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ABSTRACT

The gendered distribution of assets and the resultant fallout on women substantially limits national efforts at overcoming poverty, thus indicating the urgent need for addressing issues relating to persistent gender discrimination and factors affecting women’s ownership and control of assets. The primary objective of the research is to study the impact of the National Rural Employment Guarantee Program (India) on women empowerment and gender inequality and to identify major constraints, if any, on women’s access to productive employment opportunities through the employment guarantee program. The material presented here is basically the outcome of the researcher’s field work in Assam. The paper focuses on the female workers in two selected districts of assam to derive conclusions to highlight the impact of the program on the lives of women workers and gender relations. Significant benefit reported by the study includes, income gain, social empowerment, more say in intra-household decision making and creation of community assets etc. The paper ends up by identifying certain barriers to women’s access to NREGA and important learning lesson for policy.
Chapter 1

Introduction
1.1 The Genesis & Background

The high growth rate of the Indian economy in the recent years has failed to generate adequate ‘decent’ employment for the labour force. The annual average growth rate of the economy in the last decade has been between seven and eight percent with the growth rate reaching almost nine percent during the past four years. Against this, the annual rate of growth of employment is very low and it has declined from 2.01 percent over 1983-1993/4 to 1.84 percent (1.45 percent in rural areas and 3.14 percent in urban areas) over the following decade. This rate is much below the rate of growth of the labour force (around three percent, which is higher than the rate of growth of population). To make the situation worse, as on March 2005, 21.8% of 1.1 billion Indians were living below the poverty line, against 3.1 percent of unemployment rate (usual status unemployment in 2004/05). 


A major element in the policy for poverty reduction in India has always been to undertake targeted programs to generate employment and livelihoods for poor people. The first instance of a wage employment program on an organized national scale in the country can be traced back to 1961, when the Rural Works Program (RWP) was started in selected districts to generate employment to the poor in the lean season. A series of wage employment program have followed this program. The major programs have been, - the Crash Scheme for Rural Employment (CSRE) and Food for Work Program (FFWP) in the 1970s, followed by the first all India wage employment programs viz. the National Rural Employment Program (NREP) and the Rural Labor Employment Guarantee Program (REGP) in the 1980s and the Jawahar Rojgar Yojana (JRY), the Employment Assurance Scheme (EAS), and the Jawahar Gram Samridhi Yjana (JGSY)i.e. the revamped JRY in the 1990s. In 2001 yet another program viz. Sampurna Grameen Rojgar Yojana (SGRY) was launched by merging the ongoing schemes of EAS and JGSY. Reviews of these programmes, however, had shown several perennial weaknesses: they include (i) low programme coverage; (ii) more than 50 per cent beneficiaries not from most needy group; (iii) bureaucracy dominated planning; little participation of community in planning; (iv) work to women lower than stipulated norm of 30 per cent; (v) only 16-29 days employment provided to household; (vi) assets created not durable; and (vii) corruption..[ARC 2006]. In an attempt to improve up on the weaknesses of the previous programs, the Government of India launched the National Rural Employment Guarantee Program (NREGP) following enactment of a National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (NREGA) by Indian Parliament in 2005. 

1.2 The NREGA

The National Rural Employment Guarantee Program (NREGP) is the flagship rural employment generation program of the Govt. of India. The scheme aims at better livelihood security of the households in rural areas of the country by providing at least 100 days of guaranteed wage employment in a financial year, to every household whose adult members volunteer to do unskilled manual work. The choice of work suggested in the act addresses causes of chronic poverty like drought, deforestation and soil erosion etc. so that the process of employment generation is maintained on a sustainable basis.  

The Act covered 200 districts in its first phase implemented w.e.f. 2 February 2006 and was extended to 330 additional districts in 2007-08. From 1 April 2008 the Act was extended to cover all 615 rural districts of the country. 

1.2.1  Key Elements of the Act

· Households domiciled in a village (not just those below poverty line) are entitled to register to seek employment.

· Job cards containing photographs should be issued to all entitled applicants within 15 days of application.

· Demand for work for job card holders should be acknowledged and work allotted within 15 days.

· If employment is not provided within 15 days, a daily unemployment allowance in cash has to be paid. Liability of payment of Unemployment Allowance is on the States.
· At least one-third of persons to whom work is allotted have to be women
· The instrument for allocating employment is unskilled manual work.

· Works taken up should be predominantly for water and soil conservation, afforestation and land development.

· Panchayats at district, block and village levels are intended as the "principal authorities for planning and implementation" of NREGA works.

· 50% of the works should be implemented by ‘gram panchayats’.

· The shelf of projects for a village should be recommended by the ‘gram sabha’ and approved by the ‘Zilla panchayat’.

· No contractor and machinery should be used.

· Labour intensive works with 60% wage component should be taken up.

· Payment should be made within 15 days. The state’s notified minimum wage for agricultural labour is to be applied.  

The NREGA seeks the creation of durable and sustainable assets that are created by the community and also managed by it (Mehrotra, 2008:33). For creation of such assets, the act has codified the following types of works:

· Water conservation and water harvesting 

· Draught proofing (including afforestation and planting of trees)

· Irrigation canals (including micro and minor irrigation works)

· Provision of irrigation facility to land owned by households of Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes¹ or to land of beneficiaries of land reforms and the Indira Awas Yojana (the house-building program of Govt. of India for rural poor).

· Renovation of traditional water bodies (including de-silting of tanks)

· Land development 

· Flood control and protection works (including drainage of waterlogged areas) 

· Rural connectivity to provide all-weather access.

· Any other works which may be notified by the central government in consultation with the state governments.  
_____________________________________________________________

¹ In India the Scheduled Castes (SCs) and the Scheduled Tribes (STs) represent certain communities belonging to lower castes and indigenous people / tribes who are accorded special protection by the country’s constitution. 

One of the most distinguishing features of NREGA programme is the creation of environmentally sound productive assets under decentralized administration of ‘panchayats’ (local councils). Generally, the village and ‘intermediary panchayats’ (sub-district/block level) manage implementation activities, while the co-ordination of activities is done at the district level. However, at every level, the concerned agencies and institutions are accountable to the local people (CSE, 2008: 11)

1.2.2 Gender and NREGA

The NREGA, ‘with its guarantee of 100 days of unskilled work for every household, has been envisaged as gender sensitive scheme’ (Sudarshan, 2009). The main way in which a scheme for social protection can to be made gender sensitive is to suggest that a certain percentage of beneficiaries must be women, which have been provided for in the Act:

‘While providing employment, priority shall be given to women in such a way that at least one-third of the beneficiaries shall be women who have registered and requested for work under the scheme. (NREGA, Schedule II, Section 6: 19) 


The Act also provides for some explicit entitlements for women to facilitate their full participation. These include:

· Equal wages for men and women – ‘Equal wages shall be paid to both men and women workers and the provisions of Equal Remuneration Act, 1976 shall be complied with.’ (p.26)

· Participation in Management and monitoring of the programme – As per the guidelines, a local Vigilance and Monitoring Committee is to be appointed with members from the immediate locality or village where the work is undertaken, to monitor the progress and quality of work. ‘The gram sabha will elect the members of the committee and ensure that SC/STs and women are represented on it.’ (p.44)

· Participation in social audit – The guidelines mention of a social audit forum, convened by the ‘gram sabha’ every six months as part of the continuous auditing process. There is stress on the quorum of these meetings maintaining female participants alongside those from other disadvantageous groups. ‘The timing of the forum must be such that it is convenient for people to attend – that it is convenient for REGS (Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme) workers, women and marginalised communities.’ (p.56)

· Providing support for child care, and convenience to households – The guidelines mention the need for a crèche at the worksite, and for the works to be convenient for families: ‘If some applicants have to be directed to report for work beyond 5 kms. of their residence, women (especially single women) and older persons should be given preference to work on the worksites nearer to their residence.’ (p.18). 
· Also, ‘If several members of a household who share the same job card are employed simultaneously under the scheme, they should be allowed to work on the same work site.’ (p.18)

· Ensuring that single women are eligible – By recognising a single person as a ‘household’, the Act makes it possible for widows and other single women to access this work for widows and other single women to access work. 

1.2.3 Overall Progress of the Programme 
The NREGA became effective in February 2006, when the program was launched in 200 selected most backward districts across the country. Later the Act was extended in two phases to cover all 615 rural districts in India. Evidently, there has been three distinct phases in which the program has been implemented. In the first phase, of the 200 districts covered, the maximum number of districts covered were from the eastern region (44%) followed by western region (27%), northern region (17%) and southern region (13%) respectively. An amount of INR115 billion was allocated by the Union Govt. of India during 2006-07, which was enhanced to INR 120 billion during 2007-08 and further to INR150 billion during the previous year (i.e. 2008-09). The central government provides 90 p.c. of the fund and the rest is provided by the states.


During the 1st year of implementation of the programme (FY 2006-07), in 200 districts  21 million house holds were employed and 905 million person days were created. In 2007-08, 33.9 million households were employed and 1435.9 million person days created in 330 districts. During the previous year i.e. 2008-09 these figures went up further to 44.9 million households employed and 2160.1 million person days created (Source – Annual Report 2008-09 of Ministry of Rural Dev. Govt. of India).   

1.3 Relevance of the study:

The NREGA is a program of national importance for India. With the extension of the program to the whole of the country, the NREGA is going to cover about 45 million rural households and will also be the only operational wage employment program in the country having subsumed all other public wage programs (viz. Swarna Jayanti Gram Rojgar Yojana (SGRY) and Employment Assurance Scheme (EAS) etc) within itself.


In the meanwhile, the program has entered the 4th year of its implementation. This is undoubtedly an important period for the program, for it is also time for learning as well. There is, of course, great scope for improvement, as indeed, can only be expected in a new program, especially one of the dimension and complexity of that of NREGA. While there is very large literature already on the program, much of it is formal, descriptive, reliant on the official data series and didactic. Now the question is what could be the relevance of a study on the gender perspectives as proposed by the present research. The justification may be given from the point of view of two major considerations. One, the ‘women’ is a major focus of the program in so far as the employment guarantee policy is seen as a tool that can promote job creation and bring about gender equality, and pro-poor development. And two, the program itself, in course of its implementation has brought into focus several issues concerning gender and poverty which need to be examined closely for deriving policy lessons.

1.4 Why Gender ?

The vast majority of the world's poor are women. Two-thirds of the world's illiterates are female. Of the millions of school age children not in school, the majority are girls. And today, HIV/AIDS is rapidly becoming a woman's disease. In several southern African countries, more than three-quarters of all young people living with HIV are women. Women bear almost all responsibility for meeting basic needs of the family, yet are systematically denied the resources, information and freedom of action they need to fulfill this responsibility. 


Since women are disproportionately represented among the poor, there are clearly issues regarding the extent to which employment programs actually reach and benefit poor women. In recent years, India has achieved a remarkable drop in poverty levels. The public investments in the country’s rural areas have significantly contributed to agricultural growth, improvement in real wages and non-farm employment (Sundaram 2007; Hirway, 2006 and Nathan, Reddy and Kelker 2008). However, along with a decline in poverty, there have also been persistent and growing inequalities (in both income and non-income dimensions) in key countries of Asia: China and India, accounting for 40 percent of world’s poor, with a significant majority of women among them. Women and the poor have been prevented from participating fully in the growth that did occur since the early 1990s (Jenkins and Micklewright, 2007 cited in Kelkar 2009). Experience in several other countries viz. Argentina, Bangladesh, Indonesia, (and India), has shown that there are several considerations and trade-offs around efforts to reach women. They include: women’s access to labour based employment program; determinants of women’s participation; intra-household impacts of women’s independent incomes; gender levels of payment on employment programmes; and benefits to women of assets created.

