SOCIAL PROTECTION IN INDIA AND THE NATIONAL RURAL EMPLOYMENT GUARANTEE ACT (NREGA)

@ ® Globalisation has tended to contribute to what can be termed
the ‘feminisation of poverty’. ®®

rural areas. It guarantees 100 hours paid
employment in a financial year to every rural
household whose adult members volunteer to
do unskilled manual work. Implementation is
largely the responsibility of local panchayats
or village councils, thus making use of the
decentralised system of governance in place
since the early 1990s and empowering the
local community to formulate projects in
accordance with local priorities. The Act
therefore emphasises domestic markets

and full participation of the poor in economic
processes.

The Act is also designed to promote the
participation of women in the workforce. In
India, the majority of people living below the
poverty line are women and globalisation
has tended to contribute to what can
be termed the ‘feminisation of poverty’.

This is associated with a concentration

of women in the informal sector and in
agriculture, putting them beyond the reach
of traditional social security measures.
Rural employment schemes have even,
on occasion, displaced women. NREGA,
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however, is intended to be gender-sensitive.
It allows for worksite creche facilities, pays
equal wages and insists that one third

of all workers are women and that they
participate in management and monitoring
the programme.

Conclusions

Under the social protection umbrella,
public works have probably had the largest
outreach. But these have been criticised
because they often fail to generate
employment through the creation of
productive assets and, without this, they
cannot contribute to the generation of
sustainable and productive employment.
NREGA in India is an example of a public
works programme with diverse social
protection objectives that include providing
a minimum income alongside stimulating
local development, and operating in a
gender-sensitive manner. It can serve

as a model and provide lessons for the
development of similar social protection
initiatives in developing countries.

KEY POLICY LESSONS

* Best social protection design
includes the promotion and
stimulation of local
development alongside
poverty alleviation.

¢ Social protection measures
must be gender-sensitive.
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Public works schemes have long been an important measure in poverty alleviation worldwide
but have been criticised for providing relief in the absence of sustainable and productive
employment creation. The mutually reinforcing nature of the relationship between social
security and enhancement of economic growth needs to be recognised and promoted.

he issue of social protection
started to gain political prominence
in Asia after the financial crisis of
the late 1990s, when it became
apparent that globalisation and its economic
and financial repercussions can have adverse
consequences for certain groups and sectors,
and that new measures and mechanisms
were required in response. This paper
reviews experience with social protection
policies and programmes in India in recent
years, and looks particularly at NREGA, the
National Rural Employment Guarantee Act.

Main findings

Prior to 1990, ‘social protection’ policies and
programmes in India were narrowly defined
and had very limited outreach. Measures
usually consisted of, for instance, social
security designed for workers employed on a
regular basis in the organised sector, or social
welfare interventions to assist the destitute.
Since the 1990s, however, there have been
efforts to expand both the concept and the

outreach of social protection, in the realisation

that economic growth can only be sustained
if the working conditions and productivity

of the workforce are improved and safety
nets are provided. To this end, many new
social security legislation measures and
programmes have been initiated, particularly
social insurance and micro credit schemes
and the national programme designed to
cover maternity, old age and health needs.

Nevertheless, it is estimated that current
social protection measures still only cover
5-6 per cent of workers, which means that in
practice many people still rely on traditional
mechanisms of support. Also, workers in the
informal sectors remain largely excluded from
these schemes.

In response to these concerns, the
National Rural Employment Guarantee Act
was passed in late 2005, and implemented
in 200 districts, at least one in each state.
The Act has diverse objectives that include
improving labour market outcomes through
providing guaranteed employment in

@®@® Economic growth can only be sustained if the
working conditions and productivity of the workforce
are improved and safety nets are provided. ®®

KEY RESEARCH FINDINGS

¢ In the past, many public
works programmes have
concentrated on the provision
of relief and have overlooked
the importance of stimulating
sustainable and productive
employment.

More recently there has been
an awareness that economic
growth can only be sustained if
the working conditions and
productivity of the workforce
are improved and safety nets
are provided.

Globalisation has tended to
contribute to what can be
termed the ‘feminisation of
poverty’

NREGA is an unusual and
instructive example of a social
protection measure that is
demand-driven and gender-
sensitive, has nationwide
coverage, and provides a
minimum income alongside
stimulating local development.
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