NREG Act, 2005 – Creches mandatory
TN-FORCES ( Tamil Nadu - FORCES) was deeply concerned over  the statement   made by Local Administration Minister M.K. Stalin (THE  HINDU August 4, 2007)   regarding  child care facilities  for women workers under  the NREG.  He  is  reported  to have  said  that “since Tamil Nadu has multiple balwadis/anganwadis in every village, the suggestion that a crèche  was needed  would not be acted upon” We must point out  that this statement reflects misunderstanding of the NREG Act, lack of information about the situation on the ground, and lack of awareness about the needs of working women and their  children.

  

1.      The need  for crèches  is not a “suggestion” -- it  is a mandatory provision under  the NREG Act, a first- time recognition in the country of the right of working women to child care.(The word “crèche”  is not used in the Act)  Hence  failure  to provide   would amount to violation of the law. We are hence relieved that subsequently  during a press conference  (THE HINDU August 5, 2007) the Director, Rural Development agreed  that the issue would be reconsidered.
 

2.      It is true that Tamil Nadu has the largest and most effective network of anganwadis/ balwadis in the country, and we are proud of this outstanding achievement. However, this network is not always within easy reach of the women workers,  who may travel several kilometres to reach work sites. Besides, many of these centres are too crowded to accommodate more children, the child care workers are already overburdened and the timings of the centres do not match  the working hours of the women workers. Above all, ICDS does not, and never has, provided full day care, especially to children below  the age of  two. Hence on-site provision of child care facilities, however minimal, becomes essential, even in a State like Tamil Nadu, and Tamil Nadu could once again take the lead and set an example for  the whole country by providing  these facilities.
 

3.      From  the point of view  of  child development, the most critical age is between birth and  two years, when adequate and balanced  nutrition is essential  for brain growth, among other aspects of development. In India, poor rural  women still  traditionally breastfeed their children for at least two years. WHO recommends exclusive  breastfeeding up to six months, and continued breastfeeding along with complementary foods up to the age of two years. Research has shown that malnutrition among young children in India is mostly the result of interrupted or inadequate breastfeeding, and lack of sufficient, appropriate and timely complementary food. So clear and continuous proximity of mother and child  for the first  two years is a basic need for child health, nutrition and development. But poor rural women cannot afford to give up daily labour and stay at home, so have no option but to carry the child to work or neglect the child. This is why crèches (especially for children below two years) or minimal on-site child care facilities, are essential for both women and children, as recognized by the Act. This is especially important as ICDS does not, and never has catered  for children below  two.

 

In this context, another first for Tamil Nadu is the recent change in the maternity scheme, which now provides Rs.1,000 per month for six months to mothers below the poverty line, thus allowing the woman labourer to stay at home at least for a few months to  breastfeed and care  for her child. We once more congratulate the Government on this progressive scheme.

 

The recent social audit of the NREG in Villupuram District found hardly any evidence of child care facilities on any of the sites visited, but  in a survey of 100 women workers  on work sites,  85 % of them said  that  they would bring  their children to the site if any facilities  were provided of  the 104 children in the sample, half were at home, about 20% on the work site, another 20  % at school or balwadi/anganwadi, and only 10% in work site facilities. Also, visits to the village found many of the children left alone for  long periods, often in appalling conditions, since there was no one at home to care for them or feed  them. On the other hand, we are encouraged to learn  that in Cuddalore and Karur Districts, some attempts are being made to provide facilities in a few locations.

 

We congratulate the Government on the many progressive steps taken to protect women and young children. We also urge the Government to take these findings and concerns  seriously and to implement the NREG in the spirit in which it was framed and thus ensure  the rights  of poor working  women and their young children.