Many of the feminist economists’ analyses have further demonstrated that households and individual well being are not necessarily the same, that individuals living in the same household may have very different control over the household income and assets (Rao, 2006 and Deere and Das, 2006). The lack of control over income and assets show how economic inequality accumulated over the life course of individuals, impacts on women’s lower wages and cripples their decision making to manage and innovate with assets. Lack of ownership and control rights to productive assets is increasingly being linked to negative development outcomes, specifically in relation to gender inequality and inclusive economic growth (Kelker, 2009). The gendered distribution of assets and the resultant fallout on women substantially limits national efforts at overcoming poverty, thus indicating the need for policy attention to address persistent gender discrimination and the weaker starting point of women in ownership and control of assets.  


Now what are the gender issues in the context of NREGA? This aspect has been already commented up on briefly in the previous section. It may be pointed out that there has been a good deal of literature already on the NREGA and quite a few have focused on women issues. The reviews since available have pointed out to several anomalies as regards implementation of the ‘women friendly’ provisions of the scheme. Further, the experiences demonstrate the variability of women’s worksite issues, their involvement in planning and revealing some clear trends in women’s participation across regions. Some of the early signals as regards women issues are as under: 

· Ratio of men to women: While the all India average is about 40%, there has been wide variations across regions ( say for example, above 80% in states like Rajasthan and Tamilnadu, whereas it was less than 1% in five districts of UP). During 2007-08, the share of women was below the stipulated 1/3 of beneficiaries in as many as four states including Assam viz. UP (14%), West Bengal (16%), Bihar(19%) and Assam (23%).²

· Wages & Timings: Women having no idea of their entitled wages and received much below the minimum stipulated wages (Madhaya Pradesh & Andhra Pradesh) ².

· At a worksite in Karnataka women were asked to come to work with ‘male partners’ and work refused to single women.

· Worksite facilities & equipment: Even in places where there are more women, drinking water facilities, shade, crèches and first aid equipments were not provided (most states).

· Women dissuaded from bringing their children to the NREGA worksites (Tamilnadu).


It is, however, not the case that only anomalies or failures are being reported. Social audit in Tamilnadu has pointed out how the NREGA ‘holds powerful prospect of bringing major changes in lives of women’.*

The relevance and justification of undertaking a ‘gender perspective analysis’ of the NREGA, as proposed by the present research may be seen in light of the above (mixed) signals and wide variations across the country and the need for close examination of the same from the point of view of drawing policy lessons. It also needs to examine, in the context of those states, which have performed poorly on the women front, as to what is holding women back in those states from taking advantage of the opportunities afforded by the employment generation program.        


This exploratory study seeks to understand select ‘gender concerns’ of the National Rural Employment Guarantee Program (NREGA) with special reference to Assam, a province of India. Assam is one of the economically backward provinces of India, which constitutes one of relatively backward provincial economies of the country and has been implementing NREGA in all the 27 districts of the state. Till March 2008, number of households provided employment stood at 1.8 million. Assam has a very different socio-cultural and geographical milieu which needs to be kept in mind. Assam’s experience in the proposed issues will provide important learning lessons for overall policy.

1.5 Research Questions & Research Methodology

1.5.1 Research Objectives:

The primary objective of the research is to study the impact of NREGP on women empowerment and gender equality and to identify major constraints, if any, on women’s access to productive employment opportunities through NREGP. 
_______________________________________________________________

²http://www.solutionexchange-un.net.in/emp/cr-public/cr-se-emp-gen-24100601-public.pdf.

*  Employment Guarantee, Women’s Work and Childcare’, Sudha Narayan, Economic & Political Weekly, March 1 2008.

1.5.2 Research Questions:

1.5.3. Main Research Questions:

To what extent can NREGA be considered a route for changing gender inequality? Has the new Employment Guarantee Program succeeded in providing improved access of women to productive wage employment through NREGA? 


While trying to answer the above, the research has basically tried to understand to what extent the women workers have enhanced their agency and productivity through employment based income and creation of productive assets.

1.5.4  Sub-questions:

a. Do rural women have equal opportunities to rural men for enrollment for the scheme? 

b. What are the constraints of women’s access to work in NREGA?

c. To what extent do the employment programs under NREGA reach and benefit the poor women? 

d. What is the impact on female time spent on unpaid work? 

1.6   Methodology  
The research has used both the quantitative as well as qualitative approaches. The questions which require descriptive analysis are being answered through quantitative approaches dealing with or requiring data on the entire population of participants (say workers enrolled in the scheme / job card holders) in the study area. On the other hand, questions requiring explanatory discussions, say for example, answer to the question, ‘what constitutes the constraints of women’s access to work’ are dealt with through qualitative approaches and has involved primary data sources. The primary data source was household level data being collected through especially designed semi-structured interviews/questionnaire, the job cards and the MIS reports/Monthly/quarterly progress reports of the District Program Coordinators and the district specific reports collected at the state level. 

Unit of Analysis – For purpose of the research, a ‘district’³ has been considered as the basic unit of analysis, since the latter (i.e. district) represents the primary unit for implementation, coordination and monitoring of the program at the state (province) level and acts as the main feeder for the state and central level. For data collection and analysis, two representative districts viz. Bongaingaon and Morigaon from the state designated for the case study (i.e. Assam) have been selected. Both the districts represent two different agro-climatic regions of the state and one (viz. Bongaigaon) belongs to the first lot of 200 districts covered under the program during Phase-I  and the other one(viz. Marigaon) falls in the category of districts covered during the 2nd phase i.e. districts where NREGA was launched in the FY 2007-08. These districts were selected for studying beneficiary level impact and responses. Besides geography, the basic criteria for selection of districts included, (i) representative character of the district, (ii) level /intensity of poverty, (iii) past performance (say one good performer and one bad). Selection of the districts is done by using secondary data of the districts for 2007-08 

_____________________________________________________________________

³ In an Indian State, a district is the primary administrative division with a specified geographical area. 

and 2008-09 placed in the NREGA website. From each districts 2 blocks were selected in consultation with the district officials for detailed study.

Data source & Method of collection for various Research questions:

1) The primary or the main question of the research has two parts viz. (i) role of the NREGP in changing gender inequality and (ii) success of the program in providing improved access of women to productive employment. Answer to both part-I&II of the question would require quantitative data on observed ratio of men to women on the sites, amount & mode of payment of wages, hours of work per day besides information on the status of implementation of ‘affirmative action’ policies or ‘gender bias’ inbuilt into the scheme such as minimum quota of women workers, flexibility in timing, basic facilities like drinking water, shade, crèche, provision for first aid etc. The information so collected through job cards, MIS and quarterly reports etc have been supplemented/ qualified by subjective information based on semi-structured interviews and Focused Group Discussions (FDG) with women workers,  interviews with District Program Co-ordinators of respective districts, NGO activists and Panchayat / Block level officials etc.   

2) As regards the sub-question(a) viz. ‘do rural women have equal opportunities to rural men for enrollment for the scheme?’  is indirectly linked to the research main question part-I. For answer to this, information sources for part-I of research main question had to be supplemented by semi-structured interviews and/or FGDs with women workers, and interviews with NGO activists/local knowledge leaders.

3) The method of data collection for answer to sub-question (b) viz. ‘What are the constraints of women’s access to work in NREGA?’ has been mainly ‘focused group discussions’. 

4) For answers to sub-questions (c) & (d), the research was required to quantify the benefits actually accrued to women workers and their families from NREGP, in addition to information on impact of the program on time spent by women on unpaid work. For answer to sub-question (d), that is ‘impact on time spent on unpaid work’; in addition to filling up questionnaire and conducting semi-structured interviews, the research has also tried to collect additional information on permanent infrastructure /assets created by the NREGP viz. drinking water facility, child care facility/ crèche, hospitals, old age homes etc. and compare data on time spent by women workers on unpaid work during both pre and post development stage.

On the whole, the basic method of data collection has been focus group discussions and few semi-structured/ structured interviews with key informants besides information available through official statistics of the implementing agencies as indicated above. The primary data sources included a total of 74 semi-structured & structured interviews: 55 interviews with women workers, 10 with BDOs and District Coordinators and 9 with Panchayat representatives/NGO activists/local knowledge leaders. This is in addition to about 150 women workers, panchayat members, and self-help group members who participated in FGDs in separate groups in 4 development blocks in two districts. The selection of women workers was random. Efforts were made to cover cross section of schemes/projects in different sites.  


The secondary source of information include : (i) Various Monitoring & Evaluation reports of the Ministry / state Govt., (ii) Papers, Journals & Periodicals on the subject & (iii)Other references viz. relevant websites of Govt of India & concerned state Govt., various Operational Guidelines & Notifications of the Ministry etc.

Table 1

List of sample workers /officials interviewed

	Particulars
	Nos.

	Women workers
	55

	District / Block officials 
	10

	Panchayat Representatives/NGO activists
	9


For the purpose of analysis and data collection, 31 March 2009 has been considered as the reference point. 

1.7 Scope & Limitations of the study
While the study has taken a broad view of the implementation process of the program, it has restricted its purview to gender aspects viz. impact of the program on gender and women’s access to productive employment. The other aspects viz. design, wages, asset creation and sustainability issues and issues relating to overall impact of the program on poverty etc. have been mostly excluded. While examining the gender issues, the determinants and influences of women’s participation, their (i.e. women’s) access to work opportunities, and dimensions such as women’s time constraints, impact of work design and payment system on women workers etc. are being examined in detail.   


The present research has certain obvious limitations. They may be mentioned briefly as under:

1) The study is based on our case study in only 1 out of 28 states of India. For a diverse and vast country like India, conclusions based on the findings of one state may not present the full story. 

2) Within a limited time available, it was a difficult task to fix appointment for a meeting and having a detailed interaction with the concerned officials at the district and block levels in the identified districts. Due to time constraint, the views of adequate number of local knowledge leaders / NGO activists etc. could not be ascertained. Selection of samples for interview was equally a formidable job. 
3) By very design of the program, NREGA works are planned only during the lean agricultural season. Further, in view of peculiar topography and climate of the study area (which experiences long rainy season), the NREGA works continue mostly between December to March. In view of rigidity of time for field work, it was not possible for the researcher to visit any worksite where work was ongoing.   

4)  As the conclusions are based on a large extent on the official statistics, the quality of the data will impact on the conclusions drawn by the research.

1.8  Structure of the Paper
The paper has been structured in five chapters. The first introductory chapter presents the genesis and background of theme and the research and gives the relevance and justification for the study. It further explains the methodology and points out the limitations and weaknesses of the research. Chapter 2 establishes the conceptual framework of the research. The next chapter presents an overview of the NREGA and also tries to give the gender perspectives of the program at all India level in light of available research and literature on the subject. Chapter 4 presents the study findings and analysis of data. The last chapter contains the summary and draws policy conclusions.

Chapter – 2

Conceptual and Theoretical Framework

2.1 Employment & Poverty Link

Historically, economic development theory offered little guidance in regard to employment strategies and the institutional aspects of implementation. In the 1980s, strategies for reducing poverty by providing for basic needs were pursued – at best – parallel to growth-oriented concepts, or were even seen as competing with them (Streeten 1981). Employment considerations did play a role in the development strategy debate, however, within the context of analysis of the food and agriculture sector’s key role in the development process (Mellor 1986). Since the mid-1980s, it has been recognized more and widely that (1) expanding employment is central to reducing poverty and that (2) working towards that goal via policy action means taking into consideration macroeconomic relationships, microeconomic allocation of resources, technology, and a range of institutional conditions (Todaro 1989). It is interesting to note that many countries undergoing structural adjustment increased their employment programs for poverty reduction without much initial involvement of the international institutions guiding the adjustment policies (i.e. the IMF and the World Bank). This changed only to a limited extent in the early 1990s, when the long-term potential for reducing poverty through employment became more widely recognized.


