Timmo Kuwar, a 4o-year old Wwidow from Palamu dis-
trict, Jharkhand. She has hardly any land (only o.05 acres) and
even that, she said, her brother was trying to usurp. NrReGa work
was very important for her because earlier she had to migrate out
in search of work, whereas now she got work locally. Rarlier she
worked at breaking stones, which she said was very dangerous and
if she does not get NREGA work, she would have to go back to that.

In Sitapur (Uttar Pradesh), Takdiri, a widow said that NrREGA
had “changed her life because earlier she was able to get work at
Rs 35 per day, whereas now she earns Rs 100 per day. Bejnmvi
(Araria district, Bihar) said that she was glad to have access to
NREGA employment since the wage she can now earn in' the
village has increased significantly. The wage she would get for
locally available work levas Rs 15 15 per day, whereas she gets Rs 75

" for NREGA work (as opposed to the statutory minimum wagée of

Rs 82/day in Bihar). If she had not got this work, she would have

had to migrate with her four-month old child, since she had not

got any other local employment in the past three months.?
NREGA work allows some measure of protection from having to
migrate in search of work, or, given the small amount of work
currently available, at-least allows them to postpone migration.
This protection from migration implies a significant improve-
ment in the quality of life because of the costs and risks associ-
ated with migration. Tejki Dhira’s (a widow from Sirohi district,
Rajasthan) case illustrates this: she is 61 years old and migrating
to Ambaji to sell wood is very difficult for her. This is what Tejki

-would have done if NREGA employment had not been available.

The money she earned by working under the NREGA helped her

repay the loan she took to treat her husband’s illness and to per--

form the death ceremonies.
Access to work in the village is also critically important for those
who are coping with illness of a family member. Kali Bai (from

Sirohi district, Rajasthan) had a constant source of income when

her husband was ahve Now, it is her NREGA wages that allow her
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to sustain herself and her son who has a mental health problem. In
the same district, another widow, Jamnabai Galbaji said that
NREGA wages were crucial for her child’s heart treatment.

For those widows who are not getting widow pensions,?°
NREGA employment offers relief and confidence. Keshi (a Rajput
widow® from Sirohi, Rajasthan) is one such woman, While ear-
lier there was uncertainty as to whether she would have enough
food to eat, she is now in a position to contribute to the family pot
by paying for her grandchildren’s education. Like many others,
she reports improved credit-worthiness, Importantly, for some
women and especially for women heading households, the nrzGa
has made loans more easily available (earlier lenders wondered
whether they would get their money back, now there seems to be
easier availability of credit) and in some cases, women say they
have been able to repay at least part of their loan.

The "dignity” associated with doing government work and not
having to seek work from private landlords or contractors is also a

Vety significant benefit for women workers. Baby Pusaji Rawal
(Stroht district; Rajasthan) said that NrEGA employment suited her
because she does not have to go out and find work, and she does
not need to wait for work. Government work opened under the
NREGA has allowed fier to leave work with private landlords and
contractors which is often replete with an underlying threat or pos-
sibility of sexual abuse and exploitation. These very same issues
are nighlighted by Herring and Edwards (1983) in their study of
the Employment Guarantee Scheme implemented since the 19770s
in Maharashtra. Women heads of households who Herring and
Edwards spoke with stated that they consider government work
under the Maharashtra s “safer” and that sas work provided by
the government has led to a reduction in subtle forms of coercion
and overt sexual exploitation faced by women workers (1983: 583).

Many widows also spoke of the harsh working condition in the
private labour market. Aansi Bai (Sirohi district, Rajasthan) said
that at the private contractors worksite she used to get Rs 50 for
12 hours of work. NREGA pays her more (Rs 100/day) for eight
hours of work.

Several respondents (27% ) stated that work provided under
the NREGA has allowed them to stop doing hazardous work or
work they did not want to do (e g, working at quarries, going to
the forest to cut wood, etc) ~ see Table 4. Rina Devi (Koderma
district, Jharkhand) said she no longer needs to go the jungle to
cut wood where wild animals were a constant threat. Several
female respondents in Palamu district (Jharkhand) and Sirohi
district (Rajasthan) said that NREGA employment has allowed
them to avoid working at a stone quarry, which was hazardous.

Before moving on, it is worth noting that though we have fo-
cussed only on widows in this-section, the category of single-
women is not restricted to widows. Further, many women in the
sample who were primary wage earners (i e, not necessarily sin-
gle women) found themselves facing the same vulnerabilities as
single women and presented very similar testimonies.

