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Introduction 

SEWA is a trade union of women in the informal economy with a membership of nearly seven lakhs women workers. Two-third of the SEWA membership is in rural areas working as agricultural labourers, small and marginal farmers, rural artisans, construction workers, forest workers and a variety of other trades. SEWA not only represents the needs of its members in various forums, but works actively to promote full employment, that is, employment security and social security, for its members, the poor rural women workers. SEWA has promoted co-operatives, self help groups and associations of women as well as economic services of marketing and banking, and social services of health care, insurance, child care and housing. Given its thirty years of experience SEWA feels that the proposed Rural Employment Guarantee Act is an important step towards economic security. However, we think that the employment proposals should be more oriented towards developing the varied skills and employment potential in the villages, and that the implementation should be decentralized and as far as possible carried out through local organizations. 

The Importance of such an Act

1. A Safety Net

The main importance of this Act is that it is a very good social safety net. The problem faced by a large number of people in the rural areas is the lack of employment during certain times of the year. In dry and drought-prone areas, the people are able to take one good crop a year. The second crop is poor or often not available. Many communities in such areas have to habitually migrate seasonally to other parts of the country in search of work. This annual migration is a painful and disruptive process – it destroys the fabric of the community, the family lives of the migrants, the possibility for education of the children and perhaps worst of all, the possibility for development of their own area. These forced migrants are subject to some of the worst exploitative conditions of work and living conditions. Those left behind do not have enough to eat or the barest money for other basic necessities, and although there may be no famine, there is surely a slow malnutrition and starvation. The time of departure from the village is the saddest time in the lives of these migrants which is accompanied by songs of mourning.

Even when communities do not migrate they suffer a great amount of distress at such times. Their food intake is reduced, the children are withdrawn from schools, they go into debt, they are unable to attend to their health problems. At such times there is no safety net, no social security system which would help to relieve their distress.

The Rural Employment Guarantee Act will act as a safety net and provide employment at a time of distress.

2. Self Selection

The REGA is based on the Act in Maharashtra, but even apart from the Maharashtra Act, such schemes have been run many times by the Governments in various forms – RLEGP (Rural Labour Employment Guarantee Programme). Drought Relief programmes in many states etc. Each time such a scheme is run, it is found that it is poorest and those who really need work who come to work in the scheme. In particular, women form a large part of the workforce, often more than 70%.

3. Necessity for a Law

One question that is being raised is: Is a law necessary, will a scheme not work as well? In fact there is nothing new about the scheme-we already have the RLEGP programme. It is worth asking that if the Government increased the allocation of the RLEGP, would it provide adequate employment?

The advantage of having a law is that it gives a right to the people. At present the Government, under the schemes, has the sole right of decision making. The relevant department decides which village will receive what funds, and the panchayat, or the department (depending on the scheme) decides how these funds will be spent. The amount of employment generated is usually uncertain and generally not need based.

Under these schemes the need for employment cannot be directly expressed by people. The REGA overcomes this problem and relates supply of employment directly to demand. The REGA, also by giving a right, helps people to organise themselves and come together to raise a demand.

4. Organising

Most people in the rural areas work in the unorganised sector. By unorganised is meant both unorganised enterprises such as small farms, but also that the people are not organised as workers. In fact when given a chance most of them do try to organise themselves. For example, with a little bit of encouragement from the Government and some support from NGOs lakhs of women organised themselves into self-help groups and managed their collective money with great responsibility. It is most necessary to promote organising so that people can have a method of accessing resources and schemes. And also so that they have a voice to decide where and how resources are allocated.

The REGA is an instrument whereby poor people in the rural areas can begin to organise themselves to ask demand work.

Employment through REGA

However, the Act as it is now framed will not create full employment nor become sustainable. Moreover, unskilled work of earth digging does not generate enough work for 100 days. This is because employment being provided under the Act, is only physical labour. This Act will become much more powerful if it is used as a generator of employment. This would mean viewing the Act in a somewhat different way.

Skilled work must be included in the Act

The Act sees employment only as unskilled labour, and that too digging and carrying mud and stones. However, most of workers in the rural areas do have skills by which they earn their livelihoods. Promoting unskilled manual work, will erode even the little existing skill base and productivity, they have today as small farmers and producers will also be attracted more towards unskilled work as it provides work security. The Act has to include the skilled work so that the employment generated is not only temporary for the 100 days but could become more long-lasting. This will enable the villages to develop and bring new oppurtunities to the villages. This could include:

(1) Work linked to agriculture such as agro-processing, food processing, watershed development.

(2) Artisanal work such as weaving, printing, leather work, carpentery, plumbing.

(3) Services such as teaching, health work, child care, old age care, has a growing demand and can be included.

(4) Works of public interest can be sponsored by government such as environmental work like nursery raising tree-plantation, cleaning campaign, recycling, water harvesting, operation and maintenance of water resources such as hand pumps, pipelines.

(5) Many such works that may be local to the area.

In the dry, desert districts of Gujarat, people experience repeated disasters, like droughts, floods, cyclone, earthquake. SEWA demanded both from the State and Central Government to include home based craft work like embroidery, applique work as in the official drought relief programme. In 2000, for the first time, SEWA was asked to cover 5000 artisan households under drought relief, giving them a minimum of 25 days of work in a month and Rs. 1500 per month. SEWA could successfully implement the ‘Livelihood Security Progamme’ because of the recognition of women’s homebased skill as ‘work’. 2001 was the year when earthquake occurred, SEWA upscaled its production and over 15,000 artisan households under the ‘Livelihood Security Programme’ – the traditional skill of the women and men, could organise guaranteed employment for 25 days in a month.