It needs to be noted that wage employment programs in general have come a long way from their historical origin as a relief works organised for the poor in emergency situations caused by natural disasters or economic depressions and crisis. These programs are now recognised in the literature as a modern instrument of general development policy, as they have shown tremendous potential to alleviate poverty as part of mainstream economic strategy (Tinbergen 1994). That is, these programs have emerged as a tool that promotes strategic use of surplus manpower for promoting pro-poor growth leading to sustainable development (Ibid 1994). Another important point is that there is only limited understanding and agreement how to go about providing such employment. An understanding of household and family decisions is certainly one prerequisite, as comprehensively demonstrated in more general contexts of development and food policy by Strauss and Thomas (1994) and by Haddad (1994). Another prerequisite is an understanding of the dynamics of labour markets under different macroeconomic conditions.


As regards linkages to development oriented employment policies, they may be both short and long-term linkages, which may function by way of creation of assets that benefit the poor and by raising the productivity of the poor through education, public health and other human- resource related measures. Another point is that the employment policies ‘should not be viewed as alternatives to social security policies for the vulnerable, but as complements to policies in support of non-employable population segments, such as children, the elderly, and the disabled (Ahmed et al. 1991)


The labour-intensive employment programmes have both transfer benefits and stabilisation benefits, decreasing the risk of consumption shortfalls among the poor (Ravallion 1990). Of course, both resources and effective management are required to generate these food security benefits (Kinsey 1987).  

2.2 Framework in the Context of Present Research 

The framework for purpose of present research calls for a clear understanding of the concept of ‘Gender’ in the wider context of ‘development planning’. We will accordingly first look at the conceptual issues relating to gender and women empowerment and then go  for a quick review of the theoretical framework to be made use of for drawing conclusions and analyzing the outcome of our research.

2.2.1 Importance of Gender as a parameter of analysis

Whether recognised or not, development process or policy inevitably affects and is affected by the relations between genders in any society. All policies, however, technical or neutral they may appear to be, will have gendered implications. Further, ‘the systematically inferior position of women inside and outside the household in   many societies points to the necessity of treating gender as a force in development analysis’ (Sen et al 1990 p.123). While it is true that women and men have different social positions and that other social divisions such as class, race, ethnicity and age also affects people’s life chances; in common with much feminist literature, the present framework starts from the premises that all women share a common experience of oppression and subordination’ (Young – 1988, p-4).     

2.2.2 Two Competing Concepts: Subordination vs. Patriarchy

Available macro-level indicators across countries indicate how women have an unequal share of the ‘benefits of development’, which is indicative of the importance of gender in determining people’s access to resources and opportunities. This phenomenon is also explained by the inequality in our society with respect to gender relations i.e. a situation where one sex is subordinate to the other.

Subordination of women: It is a phrase used to describe the generalised situation whereby men as a group have more social and economic power than women, including power over women. As a result, women come off worse in most measurable indices of outcome of social and economic progress. 


Another term which is often used to describe the unequal relations between men and women is patriarchy. This is an anthropological concept which described the kind of social system in which the authority is vested in the male head of the household (the patriarch) and other male elders within the kinship group. Some writers prefer to use the term patriarchy to describe the general situation of male dominance over women, in order to develop an analysis of the structures of patriarchy within specific society (Walbey, 1990). However, the form of domination or subordination differs strikingly between different societies and across time and space. For purpose of this research, we would prefer to use the term ‘subordination’, following Pearson, 1992 as it has no connection with any specific system of social organisation and does not rest on any specific structure of male authority over women.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  

2.2.3 Framework for Gender Analysis: Women in Development (WID)


and Gender and Development (GAD)

Both WID and GAD represent two distinct yet interrelated approaches to gender analysis and representative of very different theoretical positions with regard to the problems experienced by low-income women in the third world countries. While the WID is the result of the first wave of official feminism within the international development agencies seeking to make ‘women’ visible as a category in development research and policy, the GAD is the result of planning preoccupations of those involved in developing countries. 


The underlying rationale of ‘Women in Development’ (WID) approach, was that women are an untapped resource who can provide an economic contribution to development. Women’s contribution and their role as a productive agent of development remained elusive till the beginning of the 1970s. Halen Ware had estimated that prior to 1975, the UN’s International Year of Women, less than 1% standard text books referred specifically to women. Development had (has) been about men, by men and for men (Naila Kabeer 1994). The UN’s Decade for the Advancement of Women (1976-1985), which was preceded by the International Women’s Year in 1975, was culmination of successful pressure by women activists and academics (Pielta & Vickers, 1991). The argument was that the development policies co-ordinated by the leading International Development Agencies such as World Bank, UNIDO and FAO as well as many bilateral development agencies and NGOs had ignored the needs of poor women in the Third World countries. 


The WID may be seen as an attempt by the international agencies to correct their previous approach by shifting their focus from a universal concern with welfare oriented, family-centred programs assuming motherhood as the most important role of women in the development process to an approach emphasizing the productive role of women. This approach, which is also known as the Harvard Analytical Framework, following role played by Harvard Institute of International Development, to develop it as a tool for gender analysis, focuses on increasing the recognition of women’s role in economic development arguing that it is inefficient to ignore women in development issues (Leach, F 2003).  


However, one major criticism of the WID approach was that the basic assumptions are flawed. It starts from the premises that women have been excluded. But the reality was that women’s time, energy, work and skills were involved in every aspect in the development process; it is the inequality of gender relations and gender subordination of women that ensured that women’s contribution was not matched by recognition and remuneration in social, political and economic terms. Further, research has recognised the limitations of focusing on women in isolation and has drawn attention to the need instead to look at ‘Gender and Development’ (GAD). The school of thought led by such writers as Oakley (1972) and Rubin (1975) focusing on ‘gender’ rather than ‘women’, was ‘concerned about the manner in which the problems of women were perceived in terms of their sex – namely, their biological differences from men – rather than in terms of their gender – that is the social relationship between men and women, in which women have been systematically subordinated.’ The focus on gender rather than women makes it critical to look not only at the category ‘women’ – since that is only half story – but at women in relation to men, and the way in which relations between these categories are socially constructed. Men and women play different roles in society, with their differences shaped by ideological, historical, religious, ethnic, economic and cultural determinants (Whitehead 1979).  


Although the critical distinction between sex and gender is well known, the further distinction between Women in Development (WID) and Gender and Development is less clear. The terms are all too often used synonymously, in spite of the fact that in their original meaning they represent totally different approaches. ‘Consequently, they differ fundamentally in terms of their focus, with important implications for both (their) policies and planning procedure’ (Moser 1993). The WID approach focuses mainly on women in isolation, promoting measures such as access to credit and employment as the means by which women can be better integrated into the development process. In contrast, the GAD approach maintains that to focus on women in isolation is to ignore the real problem, which remains their subordinate status to men. In insisting that women cannot be viewed in isolation, it emphasizes a focus on gender relations, when designing measures to ‘help’ women in the development process (ibid).  


For purpose of our research, while the WID may provide the analytical framework with regard to the basic design and content of the employment program, the same will not be sufficient to carry forward the argument too far. The approach is criticized on ground of having a narrow focus on efficiency and roles ignoring equity, identities, relations and agency. It also fails to address the power relations which underpin the gendered division of labour and interventions that would empower women/girls.. ‘it is not aimed at gender transformation but an equitable share of resources which in itself may not help women’(Leach, F 2003: 54).  As opposed to WID, the present study which examines NREGA as a route to gender equality would require a transformatory approach as promoted by GAD feminist scholars, aiming to transform gender power relations which place women in subordinate position as compared to men.

2.2.4 Gender Planning Tools: Practical and Strategic Gender needs 

The basic concern of feminist academic research, by its very nature, has been to highlight the complexities of gender relations and divisions of labour in specific socio-economic context. It has not been concerned to identify how such complexities might be simplified into methodological tools which enable practitioners to translate gender awareness into practice. Further, it is also clear that while the important role that women play in the Third World development processes is now widely recognised, conceptual awareness of both WID and GAD would not necessarily result in their translation in to planning practice. It is in the above context that the role of gender planning becomes crucial.


It is to be emphasized further that ‘gender planning differs fundamentally from planning for Women in Development, in which ‘adding women’ was used to resolve the problem of women’s analytical ‘invisibility’ (Moore 1988). Unlike WID, the focus of gender planning is on gender – that is, the social relations of inequality between men and women. The goal of gender planning is the emancipation of women and their release from subordination and its specific aim identified as the achievement of equality, equity and empowerment through achievement of both strategic and practical gender needs.  


The concept of gender needs is based on the work of Caroline Moser. Moser distinguishes between practical and strategic gender needs and develops gender-planning methodology called gender needs assessment.

As Moser explains:

‘Gender needs assessment classifies planning interventions in terms of those that meet practical gender needs – that is, the needs identified to help women in their existing subordinate position in society – and strategic gender needs – namely, the needs identified to transform existing subordinate relationship between men and women….’   

..‘For gender planning it is the distinction between strategic and practical gender needs that is important. It is this that provides gender planning with one of its most fundamental planning tools.’ (Moser 1993)


Elaborating further on the strategic gender needs, the author states: ‘Strategic gender needs are the needs women identify because of their subordinate position to men in their society… They relate to gender divisions of labour, power and control and may include such issues as legal rights, domestic violence, equal wages and women’s control over their bodies. Meeting strategic needs helps women to achieve greater equality. It also changes existing roles and therefore challenges women’s subordinate position.’


As opposed to strategic gender needs, the practical gender needs are women’s ‘response to immediate perceived necessity, identified within specific context.’ They are the needs women identify in their socially accepted roles in society. ‘They are practical in nature and often are concerned with inadequacies in living conditions such as water provision, health care, and employment’ (ibid). As Molyneux (1981) has written, ‘they do not generally entail a strategic goal such as women’s emancipation or gender equality ….nor do they challenge the prevailing forms of subordination even though they arise directly out of them’ (1985a: 233).


Once we have a clear idea of the definition of the practical and strategic gender needs, the concepts can be applied to asses the actual and potential impact of a selected intervention. For a case exercise, we may first define the gender roles and the gender needs intended to be met, which may then be compared with the needs met, following introduction of the policy intervention as per design. 


Two case exercises presented in table 2  will help understanding the frame work which is being used by the present research to operationalize the intended interventions through NREGA towards gender equality. It will further examine and try to define the strategic gender needs, if any, which were being met and addressed by the interventions under the program.

2.2.5 Implicit Contracts and Household Bargaining: Theory of Cooperative Conflict

As has been indicated in Chapter-1, the NREGP is not a program on gender per say, although it has a women content in it. As an intervention aimed at alleviation of rural poverty, and following neo-classical traditions, the program seems to have targeted household as the basic unit of planning. Things would have been much simpler, if the neo-classical theory of ‘rational choice’ as regards human behaviour or Beckerian representation of household as an ‘altruistic collectivity: the aggregation of individual utilities in to a joint welfare function; of individual incomes into a common budget; of individual family labour into an abstract pool of household labour; and of aggregating individual members into a single decision making unit’ ( Galbraith, 1974; Folbore, 1986a; 1986b; Evans, 1991; cited in Naila Kabeer 1994) would have taken care of intra-household distribution of income without any gender bias. The unitary household model, expounded originally by Gary Becker in the 1960s (i.e. the household is a collection of individuals who have a single set of interests, thereby precluding any conflict or inequality among the members) has been increasingly questioned (Sen, 1990; Kelker 1993; Agrawal, 1994; Kabeer, 1997; Kelker, Nathan and Walter 2003). 