4 Areas of Concern

This section focuses on three areas of concern with respect to
women and their access to work under NREGA. First, in spite of
the relative accessibility of NREGA for women, major barriers
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remain. Second, there has been a thrust (from the government)
towards payment of wages through banks. Some issues related to
bank payments are discussed here. Finally, the low rates of
participation of women in gram sabhas are discussed.

4.1 Barriers to Women'’s Participation

We begin with a detailed discussion of the persistent barriers to
women's participation in NREGA works. The low participation
rates in four out of six sample states bear witness to the existence
of such barriers.

First, there are, in many areas, tenacious social norms against
women working outside the home. In Uttar Pradesh and Bihar, we
met women who said that they had not been able 1o register as
workers under the NREGA? and were told that this programme was
“not for them”. In Sitapur district (Uttar Pradesh), there was a sig-
nificant amount of hostility to female participation in NREGA, both

from gram panchayat functioparies and male relatives. Names of

adult women were excluded from job cards and it was commonly

stated that women “cannot” work on worksites, that they are “too
weak”, and that it is “so¢fally unacceptable” for them to undefTake
this work. The wﬁespread prevalence of these opinions related to
female labour was reflected in the fact that only 5% of the randomily
sampled workers in Sitapur district, Uttar Pradesh were women.,
The reason for this bias seems to be partly related to the differ-
ence in the statutory minimum wage earned under the NREGA,
and the local market wage rate (especially for women). THis com-
bined withThe Tact that men and women earn the same wmas
created resistance to the participation of women by men who want
to maintain privileged access to this (relatively high paid) work.
TakatT (Stiapur district, Uttar Pradesh) pointed out that she
had been turned away from several worksites ~ and that when
theTe 1s an "excess of workers” women are the ones who are turned
away. It may be pointed out that problems in accesmig})-
Tighted by Takdiri are in themselves “illegal” — in that all workers
who seek work have a righmust be provided work by
the government as per law. Moreover, as against the legal provi-
sions of the NREGA, work in most places is not “demand driven”.
Instead, in most places work is started at the initiative of the local
government? and can be in limited supply at any given time.
his is also the case for many respondents to the current survey,
For many people facing difficult economic circumstances the cer-
tainty of accessing work when sought is critical as is regularity of
payment.* However, women being turned away from work, espe-
cially in these circumstances is a matter of concern.
~Second, the continued illegal presence of contractors is a sig-
nificant negative factor alfecting the availability of work and its
benefits for women. On worksites where contractors were invol-
ved, 35% of women workers said they were harassed, as compared
to only 8% on contractor-free worksites.? Besides, as mentioned
above, the conditions of work at worksites run by contractors tend
to be more exploitative (Table 5). It is quite likely that the com-
plete absence of contractors is one of the factors that contributes
to the Righ participation of women in Rajasthan,
In Rajpur block (Badwani district, Madhya Pradesh), for in-

- stance, work was being implemented by contractors in four out of

five works visited. Women workers who the survey team spoke
W‘ ! . *‘—,‘
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Tables: Barriers to Women's Participation

Proportion (%) of Proportion (%) of Female Workers Reporting

Female Workers  Harassmentatthe Contractor-Managed *Defaysin
—— intheSample . Worksite Worksites Payment of Wages'
Bihar _ , 13 s 15 12
Chhattisgarh 25 35 30 70
Sharkhand 18 3 38 20
Madhya Pradesh 44 28 46 7
Rajasthan 71 5 0 7
UttarPradesh - 5 0 . 0 100
All sample states 32 14 19 T 16

1 Proportion who reported that wages were not pald within 15 days among those women
workers who had been paId atthe sample worksite.

with said the contractor would come to the village and ask for
names of able-bodied men to work on the site. If women asked for
work, their pleas were ignored. Importantly, since the legal enti-
tlement to get work on demand is not understood by many, this
turning away of women workers does not meet with opposition
from the village community — in fact, male workers engaged by
the contractors thought the turning away of women was peffectly
jtitif_ie'd. In Udaipur block (Surguja district, Chhattisgarh),
Bodhsai from Marya Panchayat said women and girls are
subjected to verbal abuse by the contractor and women workgrs
are often told they do not work fast enough.