SEWA now has set up the SEWA Trade Facilitation Centre, which does the marketing and product development for sustained work and guaranteed livelihood security.

SEWA’s experience is that very often in the villages the work, productivity and employment are weak because of lack of access to tools, equipments, technology, water, electricity, roads. Access to above on its own starts generating employment. Therefore EGA needs to incorporate access to such productive resources as part of the REGA.

Skill Training

There are very rapid changes in most sectors nowadays. In particular in the sector which includes public work—the construction sector—most of the digging work is done by machines, leaving little scope for manual work. On the other hand, many new skills are required in this sector, including operating machines. Similarly, in all rural employments from farming, to small industries, to services, to transport and communication, new and rapidly changing skills are required, multi-skilling has become important. The Employment Guarantee can be supplemented with skills training, or else for younger workers, some of those 100 days maybe for skill training with stipend. The REGA can be used not only for immediate income but also helping workers get a better entry into the employment market by meeting the demand.

Skill upgradation and multi-skilled know-how will prepare the villages to withstand globalisation.

Planning the Work

The work to be provided to workers under the REGA is of prime importance. It can be work that is useless “digging and filling up holes” or it can be work that creates an asset or a ongoing employment opportunities. Often employment at the local level can be met by fulfilling a local need such as for irrigation by creating local water harvesting structures, or leveling and clearing waste land or three plantation and tending in forest areas, or mining local stone and so on. It can also be something that meets local needs such as toilets or health center or school house or drinking water. The decisions for which works are to be taken up should be decided at the local level (through gram samities)

These Gram Samitis will prepare the village development plans cost estimates of such works and the budget could be allocated to the samitis.

There are already existing several Government schemes, which are not reaching the villages. EGA needs to focus on strengthening an effective implementation of those schemes.

Implementation – Promoting People’s Organisations

This Act is aimed towards the rural workers in the unorganised sector. One of the reasons why these workers have not been able to take advantage of so many different Government Schemes is that they remain unorganised and the only mechanism through which employment schemes are implemented is through the bureaucracy. We have recognised time and again that bureaucracy is not able to deliver. For the corporate sector this has been recognised and slowly public sector industries are being privatised while private sector corporates are being freed from bureaucratic restrictions (inspector raj).

However when it comes to the poor again we turn back to that same bureaucracy which has not been able to deliver on poverty programmes. Strenghtening the existing bureaucracy and giving it yet more tasks will not improve delivery of employment programmes. We need to think of other methods of implementation.

The best way to promote organising as well as to build an implementation mechanism is to include the people in implementation. In India there have been many experiences where people’s organisations have successfully implemented Government Schemes.

SEWA, although a trade union, has helped its members to form associations and co-operatives which have implemented Government Schemes. This includes formation of DWCRA Groups (now SGSY) into district level associations to promote employment. Formation of self-help groups and Associations of SHGs to promote employment and finance. Implementing Government schemes like ICDS and literacy through co-operatives.

Based on the experience of the successful implementation of skill based ‘Livelihood Security Programme’ during the drought and the earthquake. The Government of India and Government of Gujarat along with SEWA are implementing “Jeevika” - Livelihood Security Project for Earthquake Affected Rural Household In Gujarat. The model is worth studying and replicating where in the Central and State Governments are partnering with member based and community organisations to strengthen and build village institutions to plan, execute and monitor the livelihood activities, thereby guaranteeing livelihood security to 40,000 households.

People’s organisations are also promoted by the Panchayat. In many cases panchayats have implemented watershed schemes by promoting local village-level groups.

We would like to suggest that the REGA be implemented locally through people’s organisations and through Panchayats. The Act may mention that all these institutions can be made responsible and in any particular place the institution may be chosen keeping in mind the past performance.

Social Security

The Act requires that a small amount be kept for social security. This is a good step towards a social security system linking social security and work. As the REGA is implemented this system can be further developed and the system of social security through employment can be generated.

Beyond REGA – Promoting Full Employment and Growth

The REGA is a very good way to reach the poor and provide a social safety net. However, in order to reach employment on a large scale to the people we need to have much wider policies which will promote pro-poor growth. These policies include certain general, economy-wide polices and at the same time specific sector wise as well as area wise policies.

Some of the economy wide policies are:

(1) Wide promotion of micro-finance

(2) Setting up practical skill training institutions based on market demand

(3) Micro-planning at the village level, and funds to villages to promote the plans

(4) Institutions for small producers to reach markets directly.

(5) Wide use of information technologies

(6) Implementation through people’s organisations.

Examples of the sector-based policies

(1) National Policy on Street Vendors

(2) Skills for construction workers 

(3) Rag-pickers to be included in city solid waste management

(4) Agriculture technology and information to reach small and marginal farmers

(5) Release of mortgaged agricultural land.

(6) Upgraded sewing machines for homebased stitchers

(7) Water based employment – rain water harvesting, pump repair

(8) Development of grassroots health workers

(9) Development of grassroots educationists

(10) Forest based employment – tree plantation, nursery raising, tree tending, minor forest produce collection and processing all to be handed over to women’s groups.

� When there is a failure of monsoons and this situation is desperate, and when people are close to starvation, State Governments often start relief works which gives employment to people. However, this happens only at times of extreme distress and for a short time.
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