Kabeer has shown how ‘decision-making within household is (thus) seen as resolution of potentially conflicting preferences through a process of negotiation between unequals.’  She has further indicated: ‘Inequality between members is reduced to their individual characteristics and endowments and they are able to choose non-cooperation as a possible solution, should the bargain process not prove satisfactory....The incentive for members to cooperate is not simply individual need but also powerful normative pressures backed up by the threat of social sanctions, which makes ‘choice’ of household membership a social rather than a purely individual one. The neglect of these factors reflects the larger problem of the neo-classical tradition, that it has too little structure’.

Table 2

Women’s triple Role and Practical & Strategic Gender needs

	Sl.No.
	Type of Intervention
	Women’s Role Recognised
	Gender needs met

	
	
	R
	P
	CM
	PGN
	SGN

	1
	Employment Policy
	
	
	
	
	

	(a)
	Skill Training
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Cooking angel cake
	x
	
	
	x?
	

	
	Dress making
	
	x
	
	x
	

	
	Masonary/carpentry
	
	x
	
	x
	x(a)

	2
	Basic Services
	
	
	
	
	

	(a)
	Location of nursery
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Located in community
	x
	x
	x
	x
	

	
	Mother’s work place
	x
	x
	
	x
	

	
	Father’s work place
	x
	x
	
	x
	x(b)

	(b)
	Timing of Rural Extension Meeting
	
	
	
	
	

	
	In the morning
	
	x
	
	x
	

	
	Afternoon/evening
	x
	x
	x
	x
	

	      R=Reproductive;  P = Productive ; CM = Community managing

      PGN = Practical gender need; SGN = Strategic gender need

(a) Changing the gender division of labour,  (b) Alleviation of burden of domestic labour


[Note: adapted from Caroline Moser 1993]

Citing the work of Sen (1990), Kabeer further points out how an attempt has been made, ‘who offers a version of household which retains the basic bargaining format, but extends it in ways that address more explicitly issues of gender and power within the household. Sen’s household is a site of cooperative conflict. In common with other bargaining models, he assumes that cooperation between household members will take place as long as it leads to outcomes that are preferable to those that prevail in the absence of cooperation. The bargaining problem arises over the choice between alternative cooperative outcomes, on the one hand, and whether to cooperate at all, on the other.’ Elaborating further on his theory of cooperative conflict, Sen has pointed out, - ‘In particular, the members of household face two different types of problems simultaneously, one involving cooperation (adding to total availability) and the other conflict (dividing the total availabilities among the members of the household). Social arrangements regarding who does what, who gets to consume what, and who takes what decisions can be seen as responses to this combined problem of cooperation and conflict’ (Sen 1990). Differences in bargaining power between members (or categories of members) are the product of interlocking asymmetries, including range of options facing members…Women’s ‘perceived contribution’ is an important factor affecting women’s bargaining power within the household. This is likely to be related to the visibility and extent of gainful work. The greater visibility of remunerated, outside work is seen as a crucial factor in determining women’s fall back position. (Kabeer 1993). Sen cites Bhatty’s research (1980) with women workers in the Indian beedi industry whose outside earnings appeared to have strengthened their role in household decision making and their claim on household resources. 


The above framework clearly shows how women’s access to guaranteed work and consequent income under NREGA may have significant implications for the household status of individual women worker and impact on her gender relations and thus will be of tremendous use for the research and to operationalise the research questions. The cooperative conflict theory further shows that if household allocation of assets is not gender balanced, it may impact intra-household bargaining, inter-spousal decisions concerning production, consumption entitlements and formation of human capabilities.         

Chapter 3

National Rural Employment Guarantee Programme – An Overview (All India)

This chapter presents a quick overview of the National Rural Employment Guarantee (Act) Programme in the all India context. The idea is to look at the present status and progress at the all India level in order to have a general insight before looking at the specific research findings. 

3.1 Coverage of Households

Under NREGA, adult members of rural households are required to apply for employment, if willing to do unskilled manual work. The interested households have to first apply for registration to the local Gram Panchayat (GP) following which the GP has to issue a Job Card to the households after proper verification. Subsequently, the household has to submit an application for employment to the GP indicating the time and duration for which work is sought. The GP is required to provide employment to the members of the household demanding employment within 15 days of submitting application or from the date when work was actually sought.


When viewed in terms of number of job cards issued, the data for 2006-07 and the subsequent two years indicate there has been steady increase in the same with increase in coverage of districts. The data show that the number of households provided job cards increased by about 70% from 37.9 million in 2006-07 to 64.30 million in 2007-08, which further went up to 81.43 million in 2008-09 thereby registering a growth of nearly 79%. The major part of increase in number of house holds that were issued job cards between 2006-07 to 2007-08 at the national level was contributed by the eastern region (43%) comprising the states Bihar, Jharkhand, Orissa, West Bengal and Assam & other NER states. Similarly, the increase during 2008-09 can be attributed mainly to the Western states followed by the states in southern region. 


As regards households demanding jobs, the same seems to have decreased from 56% (2006-07) to 53% (2007-08) and further to 35% (2008-09). The pattern was similar across four regions of the country. The decrease is not surprising because with expansion of coverage to more number of districts some lag was expected; but more important is the fact that the newly added districts in the 2nd and 3rd phase are comparatively more developed districts and lesser number of poor households. Hence demand for wage employment is lower.

 3.2  Status of Employment Generated 

 During the first year of implementation (FY 2006-07) in 200 districts, 21million households were employed and 905 million man days were created. In 2007-08 the number of households employed went up to 33.9 million and that of man days created to 1435.9 million. The respective figures further went up to 44.9 million households and 2160.1 million man days respectively during 2008-09. In terms of number of days of employment generated per households there was 25% increase from 35 days per households in 2006-07 to 43 days in 2007-08. The western region which occupied the top position in terms of maximum number of days generated (63 days) recorded highest increase in employment generated per households between 2006-07 and 2007-08 (44%) followed by southern region (33%). In the remaining two regions viz. eastern and northern region, the employment generated per households witnessed only 8-9% increase between 2006-07 and 2007-08. Incidentally these regions also rank lower in terms of average employment generated per households in comparison to the other regions.


As regards the 100 days of work to be provided, during 2006-07 approx. 2.2 million households could be provided the stipulated maximum number of days work, which went up by 67% up to 3.6 million in 2007-08. The official data show no appreciable change in the overall ratio as only 11% of the total number of households





Table : 3
STATES  AND  NUMBER  OF  DISTRICTS  COVERED

UNDER  NREGA  (2006-07, 2007-08 & 2008-09)

	Sl no.
	Zone
	State
	Rural poverty%
	Rural poor  (million)
	
	1st phase (2006-07)
	2nd phase

(2007-08)
	3rd phase

(2008-09)
	Total

	1
	EAST
	Assam
	22.3
	5.45
	
	7
	6
	14
	27

	
	
	Bihar
	42.1
	33.67
	
	23
	15
	0
	38

	
	
	Jharkhand
	46.3
	10.32
	
	20
	2
	2
	24

	
	
	Orissa
	46.8
	15.18
	
	19
	5
	6
	30

	
	
	West Bengal
	28.6
	17.32
	
	10
	7
	1
	18

	
	
	NE states other than Assam
	22.3
	2.23
	
	9
	17
	33
	59

	
	
	TOTAL
	-
	84.16
	
	88
	52
	56
	196

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	2
	WEST
	Chhattishgarh
	40.8
	7.15
	
	11
	4
	1
	16

	
	
	Goa
	5.4
	0.04
	
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	
	Gujarat
	19.1
	6.35
	
	6
	3
	17
	26

	
	
	Madhya Pradesh
	36.9
	17.57
	
	18
	13
	17
	48

	
	
	Maharastra
	29.6
	17.11
	
	12
	6
	15
	33

	
	
	Rajasthan
	18.7
	8.74
	
	6
	6
	21
	33

	
	
	TOTAL
	-
	56.95
	
	53
	32
	71
	156

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	3
	NORTH
	Haryana
	13.6
	2.15
	
	2
	2
	16
	20

	
	
	Himachal Pradesh
	10.7
	0.61
	
	2
	2
	8
	12

	
	
	J & K
	4.6
	0.37
	
	3
	2
	17
	22

	
	
	Punjab
	9.1
	1.51
	
	1
	3
	16
	20

	
	
	Uttar Pradesh
	33.4
	47.3
	
	22
	17
	31
	70

	
	
	Uttarakhand
	40.8
	2.71
	
	3
	2
	8
	13

	
	
	TOTAL
	
	54.65
	
	33
	28
	96
	157

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	4
	SOUTH
	Andhra Pradesh
	11.2
	6.47
	
	13
	6
	3
	22

	
	
	Karnataka
	20.8
	7.51
	
	5
	6
	3
	14

	
	
	Kerala
	13.2
	3.24
	
	2
	2
	10
	14

	
	
	Tamilnadu
	22.8
	7.65
	
	6
	4
	20
	30

	
	
	TOTAL
	0
	24.87
	
	26
	18
	51
	80

	
	
	UTs
	0
	0
	
	0
	0
	11
	11

	
	All India
	28.2
	226.92
	
	200
	130
	285
	615


Source : Govt. of India 2008

provided job cards could get 100 days of work across the country. Among the 4 regions only the western region had relatively higher proportion of households that were provided 100 days employment, about 22 to 23% in 2006-07 and 2007-08. In other regions barring Assam in east and Kerala in the south, other states were able to provide 100 days work to a very insignificant percentage of households.

Table - 4


Employment Generated under NREGA : 



Total &  Average  Mandays per Households

                    
                   ( 2006-2007 )                ( 2007-2008)              (2008-2009)*

	Sl No.
	Zone
	State
	Total 

Man days

(million)
	Mandays per household
	Total 

Man days

(million)
	Mandays per household
	Total 

Man days

(million)
	Mandays per household

	1
	EAST
	Assam
	57.29
	72.3
	48.76
	38.9
	34.76
	32.6

	
	
	Bihar
	59.69
	16.4
	85.51
	23.3
	58.36
	25.2

	
	
	Jharkhand
	52.05
	36.6
	74.76
	45.7
	46.38
	44.9

	
	
	Orissa
	79.93
	57.3
	40.52
	36.6
	20.27
	29.7

	
	
	West Bengal
	44.01
	13.6
	96.88
	25.2
	39.33
	18

	
	
	North East Region
	12.08
	44.6
	33.8
	39.6
	36.51
	31.2

	
	
	TOTAL
	305.5
	28.4
	380.2
	                         30.8
	235.62
	27.9

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	2
	WEST
	Chatishgarh
	70.62
	53.9
	131.61
	57.4
	81.09
	57

	
	
	Goa
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	
	Gujarat
	10.05
	44.4
	9.01
	34.5
	8.96
	2.7

	
	
	MP
	197.18
	67.6
	275.3
	63.3
	171.78
	45.5

	
	
	Maharashtra
	15.93
	4.7
	18.49
	39.4
	23.13
	52.2

	
	
	Rajasthan
	99.89
	85
	167.84
	75.6
	297.02
	57.8

	
	
	TOTAL
	393.06
	43.6
	602.24
	62.8
	581.9
	51.9

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	3
	NORTH
	Haryana 
	2.41
	47.6
	3.58
	49.1
	2.42
	38.3

	
	
	Himachal Pradesh
	2.98
	47.1
	9.75
	36
	8.41
	27.3

	
	
	J &K
	3.23
	34.7
	3.34
	0
	1.5
	29.7

	
	
	Punjab
	1.56
	49.2
	1.92
	38.5
	0.98
	18.9

	
	
	UP
	82.29
	31.8
	136.31
	34.3
	86.54
	32.6

	
	
	Uttarakhand
	4.06
	30.2
	8.03
	42.4
	3.55
	25.3

	
	
	TOTAL
	96.54
	32.6
	162.92
	35.8
	103.41
	31.6

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	4
	SOUTH
	Andhra
	678.8
	32.6
	201.03
	41.8
	179.28
	33.7

	
	
	Karnataka
	22.2
	38.3
	19.78
	36
	10.74
	25.3

	
	
	Kerala
	2.05
	20.5
	6.08
	33.3
	5.31
	17.8

	
	
	Tamil nadu
	18.28
	28.1
	64.52
	51.2
	80.51
	32.3

	
	
	TOTAL
	110.41
	32.4
	291.41
	42.9
	292.96
	30.9

	
	ALL INDIA
	905.05
	34.6
	1436.8
	43.1
	121397
	37.4


Source : Govt. of India 2008

* Position up to Oct. 2008

3.3   Wages paid 

At the national level, average wage paid under NREGA increased from Rs. 65 (FY 2006-07) to Rs. 84/- in FY 2008-09. The enhanced wage earnings have led to a strengthening of livelihood resource base of the rural poor in India during the project period of the scheme w.e.f 2006-07. 