Third, another big hurdle inhibiting the participation of
women is the lack of childcare facilities. The Act requires that
when there are more than five children under the age of six
present at a worksite, a femvamvorker be appointed to take care
of them. We did not find childcare facilities being provided any-
where. (Only 3% of the worksites had childcare facilities, and
these need to be taken with a pinch of salt because at least two
were cases of “window dressing”.?6) The lack of these facilities
can be crippling for women, especially for those with breastfeed-
ing infants who cannot.be left behind for long hours.?” Most
women who have children do nof bring them to the worksite as it
is not seen as a safe place for them: apart from the dangers of be-
ing left untended in the open, women are also worried about the
heat and sometimes they are harassed when they spend time
with the child (e g, to breastfeed the child). However, leaving the
child at home is not without its problems; sometimes the child is
left unsupervised, breastfed children are fed once in the morning

. and left alone until evening when the mother returns which has a

significant adverse impact on the health of the child. Meanwhile,
the mothers spend their day in anxiety worrying about the child’s
safety at home. What is.encouraging is that four out of every five

women said that if some .childcare facilities afe provided they. |
would bring their child to the worksite.28 S .

“Fourth, in some states productivity norms are t00 exacting, be-

“cause the “schedule of rates” is yet to be revised in line with
NREGA norms. To, illustrate, i 1n Jharkhand the standard task fora-

day’s work at the time of the survey was digging 110 cubic feet (in
————————————

soft soil), which is far too much.? Certain types of NREGA work

also limit the participation of women. This applies, for instance,

to the construction of wells on- private land. The nature of this .

work s such that women stop being employed as soon as digging
has reached a certain depth. _'
Fifth; delayed payments also come in the way of particjpation of

poor-women. Delays in .wage payments make things pamcularly'
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difficult for single women, who cannot afford to wait for work and

' vrﬁges a5 they are the sole carners in the family. When the wages do

not come on time; they are often forced to return to previous, less
preferred forms of employment. For example, Shanti Devi (Koderma,
Jharkhand), sald that at the mine where she worked before, she was
paid on a daily basis whereas she has to wait for a month for her
NREGA wages. As Table 5 shows, Tn Uttar Pradesh, where only 5% of
the sample workers were women, all of them reported that wages
had Tiot been paid within the stipulated 15-day period. T
S -
4,2 BankPayments of NREGA Wages
Another area of concern relates to the en masse switch over to
bank payments of NREGA wages since September 2008. This is a
relatively recent “administrative innovation”, which is perceived
by the government as a “magic pill” for ending corruption.®
Respondents were asked whether they preferred to be paid in
cash, or through bank.? or post offices. In the survey, roughly 53%
of women in the sample wanted payments through banks and/or
post offices.* The introduction of bank payment could benefit

————— . . . -
women in several ways. The main reasons in favour of bank pay-

ments include the perception that payment through banks will
increase the possibility of saving and a reduction in the possibil-
ity of being cheated by those who distribute wages in the village
(even in Rajasffian, where record keeping is on the whole better
than in the other states visited). Other reasons why people want
bank payments include the perception that this will lead to a re-
duction in delays (in payments), that a lump sum of money will
be available in one instalment (stated by respondents especially
in up and Bihar). Interestingly, for womenp, it is also seen as an
effective tool for increasing their control over the use of this
money (e g, some women said when wages are paid in cash, 1t is
gasier for husbands to take control over it): :
However, if payments through banks are introduced without

consciously taking info account women's concerns, this change

could end up hurting them. For instance, in the event when bank
accounts are opened ih the name of one job card holder (as has
happened in many of the survey areas),. women might be denied

rightful direct access to their own earnings. The case for cash

payments is sometimes made on the grounds that banks are often
at a distance from the place of residence, in some cases in distant
(larger) villages or towns and getting there involves additional.
costs, and that it would lead to some loss of liquidity.

What has emerged from the survey is that if banks are close to
th& workers residence, women have their own accounts and they
are able to operate these accounts, then the introduction of wage
Payments through banks/post offices may turn out to be a good
development for women.

"5 NREGI( and Gender Equality

As noted at the beginning of this paper, the NREGA has several
provisions that are aimed at improving the participation of
women: We have seen that these have met with varying degrees
of success in different parts.of the country. In the case of women,
it is important to note that even relatively small levels of NREGA
employment have resulted in significant perceived benefits from

_the programme. Serious problems remain in implementation
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across states (such as the lack of availability of créches for
mothers of young children and the continved illegal presence of
contractors). Given the critica] gains made by women workers -
We—sEi_x{g work and an income, food and healtheare for them-
selves and their families, and in leaving potentially hazardous
work - it needs to be ensured that the problems in implementa-
tion do not derail the gains.

