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RIGHT TO FOOD AND RIGHT TO WORK

Insights from India

Jean Drèze

The “rights approach” to development has received a good deal of attention in recent years. The notion is attractive, but its practical implications are often far from transparent. India, however, is one country where the rights approach to development seems to be taking shape within specific but non-negligible domains.

For instance, there is wide recognition today of elementary education as a fundamental right of all Indian children, and this growing acceptance of the right to education has played an important part in the rapid progress of school attendance in the nineties. Similarly, India’s “right to information” movement is a visionary response to the disempowerment of the underprivileged in many walks of life due to the inaccessibility of public records. More recently, the right to food has been invoked by citizen’s organisations to challenge the scandalous accumulation of gigantic food stocks against a background of widespread hunger.

A natural extension of these efforts is to demand the “right to work”. The right to work is indeed the best protection against hunger and poverty. Access to gainful employment is also an important basis of participation in the society.

An important step towards the realisation of the right to work has been made in the state of Maharashtra. According to the state’s “employment guarantee scheme” (EGS), unanimously approved by the State Assembly in the early 1970s, every citizen has a right to be gainfully employed on public works at a basic wage, if he or she demands it. In practice, Maharashtra’s EGS falls short of an actual work guarantee, as state authorities often succeed in evading their responsibilities in this respect. Nevertheless, the scheme has considerably strengthened the bargaining power of the rural poor in demanding gainful employment. On an average day, EGS worksites employ about half a million labourers, most of whom belong to the poorest sections of the population. Recent studies highlight a number of secondary benefits from the programme, such as the creation of productive assets, higher agricultural wages, reduced rural-urban migration, and significant changes in local power structures. The scheme is particularly important for women, who constitute more than half of the EGS labour force.

Elsewhere in India, there is a long tradition of labour-intensive rural works programmes, especially (though not exclusively) in years of drought. These programmes, however, are not based on the right to work. They are just additional employment opportunities provided by the state, as and when resources and commitment are available. There are several reasons why a guarantee of employment, as opposed to ad hoc provision, would make a real difference.

First, a guarantee of employment would strengthen the bargaining power of those who are demanding work. This consideration is paramount, given the pervasive problem of official inertia in the absence of organised public pressure.

Second, a demand-driven approach would ensure that employment is provided where and when it is most needed. When employment is allocated from the top down, the whims of bureaucrats or the political affiliation of the local MLA (Member of Legislative Assembly) often matter more than the real needs of the people. 

Third, an employment guarantee scheme would also facilitate the inclusion of the poorest of the poor in employment programmes. When employment opportunities are limited, those with greater clout and better connections (among potential workers) tend to get the work at the expense of the more vulnerable. In contrast, an open-ended employment guarantee gives full play to the principle of “self-selection”, whereby the poor are free to decide whether or not they wish to participate in the programme.

Fourth, the right to work brings an element of predictability in people’s lives. Today, labourers cannot count on employment being provided to them during the lean season. The result is massive seasonal migration, especially in dryland areas. An employment guarantee programme would give labourers greater confidence in the prospect of local employment, and discourage seasonal migration.

Last but not least, a legally binding employment guarantee programme is likely to be far more durable than ad hoc employment schemes. Maharashtra’s EGS has already lasted for nearly there decades, in spite of major changes in political leadership over the years. By contrast, other employment programmes have tended to be fragile and short-lived. Within the last three years alone, several employment programmes sponsored by the central government have come and gone.

There is, in short, a strong case for the introduction of a nation-wide employment guarantee programme, building on Maharashtra’s experience in this respect. The programme needs to be legally binding, if it is to have any teeth. The case for an employment guarantee is particularly strong at this time, when more than 60 million tonnes of foodgrain are lying idle in public warehouses across the country. These resources provide a unique opportunity to make the right to work a reality.
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