3.4  Workforce Participation by Social groups & Asset creation

‘The program had a high workforce participation of marginalised groups like SC/ST. The distribution of employment generated by social groups indicates that about 25-31 percent of total man days generated during the past 2-3 years were accounted for by SCs and another 24-36 percent by the STs. Thus in the aggregate about 55 to 62 percent of the total employment generated has infact been shared by the SCs and STs. This implies considerably higher representation by the marginalised social groups and thus reflects a better targeting.   


The women workforce participation has also surpassed the statutory minimum requirement of one-third participation. As per official data of the Govt. of India, employment provided to women increased from 368 million man days in 2006-07 to 611 million man days in 2007-08. In the first half of 2008-09, employment to women was 595 million which was close to employment provided during the entire 2007-08. Thus the trend in women participation and share of women in total employment generated has shown considerable increase over the successive years. This share which was 41% in FY 2006-07 increased marginally during 2007-08 to 43%, which increased further to an appreciable level of 48% in FY 2008-09 (Source - Annual Report 2008-09, Ministry of Rural Development , Govt. of India). 


As regards type of assets created, highest share was that of water conservation and water harvesting devises (56%) followed by rural connectivity (15%) and land development (12%). The shares of other sectors are: flood control and protection (10%), drought proofing (2%) and others (5%).

Chapter 4
Research Findings and Observations
This chapter summarizes the important findings as also our understanding of the issues being raised by the present research. The material presented here is basically the outcome of the researcher’s field work in Assam, a province of India, undertaken during September 2009. The narrative starts with a brief description of the context indicating the demography and other socio-economic features of the study area followed by the findings.

4.1 The Context 

4.1.1 Assam - Demographic & Socio-economic Profile 

Assam, which is a province of Indian Union, lies at longitude 88025ʹ to 96ºE and latitude at 2405ʹ to 280N and has a total geographical area of  78438 sq.km. Except for a narrow corridor running through the foothills of the Himalayas that connect the state with West Bengal, Assam is almost entirely isolated from India. It has a sub-tropical humid climate with temperature varying from 60C TO 380C and receives average annual rainfall of 120 inches or more. The monsoons are Assam's life blood; creating a bio-diversity that can compete with the equatorial rain-forests and painting the region with a thousand shades of green.


The population of Assam is 26,655,528 according to 2001 census and is scattered over 27 districts and 26312 villages. Assam is divided into three regions, each headed by a commissioner. Under each commissioner, there are several administrative units called Districts. The State has the highest population density among NE states, of 339 persons per sq. km. The sex ratio of the state at 935 females to 1000 males is higher than the national average of 933. Female literacy of the State rose to 56.03% from 43.03% in 1991.  There are so many major tribes and a number of sub-tribes inhabiting the area. 

The economy of Assam is predominantly agrarian. The dependence of rural labour force on agriculture and allied activities was nearly 53 per cent as per Population Census, 2001. Assam produces a significant part of the total tea production of the world. The state is also rich in minerals and produces more than half of India's petroleum. 

Table: 5

Assam – Demographic Features
	Sl. No. 
	Particulars 
	Unit 
	1991 Census 
	2001 Census 

	1
	Population
	Lakh
	224
	267

	2
	Decadal growth
	Percent
	24.24
	18.92

	3
	Density
	Per sq. km.
	286
	340

	4
	Sex ratio
	Females per 1000 males
	923
	935

	5
	Literacy
	Percent
	52.89
	63.25

	6
	Urban Population
	Percent
	11.10
	12.90

	7
	Rural population
	Percent
	88.90
	87.10

	8
	S.C. Population
	Percent
	7.40
	6.85

	9
	S.T. Population
	Percent
	12.83
	12.41


Source: Economic Survey of Assam, 2007-08
4.1.2 Profile of Sample Districts

Bongaigaon

Bongaigaon, which is one of the 27 districts of the state and has a total geographical area of 2159 sq. kms., shelters a total population of 9,04,835 (Census 2001). The district is located in the North Eastern Himalayan sub-region of India at longitude 89º to 90º96ʹ E and latitude range of 26 º 28ʹ to 26 º 54ʹ N. The district HQ, Bongaigaon town is located at a distance of 210 km west ward from the state capital Guwahati. The district is predominantly agricultural, with a net cropped area of 93875 hectare and has predominance of small and marginal holdings of less than 1 and between 1& 2 hac. The rural population stood at 7,95,053 (approx. 88% of total population). The total number of workers stood at 590825 and constitute about 65% of the total population. The sex ratio is estimated at 945 female per 1000 male. The detailed demographic profile may be seen from table 5.
Morigaon

Morigaon district is one of the central districts of Assam and is located at longitude 92º E and latitude range of 26º15ʹ to 26º 5ʹ N, and occupies an area of 1551 sq.kms. As per India’s decennial Census 2001, the district had a total population of 7,76,256. It is predominantly a rural district with nearly 95% of the population living in rural areas. Morigaon Town, the head quarter of the district is located at a distance of 78 kms from the state capital. It is also the second smallest district in the state. The district has 5 C.D. (Community Development) Blocks, 85 Gram panchayats and 658 villages. The greater part of the district is alluvial plain, criss-crossed with numerous rivers and waterways and dotted with many ‘beels’ and marshes. The district economy is predominantly agrarian and the major crops include paddy, jute, and mustard. 
Table 6.

Profile of Sample Districts (Bongaingaon & Morigaon)

	Sr.No.
	Particulars
	Bongaigaon
	Morigaon

	
	A. Physical & Admin.  Features
	
	

	1
	Total Geographical Area (sq.km.)
	2152
	1551

	2
	No. of Sub Divisions
	3
	1

	3
	No. of CD Blocks
	5
	7

	4
	No. of Villages (Inhabited)
	560
	658

	5
	No. of Panchayats
	65
	85

	6
	No. of Towns
	5
	3

	
	B. Demographic profile  [in '000]
	
	

	7
	Total Population
	905
	776

	8
	Rural Population
	795
	738

	9
	Urban Population
	109.8
	37.9

	10
	Total  Male
	466
	398

	11
	Total  Female
	440
	377

	12
	Sex ratio (Female per ‘000 male)
	945
	946

	13
	Population below poverty line
	NA
	131

	14
	Total SC Population
	86.7
	100

	
	(a)  Male
	NA
	52

	
	(b) Female
	NA
	48

	15
	Total ST Population
	141
	120

	
	(a)  Male
	NA
	60

	
	(b) Female
	NA
	
60

	16
	Literacy (%)
	68.26
	59 

	
	(a)  Male
	68.8
	64 

	
	(b) Female
	51.16
	52

	
	C. Workers Profile (in ‘000)
	
	

	17
	Total Workers
	NA
	262.8

	
	(a)  Male
	NA
	200

	
	(b) Female
	NA
	62

	18
	Main Workers
	NA
	200

	
	(a)  Male
	NA
	176.7

	
	(b) Female
	NA
	23.3

	19
	Marginal Workers
	39
	62.7

	
	(a)  Male
	NA
	23.6

	
	(b) Female
	NA
	39

	20
	Non Workers
	NA
	513

	
	(a)  Male
	NA
	198

	
	(b) Female
	NA
	315

	21
	Cultivators
	137
	138

	
	(a)  Male
	NA
	108

	
	(b) Female
	NA
	30

	22
	Agril. labours
	41.7
	52

	
	(a)  Male
	NA
	36

	
	(b) Female
	NA
	16

	23
	Workers in Household Industries
	37
	8.6

	
	(a)  Male
	NA
	2.7

	
	(b) Female
	NA
	5.9

	24
	Other workers
	65
	64

	
	(a)  Male
	NA
	53.7

	
	(b) Female
	NA
	10.4

	Source :

(1) Census of India 2001

(2) Economic Survey, Assam 2007-08

(3) BPL Survey (India) 2002  




4.2 NREGA in Assam

The National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (NREGA) program was launched in Assam in 7 districts during the first phase in 2006. This was followed by 6 more districts, to which the program was extended during the second phase and in the 3rd phase; the program was extended to cover the remaining 14 districts w.e.f. 1 April 2008. As regards the above districts taken up for study, Bongaigaon was covered during the first phase,
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Source : website of Assam

while Morigaon has been brought within NREGA during the second phase in 2007-08. 


Assam has average performance in terms of various indicators under NREGA as compared to all India. This is true of employment generated, enhancement of wage earning, promotion of equity and impact of the program on income and quality of life. The data in Box:1, indicates the present status of employment generation in the state during the current year till 30 September 2009.