More importantly, NREGA hag the potential to have a wider im-
pact on gender relations, Thig can happen in severa] ways. For
instance, NrRega employment can enhance women’s €Conomic in-
dependencc:.b)"providing them access to cagh earnings. Relat-
€dly, NKEGA EATRings can bring about a sense of equality fostered
by earning, for the firs time, the same wage as men.3? There wil]
also be an impact on gender relations through the effect of NREGA
on gender division of labour This could happen because women
are seen to be contributing “actively” (in the conventional sense)
to the economy and their contribution to economic activity

under the NREGA, Over?ime, it is hoped that women will be able
to take advantage of such Pprovisions, making their own space in
public and social Jife (more on this below).

However, for effective participation by women, it ig important
for the NREGA to go beyond the initia] gender-related provisions
such as fixing the minimum share of women workers and equal

sensitivity, One €ncouraging example of this is the move, in Ra-
Jasthan, towards appointing trained female nates,33

That gender equality Eains a distant goa] js evident when
we look at women's participation in gram-sabhas. Only 33% of
sample workers (both men and women) stated they had attendeqd.
& gram sabha during the preceding 12 months34 A large number
qf women respondents said that they do not &0 to gram sabhag

———

NOTES

: —_—
1" The term “citizens’ Draft” refers to the draft pre-
pared by campaign  groups, which included
amongst other things, the provisio;
entitlements rather than household entitlements,
Dréze (forrhcoming), Macauslan (draf) and
Lakin and Ravishankar (2006) track the cam-
Paign for the NREGA,
Interestingly, even i the Maharashtra Employment
Guarantee Scheme (an Act-similar o the NREGA,
enacted in Maharashtra in the 19705), the impor-
tance of the programme for women had been high-
lighted in many studies, to the extenr that one
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describes it as g “women's programme” (Dev 199s),
See also Dandekar (1983), Sathe (1991) and
Krishnaraj, Pandey.and Kanchi.(2004a, 2004b), |
The full version of the NREGA is available ar 7 The random sample of workers was drawn from
http://nrega.nic.in.- See www.righttofoodindia, lists of workers on NREGA sites, As a result, some
org for a primer which presents the basics of the
Actina user-fiiendly format, ’
Workers have an option to make advance applica-
tions (i e, seek work ar a later gpecified date).
Work applications may bEwritten or oral,

Taken together, these states account for 40% of
the total population of India.

6 “Muster Rolis” are attendance sheets on the basis

because they are either not welcome at the meetings or that they
think “it is not 4 meeting that women cap attend”, Since decisions
related to the implementation of NREGA works are supposed 1o
take place in gram sabhas, it is significant that most women Jook
at them ag meetings they “should not attend”,

However, there are also heartening departures from this pat-
tern, which suggest thar the NREGA presents us with an important
opportunity for Improving gender relations in some of the most
remote areas of the country. For instance, in Pati block (Badwani
district, Madhya Pradesh), women were among the most voca]
memberslof the vigilance committees and alsg Participated ac-

block, NREGA is implemented as 4 demand-driven employment
programme, as is intended by law: Sangathan members submit
applications for work and work is opened by the government in
response to work demanded, Members of the Sangathan, women
and men, have collectively participated in NREga- planning and

higher female Pparticipation in vigilance committees,

To reiterate the benefits from the NREGA for women: work is

ardous work can now be avoided by many. These benefits should
be adequately recognised and efforts should be made to
strengthen these gains, Ensuring the establishment of créches for
women workers, abolition of contractors, effective implementa-
tion of transparency mechanjsmg and the establishment of a
schedule of rates more favourable to women will go along way in

removing the short-term barriers to women's participation in

NREGA. For the longer term goals of gender equality to be rea]-

ised, attention ajsg needs to be paid to ensuring greater partici-

of which payments are made to workers. They are
Supposed to be available ar the worksite for public
scrutiny and examination by workers,

categories of “potential workers” such as women
. unable to participate in the NREGA for lack of
childcare facilities are actually excluded from the
sample. The focus of the survey was the imple-

efits, if any, to the worker from work being imple-

mented under the NREGA.
8 Problems in implementation include accessing work
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mentation of the NREGA, and the perceived ben- . .

—————