	
	
	
	
	
	
	Table : 7
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Status of employment generated under NREGA in selected districts of Assam during 2007- 08 
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	DISTRICT
	 
	Cum
	Provided
	 
	 
	Cum

	
	 
	mulative 
	employment
	 
	
	
	
	 
	
	mulative

	 
	Cummulative No. of HHs
	No. of HHs
	 
	Cummulative Persondays generated
	Women
	HHs

	 
	issued job cards
	demanded
	 
	 
	
	In Lakhs
	
	 
	as % of
	completed

	 
	 
	
	
	 
	job till
	 
	 
	
	
	
	 
	Total
	100 days

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	reporting
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	
	till reporting

	 
	SC
	ST
	Others
	Total
	 
	 
	SC
	ST
	Others
	Total
	Women
	
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Bongai
	23716
	43232
	19025
	157973
	296565
	296221
	9.91
	18.98
	41.71
	70.6
	27.88
	38.36
	35018

	gaon
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	 

	 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	 

	Morigaon
	17039
	21737
	84147
	122923
	81437
	80026
	3.05
	4.35
	14.39
	21.79
	3.32
	15.23
	158

	 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	 

	Total
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	 

	State
	63643
	185343
	730983
	979969
	4327
	4361
	5902
	1751
	54744
	62397
	6444
	532
	9

	 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 


Source : NREGA website and DRDA Morigaon & Bongaigaon (10 Lakha = 1 million)

	
	
	
	
	
	
	Table: 8

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Status of employment generated under NREGA in selected districts of Assam during 2008-09 
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	DISTRICT
	Cummulative No. of HHs
	Cum
	Provided
	Cummulative Persondays generated
	 
	Cum

	
	issued job cards
	mulative 
	employment
	 
	
	In Lakhs
	
	 
	Women
	mulative

	 
	
	
	
	
	No. of HHs
	 
	 
	
	
	
	 
	as % of
	HHs

	 
	
	
	
	
	demanded
	 
	
	
	
	
	 
	Total
	completed

	 
	
	
	
	
	job till
	 
	
	
	
	
	 
	
	100 days

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	reporting
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	
	till reporting

	 
	SC
	ST
	Others
	Total
	 
	 
	SC
	ST
	Others
	Total
	Women
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Bongai
	21998
	12055
	70916
	105003
	78143
	78124
	11.19
	6.58
	31.49
	49.26
	16.95
	34.4
	29628

	gaon
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	 

	 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	 

	Morigaon
	18440
	23317
	88040
	129797
	56357
	56353
	3.58
	4.12
	14.17
	21.86
	2.92
	13.35
	1110

	 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	 

	Total
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	 

	State
	166091
	399206
	2104990
	2670287
	748275
	742575
	1144447
	1840775
	14212525
	17197751
	3742934
	21.8
	7496

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 


Source : NREGA website and DRDA Morigaon & Bongaigaon (10 Lakha = 1 million)

Table 7 and 8 presents the status of employment generated during the financial year 2007-08 and 2008-09 in the sample districts (i.e. Bongaigaon and Morigaon) as well as the state as a whole.  


The block wise status of women issues in the identified districts as being addressed by the research are as under:

4.2.1 Participation : demand and supply

The Act provides that at least one-third of the beneficiaries of the program shall be women. As against nearly 50% of the employment being taken by women at national level (48% during FY 2008-09), the state average was only about 27% during 2008-09. There has also been wide variation across districts. While the ratio of female workers to male workers was found to be somewhat better in Bongaigaon district (cumulative person days created in respect of women as p.c. of total increased from 34.48% in 2006-07 to 38.36% during 2007-08 and again came down to the level of 2006-07 during 2008-09), it was found to be dismal 13% to 15% in respect of Morigaon during the two year period 2007-09 (pl. see table 9). 


Similarly, employment provided as compared to demand is found to be rather discouraging in Morigaon, while the situation is some what better in Bongaigaon district. This is reflected in the p.c. of households that could be provided jobs for 100 days as per stipulations in the NREG Act. As may be seen from the data presented in Table 7, during FY 2007-08, hardly 0.2% of the households (i.e.jobcard holders) demanding employment could be provided job for stipulated 100 days in Morigaon district, while the same was 11.8% in Bongaigaon district. It may be seen from the Table 7 that in Morigaon district there were only 158 families out of a total of 80,058 who could be provided 100 days work during FY 2007-08 which marginally improved during 2008-09 when the figure increased to just 1110, out of a total of 56,353. During the same period the number of households getting 100 days work in Bongaigaon district improved from approx. 12% (i.e. 35018 out of 2,96,221) to a more respectable 38% as about 29,628 households out of a total of 78,124 could be provided the stipulated 110 days job during the FY 2008-09 in the district. During the same year state average of households getting 100 days job was hardly 9.42%. 

Table 9
NREGA in Assam – Participation of Women in Sample districts (2006-07 t0 2008-09)









(person days in million)
	Sl. No
	District
	2006-07
	2007-08
	2008-09

	
	
	Cum. Person days
	Of col. (3) share of women
	% of women to total
	Cum. Person days
	Of col. (6) share of women
	% of women to total
	Cum. Person days
	Of col. (9) share of women
	% of women to total

	(1)
	(2)
	(3)
	(4)
	(5)
	(6)
	(7)
	(8)
	(9)
	(10)
	(11)

	1
	Morigaon
	-
	-
	-
	2.178
	0.332
	15.24
	2.186
	0.291
	13.31



	2
	Bongaigaon
	6.719
	2.317
	34.48
	7.06
	2.708
	38.36
	4.926
	1.695
	34.41



	3
	State total
	57.292
	18.129
	31.64
	48.761
	15.043
	30.85
	75.107
	20.402
	27.16




Source : DRDA Morigaon & Bongaigaon and NREGA website

Table 10
NREGA in Assam – Block wise status of Participation of Women

 in Morigaon district (2007-08 & 2008-09)









(person days in million)

	Sl. No
	Block
	No. of HH issued Jobcard
	2007-08
	2008-09

	
	
	
	Cum. Person days
	Of col. (4) share of women
	% of women to total
	Cum. Person days
	Of col. (7) share of women
	% of women to total

	(1)
	(2)
	(3)
	(4)
	(5)
	(6)
	(7)
	(8)
	(9)

	1
	Mayong
	37320
	0.780
	0.184
	23.59
	0.679
	0.213
	31.37

	2
	Kapili
	13607
	0.186
	0.013
	6.91
	0.265
	0.023
	8.68

	3
	Bhurbandha
	18757
	0.271
	0.040
	14.76
	0.258
	0.015
	5.81

	4
	Laharighat
	31406
	0.577
	.0.008
	1.39
	0.666
	0.012
	1.8

	5
	Moirabari
	22343
	0.311
	0.085
	27.33
	0.246
	0.027
	10.97

	6
	Dolonghat
	4919
	0.048
	0.002
	4.16
	0.059
	0.0007
	1.19

	7
	Batadraba
	1445
	0.005
	0.000
	0
	0.013
	0.0003
	2.31

	
	Total district
	129797
	2.178
	0.332
	15.24
	2.186
	0.291
	13.31


Source : DRDA Morigaon


Two things are clear regarding women’s participation from above. First, women’s participation is considerably low when compared to all India position; In Bongaigaon district the stipulations regarding enrolment of 1/3rd of women as made in the Act has somehow been maintained, but Marigaon is far lag behind. The women’s participation rate in the district is even less than the state average. Secondly, the stipulations regarding minimum 100 days job to job card holders on demand or payment of job allowance in absence of job are also not happening. On this count also, while the situation is comparatively better (although not satisfactory) in Bongaigaon, in Morigaon district  only an insignificant number of households could get to even halfway mark of 100 days job in a calendar year as stipulated by the NREGA. Implication of this to women workers is easily imaginable. 


Now what explains the above low participation rate by women in the sample districts and wide variation between the two districts? Why is it that only an insignificant number of families could make it to 100 days? 

Regarding the first question, Shri B.J. Baruah, Block Development officer, Tapatari Development Block in Bongaigaon district said, ‘ the answer may be found in the cultural and social background of the state, where doing menial work in public by women is not considered respectable.’ The view expressed by Mr. Baruah was echoed by Mrs. Manju Bordoloi, President of Jagiroad Gaon Panchayat in Mayang Dev. Block in Morigaon District. As a proof to her statement she said that the areas where immigrant population was high, the women’s participation was found to be much higher. There was also some material proof in her statement. When we verified the block wise position of women’s participation in Morigaon district, it was found that in Moirabari Development Block in the district, which was predominantly inhabited by immigrant population from Bangladessh (erstwhile East Pakistan) the share of women was pretty high (46%) as compared to other blocks, where the same varied between 1% to 8% during 2007-08. This is also probably one reason why participation rate was much higher in Bongaigaon district as compared to Marigaon where the immigrant and tribal population is quite high. To this extent the answer to low participation may be found in ‘social division of labour of women’ and the local cultural ethos. But to say that it was only because of that will be only half truth. About a dozen women workers I interviewed at koiakujia, an NREGA site where a large traditional water body was renovated, under Tapatari Block in Bongaingaon district, informed that they were willing to work but there was no job. It was in fact discovered, as we probed further that in certain cases although the name of women member found a place in the jobcard, it was actually the husband who worked. The male member was preferred in view of the nature of the job which required physical strength not found in the women. 

Then there were issues as not having adequate job. In our FGD at Jagiroad Gaon Panchat office under Mayang Development, the participants complained that they want job but there was hardly any. As regards the number of days for which job was available, the participants informed that it varied between 20 to 30 days, which was later corroborated by the block officials and the data on employment. It was gathered from discussions with the Panchayat Representatives and block officials in Bhurbandha and Mayang Development Blocks in Morigaon district that it was because of procedural delays and difficulty in getting timely sanction of projects, that adequate job as per demand could not be created. The Women President of Bhurbandha Block Panchayat Mrs. Phuleswari Das during interaction informed that while at least one project is required in each “Gram Panchayat’ (A block panchayat consists of 10 to 12 GPs) to keep the people of the surrounding villages engaged, adequate projects were not sanctioned. The results of interviews with women workers and officials at block/panchayat indicate the following as additional reasons for low participation :
a) Erratic and irregular nature of work and uncertainty involved in getting job – Because of uncertainty and inability to have continuous job, they were forced to look for alternatives.

b) Wage differentials – Wage rate under NREGA as per notification of Govt. of Assam stands at INR 80 at present, whereas out side, the same was INR 100 for agricultural operations. Further, during Khariff transplantation of paddy and harvesting, the workers not only enjoy reduced working hour compared to NREGA but also provided working lunch and tea in the field.

c) Delay in payment of wages – This was more common in Bongaigaon district. Under the new guidelines the payment to the workers are required to be made through the workers S.B. Account opened with the nearest bank or post-offices. However, due to less number of branches and shortage of staff of a rural branch, the bank branches were not able to handle the rush of workers for payment. Some of the banks have made it a point not to clear more than 100 cheques per day which has resulted in payment delay ranging from 1 to 3 months.  
d) Shortage of technical staff – The reporting requirement under NREGA are demanding and the block and panchayat staff are under considerable pressure. In one of the Gram panchayat visited it was reported how due to non- availability of adequate technical staff delayed measurement and payment of wages. Shortage of technical staff also delays in preparation of detailed project reports of schemes/projects identified and lead to delay in sanction. 

e) Long rainy season – Assam is known for long monsoon season extending to almost 6-7 months starting from April to October, during which the state experiences heavy torrential rain and flood. Virtually the work season is for hardly 4-5 months.     

4.2.2 Access to Employment :

Job Card & Job Application

Do all eligible women member get job card as and when requested? The answer was yes in almost 100 p.c. cases in Bongaigaon district. However, some problems were reported in Morigaon district. In Focussed Group Discussion at GP office, Jagiroad and Bhurbandha, some participants indicated difficulty in getting jobcard. Later when confronted with the block officials, it was informed that there were some irregularities in the beginning while issuing jobcard as result some excess cards were issued. Now although some genuine demand have been noticed, the new issue has been kept in abeyance due to failure to provide adequate work as per demand.


Not all women who were issued job cards, were found to have been in possession of their cards. Over all 70 to 75 % women workers in Morigaon and 55 to 60 p.c. in Bongaigaon district were found to have the cards in their possession. In respect of those who did not possess the cards the same were found in custody of the panchayat secretary.


Seeking Employment – On the whole, the role of Gram Panchayat head and Panchayat Secretary / Rojgar Sevak was most important in helping the women seeking jobs. The ‘mates’ (group or work site leader who used to keep accounts) also played a key role.


Job on demand – This was in fact not happening in both the districts. Instead of job on demand, what is happening is still job on availability. Entire system was dependent on sanction of the project. Following approval of annual action and release of fund, the workers were informed and accordingly work was started.       


Awareness - Most of the women workers were aware of the Employment Guarantee scheme. But they were not aware of the detailed provisions. Most of them were not aware that they were entitled to unemployment allowance in the event of failure of the Panchayat to provide job as per demand. 


More than 70% of women workers were found to be either seasonal daily agricultural workers or self-employed family workers to whom the NREGA provided the only alternative wage employment opportunity. However, inability of the system to provide the stipulated day’s jobs during off season has made the same self-defeating.


There were some instances at one or two sites in Bongaigaon district, where cases of discouraging women workers were reported. In one worksite in Bongaigaon district, during interaction with women workers and while examining the Job Cards, it was discovered that while the husband of the women was provided employment, women was being shown as being employed.  

Table 11
Employment generated in Sample districts (Assam):

Total & Average person days per Households (2006-09)
	Sl. No.
	District
	2006-07
	2007-08
	2008-09



	
	
	Total person days (million)
	Person days per HH
	Total person days
(million)
	Person days per HH
	Total person days
(million)
	Person days per HH



	1
	Morigaon
	-
	-
	2.179
	27.21
	2.186
	38.8



	2
	Bongaigaon
	6.719
	70.59
	7.06
	23.83
	4.926
	63.05



	3
	State total
	57.29
	72.3
	48.76
	38.9
	34.76
	32.6




Source : DRDA Morigaon & Bongaigaon & NREGA website

Note: Mandays per HH (Household) is estimated by dividing total person days by the No. of HH/Jobcard holders demanding job during the year.
4.2.3 Women’s Participation in selection of Projects

Projects are normally selected in the Gram Sabhas, i.e. the meeting of the village community, for which adequate notice and publicity was given in the local community. It is understood that in Gram Sabhas, women participate in large numbers. The 33% percent reservation of women in local civic bodies including the Panchayats has further ensured that women got involved in identification of local level projects, which may be suitable and beneficial for women. However, it was found that in village meetings, in spite women’s presence in large numbers, it is largely the opinion of the village leaders which prevail in the community while deciding a project. Box-2 presents some of the reactions of Officials / NGO activists / Local knowledge leaders on this issue.

 
[image: image2] 
4.2.4 Equality of Opportunity

While there is nothing specific to show that the women workers were not treated equally, the overall environment continued to be unhelpful to the women workers. Most of the projects selected being related to rural connectivity and renovation of local water bodies involving earth work requiring application of physical force, male workers were preferred to women workers. In order to ensure that the volume of work was not sacrificed, in some of the worksites, especially that involving earth work, work was allotted on piece work basis, which was later converted in to daily wage at the time of recording in the job card. This enables male members to get more in terms of remuneration as their volume of work is more compared to a women worker and as such disadvantageous to the women workers.


While identifying the shelf of projects at GP & Block level, very little was considered as regards suitability of women. In other words, hardly any project was selected which had specific women content both in terms of suitability for women workers and in terms of providing direct benefit to women. Table 13 shows the status of completed projects in Morigaon district during 2008-09, which show that there was hardly any project, which may encourage participation by women.
4.2.5 Facilities at Worksite

The NREGA guidelines provide for certain affirmative action in order to encourage women participation in the program. To encourage participation of women workers, facilities for crèche, drinking water, shade and first aid are required to be provided at every worksite. Accordingly, adequate financial provision is required to be made in the project outlay of an NREGA project incorporating such provisions. To our queries to the Block Officials, whether the specified worksite facilities were provided almost all of them replied in the positive. But the evidence from interview with the women workers and the FGDs were different. The results of the interviews show that with the exception of provision for drinking water, other worksite facilities viz. crèche, resting place, changing room, first-aid, recreational facility for children etc. and other  affirmative action for the promotion of gender was generally absent in the worksites. 


It was gathered during interaction with the Panchayat officials/representatives that in a number of cases, the project estimates did not provide for the worksite facilities such as shade, arrangements for privacy for women workers etc. When confronted by a panchayat representative in Morigaon district regarding absence of provision for worksite facilities in the scheme, the concerned technical officer of the Block replied that the same was not incorporated due to non-availability of approved cost estimates but could be provided later. 

The above was true across district / blocks irrespective of schemes/project. Low level of awareness was found to be one major reason for continuation of the above anomalies.

Table - 12
NREGA in Sample districts of Assam – Status of Households

getting 100 days of Employment (2006-07 to 2008-09)

	Sl. No.
	District
	2006-07
	2007-08
	2008-09



	
	
	No. of HHs

(in million)
	Share of total HH (%)
	No. of HH ((in million)
	Share of 
total HH (%)
	No. of HHs

(in million)
	Share of total HH (%)

	1
	Morigaon
	-
	-
	0.0002
	0.2
	0.001
	1.97



	2
	Bongaigaon
	0.024
	25.12
	0.035
	11.8
	0.030
	37.9



	3
	State total
	0.19
	23.4
	0.24
	17.1
	0.176
	9.42




Source : DRDA Morigaon & Bongaigaon & NREGA website

4.2.6 Equal wage  

The average daily wage, a women worker gets now under NREGA is INR 80, which is equal to their male counterparts. Unlike the wage structure in the unorganized sector including the agriculture wages, this is a major gain under the employment guarantee program. 

Under the new guidelines under NREGA, wages are paid through either the Bank / post-office pass book account. Accordingly, SB accounts have been opened in the name of almost all workers. However, inadequate branch net-work and shortage of staff in a branch has led to delay in issue of payments. Payment was delayed ranging from 1 to 3 months in Bongaigaon Distt. The situation has been slightly better in Morigaon district. One reason of better performance of payment in Morigaon district is that number of days for which job was allotted was very negligible, average 30 days.
4.2.7 Asset Creation

The NREGA hopes to make an impact upon the conditions for local development through creation of durable community assets. Works have been carried out in all the 8permissible categories of rural connectivity, land development, flood control and protection, water conservation, drought proofing, micro-irrigation, provision of irrigation facilities on land owned by SCs & STs and renovation of water bodies. An idea of type of schemes implemented in Morigaon district can be made from Table 13. While similar projects have been implemented in Bongaingaon district, rural connectivity has been given more importance in view lack of proper connectivity of the villages. On the whole gender specific projects keeping eye over needs of women was generally absent in both the districts.
4.2.8 Impact on Gender & Gender Empowerment
The impact of NREGA on interrelated processes of empowerment and changes in gender relations can be examined through the following macro as well as micro level parameters: 
a) Income – Consumption effects

b) Intra-household effects (decision making role)

c) Participation in social and community development processes.

	Table : 13

	
	
	
	
	

	
	Morigaon District (Assam) - Asset creation under NREGA (2008-09)

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	Sl No
	Works/Activities
	Completed Works

	 
	 
	Unit
	Expenditure

	 
	 
	 
	 
	(Rs. in millions)

	 
	
	Nos
	cu mt
	 

	1
	Water conservation and water 
	18
	120190
	3.95

	 
	harvesting - Tank
	
	
	 

	 
	
	
	
	 

	 
	
	Nos
	Ha
	 

	2
	Drought proofing
	34
	17.28
	9.77

	 
	
	
	
	 

	 
	
	Nos
	Kms
	 

	3
	Micro irrigation works
	33
	16.77
	12.21

	 
	
	
	
	 

	 
	
	Nos
	Ha
	 

	4
	Provision of irrigation facility to land
	0
	0
	0

	 
	
	
	
	 

	 
	
	Nos
	cu mt
	 

	5
	Renovation of traditional water bodies
	18
	71034
	4.68

	 
	
	
	
	 

	6
	Land Development
	Nos
	Ha
	 

	 
	(a) Land development
	79
	548.61
	20.03

	 
	
	
	
	 

	 
	(b) Raised plateform
	9
	85
	3.75

	 
	
	
	
	 

	 
	
	Nos
	Kms
	 

	7
	Flood control and protection
	36
	11796
	31.17

	 
	
	
	
	 

	 
	
	Nos
	Kms
	 

	8
	Rural connectivity
	220
	215.13
	103.32

	 
	
	
	
	 

	 
	Total (unit in Nos and Expenditure)
	447
	
	188.88

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 


Source : DRDA, Morigaon

a) Income – Consumption effects

By income consumption effects we mean an increase in the income of a women worker and consequently her ability to choose her consumption baskets. More emphasis is given to consumption, as increase in income without ability to consume or choose consumption basket has little impact on empowerment. Another important point is that earning from NREGA is important but at the same time equally important is to retain the earning and exercise the choice over its use. The control aspect has been examined w.r.t. (i) collecting of wages and (ii) control over use. 

We do not have conclusive evidence to show the actual incremental increase in the wage earning of the women workers due to NREGA. However, our interviews with the sample workers show that almost 75 to 80 p.c. of them had hardly any meaningful income other than unpaid family work or agriculture work during pre- NREGA. This is enough to show that there has indeed been positive impact.


The arrangement of opening of bank account is an important step ahead in regard to financial inclusion and a very positive step as regards collection and retention / control over the use. While there has been evidence elsewhere in India where women workers have retained sizable percentage of their wage earnings, we do not have conclusive evidence here in absence of any detailed survey. However, our interviews with the women workers indicate that the ‘delay apart’ they are happy that their remuneration is deposited in their names in a Post office or a bank and this amount can be withdrawn only with their signature. Box-3 shows some of the reactions of the women workers interviewed regarding financial empowerment. 

[image: image3]
Control over use : ‘What you do with your money?’ was one our question to the women workers interviewed.  Out of 45 women workers interviewed, as many as 30 (71%) was found to be confident about use of the money by herself which is great step forward in women empowerment.
Table : 14
Choice of use of Wage Earnings

	Number of Respondents
	Decide by Head of HH
	Decide by self 
	Decide by other family members
	Do not know

	45
	5
	32
	6
	2



(b) Intra-Household Effect
There has been full play of what has been described as Dr. Sen’s theory of ‘cooperation and conflict’ in chapter 2 of this paper, in the context of women’s access to guaranteed work and consequent increase in their perceived wage income. Almost 80% of the women workers interviewed and those participated in the FGD indicated that they have now better say in the house. About 10%, however, said they discuss matters with other members which was the case earlier also.  Majority of the workers felt that they are now in a better position to fulfil their own requirements without looking at others and also decide the amount, timing and convenience.   
(c)  Participation in Social and community Sphere
Empowerment in the social sphere is one of the most important achievements of the NREGA. Post-NREGA, women’s participation in Gram sabhas have improved to a great extent. Nearly 65 to 70 percent women workers attended the gram-sabhas held in connection with NREGA. This was noticed when a good number of them participated our FGDs and asked questions and participated in the discussions. In Bongaigaon district,  quite a good number of job card holder were found who has become panchayat representatives.


Prior to NREGA, hardly a few of the women workers were having financial inclusion and were having any bank account. As may be seen from box 3, they now enjoy having  a bank account in their name and can take decision in respect of many things.     

4.2.9 Impact on Female unpaid work

If women can be relieved of the burden of their unpaid work, they will have more freedom of choice in using their time, for leisure and for more productive work. There is thus a need to transform unpaid work to publicly funded employment to relieve women (and poor) of drudgery of unpaid work. Creation of assets and infrastructure under employment guarantee programme can perform this task effectively. Now what is the impact of NREGA on unpaid work of women workers? Our interaction with the sample workers shows that they were in fact not much better off as regards the unpaid work. To our query, what do they do to their young children, when they come for work, reply from most of them was that they were kept at home for being attended by ‘nany’ or somebody in their absence. As regards other works, most respondents said, when they got some support from their husbands, most of the domestic work like cooking, and care related works they used to do after return from work. This means, their work hours used to get extended due to NREGA. As regards social infrastructure being in place due to the employment guarantee program, a look at the projects mostly implemented in the districts shows that there is hardly anything to contribute to women’s unpaid work. There is thus no appreciable change on this front. Except rural connectivity, land development and social afforestation scheme, there has been hardly any scheme at the community level which could impact on the female unpaid work.

4.2.10 Analysis of Research Findings: Their Theoretical Implications

Now what are the theoretical implications of the above findings and how do they fit into our research main question? Or can we now conclude by any means that yes NREGA as a policy has a theoretical underpinning in the context of gender?

To answer the above we may have to examine, in light of gender planning tool of Caroline Moser as explained in chapter, - to what extent, if any, the NREGA interventions have satisfied the practical and strategic gender needs. By constructing a women’s triple role diagram and by fitting the different interventions under the NREGA under various roles we may arrive at the result which of critical gender needs have been met. On doing such an exercise, it is seen, and also clear from the above discussions that the benefits from NREGA viz. access to employment resulting in enhanced income, creation of durable community assets, financial inclusion are mostly of the nature of practical gender needs. As such the program, as of date, does not have much to address gender inequality by way of addressing the strategic gender needs, although the same may be treated as a good beginning. Through its interventions in the practical gender need area, NREGA has definitely proved itself as a great gender empowering tool and has the potential to emerge as a route to gender equality.     

Chapter 5

Conclusion 

The NREGA is a wage employment program, providing minimum wage employment to casual, unskilled labour, especially during lean season. Its larger aim is to generate savings and assets in the countryside, to promote a growth process based on local development. ‘Gender’ has never been at the centre stage of the program as a policy. In other words, NREGA is not a gender program per say. But given the growth and development orientation of the program and gender being the rather ‘inevitable push factor’ for growth and alleviation of poverty, the latter’s (i.e. gender’s) entry into it was rather an automatic choice. The main objective of this paper was to examine the prospect to operationalise the program as a potent tool to address gender inequality. The exploratory mission was started from Assam, which itself depicts a peculiar situation of special topography, ethnic and other demographic features and an average performer in regard to NREGA. Our field study has brought a number of significant points, important for policy. First, NREGA being a right based employment program, should have been in a position to provide job on demand, which has not been happening in the state. Secondly, there are other road blocks, which are seen as putting a spoke to women’s easy entry to NREGA jobs, which include inadequate worksite facilities as emphasised in the guidelines, inefficient implementing machinery, low level of awareness and other situational issues. But this apart, NREGA has emerged as a very powerful tool for addressing gender issues. It was found that the program has indeed a positive impact on women empowerment, in so far as it has addressed a number of practical gender needs. In brief, following are the most important gains on the gender front:

a. Women have more access to wage employment; that too within the vicinity of their village.

b. Created an atmosphere for inclusive development.

c. Wage parity ensured

d. Led to increase in intra-household bargaining power

e. Added income

f. More space in society


There has been no clear indication that the interventions have enabled women to address any of their major strategic needs and could thereby prove itself as the route to gender equality. But it has shown that the program has a policy component, which if properly directed, could alleviate itself as a potent instrument for addressing gender discrimination and inequality.       
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Annexure

Research Tools

Semi Structured Interview – I

(BDO/Distt. Program Coordinator)

	Name of the Interviewee
	

	Position
	

	Institution / Organisation
	


1. What according to you are the distinctive features of NREGP, which distinguish it from any other rural works / employment generation program?

2. What criteria are adopted for selecting the various projects / activities under NREGP ? . Do the women in the community / women members in the Panchayat have any say in the selection of projects? How many women members are there in the local panchayat?

3. How actively are the ‘Gram Sabhas’ being able to articulate local priorities and relevant works while selecting projects? How is it being ensured that women are actively participating in these discussions?

4. How many women SHGs are there in the district/Block? Has there been any mechanism to involve the women SHGs in the selection process? Do you think that their involvement in the selection or choice of work  would be useful?

5. Have all needy and eligible women in the community belonging to the BPL families been able to get enrolled in the job? They will probably have official estimates of women to be enrolled.

6. What is the ratio of men to women in the worksites in the Block / district? Can you please indicate the position year wise since launching of the program? This person will give you the official picture. Also do systematic counting yourself!

7. Do the women have equal opportunity to the men folk in getting enrolled for the scheme? This question is too general. Try to find a way to find out the difficulties that are different for men and women.

8. Has there been any barrier – social or otherwise – for women in getting access to work? I expect male BDO workers will be blind to this. 

9. Given the various types of projects / works selected under NREGP, generally what are the skill requirements of the workers? Do the women posses those skills? If not, has there been any attempt / arrangement to train the women job seekers in those skills? Ask for examples.

10. Do the women come forward for NREGP jobs?

11.  Has there been any attempt by the Distt. Administration/ Local Panchayat / any other organization to building awareness among the women about their entitlements under the NREGP or to increase their participation under the program? Which attempts? Ask for examples. 

12.  While selecting a project, whether suitability of the same for execution by women workers is   considered?

13.  Do the women workers get equal wages to their male counterparts?

14. What is the mode of payment? Is it paid in cash or credited to the bank account of women workers / worker? Has there been any system of releasing payment to the gang leaders instead of to the individual workers?

15. Whether the gang leaders / officer-in- change of individual work sites do have any mis giving against engaging women workers? What is your view regarding their attitude to women workers? Here you have to try to find a more indirect way of asking this question. 

16. What is the normal distance the women workers require to travel from their houses to the worksites? Has there been any need of transport arrangement or has it been provided? 

17. What are the worksite facilities provided to the women workers. Please indicate whether any of the following facilities have been provided :

· Sanitary arrangements 

· Shelter and safe drinking water

· Crèche  & childcare facilities 

· First-aid to women & children.

Do the observation yourself

18. What is the general/average age of women workers?

19. Has any eligible women worker has reported difficulty in getting access to work because she (a) belongs to certain age group (b). Single women,  (c) widow,  (d). any other reason.

This question is relevant, NOT because it tells you much about difficulties, but because it tells you whether or not there is a reporting system.

20. What is the general attitude of the male workers to the women workers.

21. Has any women worker reported any harassment from gang leaders /co-workers / any  other official on ground of sex?

22. Has any incident of death / worksite injuries been reported so far? Has there been any provision of compensation for such incidents?

23. There have been certain media reports regarding women being dissuaded from bringing their children to the NREGA worksites in certain places. Has there been any such situation over here? How are they dealing with children? You can imagine that, indeed, it is difficult to organize not only work but also child care. How do they manage?

24. To what extent the NREGA program have benefited the poor women? Can you quantify?  No they can’t quantify. Wrong question for these people. 

25. Has there been any impact of the program on the ‘female time spent on unpaid work’? Again, not the right question for them. 

Research Tool

Semi-structured Interview – II

(NGO Activists / Local Knowledge Leader)

	Name of Interviewee
	

	Position
	

	Institution/Organisation
	

	Date
	


1. Have you heard about NREGA ? What you think about the scheme? Do you think programme is important ? If so why?

2. Do you think that the NREGA has been able to address some of the issues relating to gender inequality?

3. To what extent the NREGA is able to improve women’s access to productive wage employment through the scheme?

4. What do you think are the major constraints of women’s access to work in NREGA? Is there any?

5. Do the women have any voice in the selection of the work under the scheme?

6. Have all the needy and eligible women belonging to BPL families in the area been able to get enrolled under the scheme?

7. Do the women workers get equal treatment in the matter of work and payment of wages to their male counterparts?

8. Are you happy about the worksite facilities being provided to the women workers? What are the facilities available?

9. Are the women workers allowed to bring their infant children along with them? Are there enough facilities for them in the sites?

10. Has ‘women coming out of their homes’ for NREGA work has affected the school going of their minor children especially, teenaged daughters?

11. What could be the programs impact on the ‘female time’ spent on unpaid works?

12. What according to you is the impact of NREGA on women’s independent access to food and cash income?

13. Can you quantify the benefit of the program on the poor women?

Research Tool

Semi-structured Interview – III

(Women Workers)

	Name of Interviewee
	

	Age
	

	Educational Status
	

	Married / unmarried
	

	Location of worksite
	

	Date
	


1. For how many seasons you have been engaged under the NREGA? For how many days you worked per season?

2. Did you find any difficulty in getting enrolled?

3. How much you get as daily wage/ Is the amount same with that of  the male workers?

4. How the money is being paid?

5. How far is the worksite from your home? Normally how do you come?

6. Do you have infant children?

(To be put to only married women.)

7. Incase the answer to the above question is yes, then what do they do when you come to work? Are they allowed to come along with you to the work site? If they are allowed, what do they do here?

8. Has your NREGA work affected school going of your minor children, especially, your teen aged daughter, if any?

9. There are many works you are required to do at home viz. cooking food, taking care of your in-laws, taking care of your tender aged children, collecting fire wood etc. How do you manage both, that is to say, the unpaid work at home and NREGA work?

10. Are you happy about the type of work you are required to do here? Do you find it very easy or difficult?

11. Who decides the work? Did you have any say?

12. What are the work site facilities provided?

13. Did you require any more facilities?

14. Has there been enough facility for your privacy i.e. changing of cloths, using toilets etc.?

15. What are the arrangements for first aid in case of injuries and any other medical related problems?

16. How do you find the general job atmosphere? Do you find any discrimination because you are women?

17. What is generally the attitude of the people around you in the worksite viz. your male counterparts, gang leader and other officials?

18. What is the skill requirement for the job you are doing? Did you already posses the skill?

19. Do you find any difference between the pre-NREGA situation and now, in terms of your earning? Has there been any substantial difference in the level of income?

20. What are the other benefits of the program to you and your family?

				Box 3


How do you feel having account in Bank/ PO for paying wages?





-‘it gives me great sense of confidence now. I can decide when to withdraw; no one can take it without my signature..’


	(Sapna Barman – women worker, Koiakujia, Bongaingaon)





‘.. I feel very happy. Previously no bank would open account in my name, as I’m not reach. I can now use my money the way I want.’ – (Rabita Konwar, 27 years – women worker, Jagiroad, Marigaon)





‘It is a great feeling. But delay in payments disappoint us..hope things will improve…’ – (Gitarani Roy, 32 years, women worker) 


			 





Box - 1


NREGA Statistics (2009-10)*�State : ASSAM


Employment provided to households:�
 1.04 million�
�
Persondays [in million]:�
�
�
Total:�
 22.17�
�
SCs:�
 2.46 [11.09%]�
�
STs:�
 6.67 [30.16%]�
�
Women:�
 6.15  [27.74%]�
�
Others:�
 13.02 [58.75%]�
�
Total fund: �
 INR 6167.6  million. �
�
Expenditure: �
 INR 3130.6 million�
�
Total works taken up: �
 10491 �
�
Works completed:�
 2244�
�
Works in progress:�
 8247�
�
Note : Original figure in Lakh (for employment) & Crore (for  exp.) converted to million for purpose of our analysis.         * Position till 30/09/09


Source – NREGA website : www.http// nrega.nic.in (downloaded on 03/10/09)








				 Box-2


Women’s say in selection of Projects





-“Largely need based works are taken up, which are predominantly decided by the politically elected representatives. Women do not have a say. Practically no ‘Gram Sabhas’..”  ( a young Civil Servant at South Salmora, Distt. Bongaigaon)





..’Women are not able to articulate their priorities..there is no suficient awareness still..’ ……..( 56 years old NGO activist ) 





-“Gram Sabhas are able to articulate local priorities and relevant works. The women actively participate in the discussions as it is an assembly of local people..” ( 45 year old Block level Official, Distt. Morigaon)
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