Executive Summary
The National Rural Employment Guarantee Act, 2005 (NREGA) guarantees 100 days of wage employment in a financial year to any rural household whose adult members are willing to participate in unskilled manual work  The Act is an important step towards realization of the right to work and aims at arresting out-migration of rural households in search of employment simultaneously enhancing  people’s livelihood on a sustained basis, by developing the economic and social infrastructure in rural areas. 

The present study on evaluation  of the NREG Scheme is intended to assess the impact of this scheme on the overall quality of life of people by gauging different parameters associated with the improvement of overall quality of life of people such as   impact on income – earning levels of each household,  expenditure on food and non-food items, household and cultivable assets creation by the beneficiaries. This study also captured the impact of the scheme to arrest out-migration, views and feed-back  of the beneficiaries on various faucets of implementation of the scheme at grass root level right from the stage of issue of job cards etc.  
With the above set of objectives, the study was carried out in 20 districts spread throughout India by targeting 300 beneficiaries from each district. These beneficiaries are hailing from the diverse geography and social background distributed evenly within the selected districts. The data pertains to the year 2006-07 during which period this scheme was launched in the first phase of 200 districts. By way of open-ended questionnaires, data on several variables were collected from these beneficiaries who are part of the NREGA Scheme. Overall impact of the scheme, views expressed by the beneficiaries etc. is elucidated in a nutshell in the following paras.

Female-headed household  participation in the works is very encouraging ranging from 12 to 52 percent. Though the scheme envisages at least one-third of the total person-days to be earmarked for women participants, it is too early to judge on this point since the effective time duration of the scheme in these 20 districts is uneven  and in some cases the scheme hardly taken off.  Most beneficiaries got their job cards through Gram Sabha (GS) meetings and the rest by steps taken by Gram Panchayat (GP). Majority of the rural households agreed that there is a transparent mechanism followed for issue of job cards. Enrollment and registration under the scheme is an open-ended one, however, fifteen percent of the respondents opined otherwise who experienced several visits to GP office for registration purpose.
Verification of all the registrants is done by GS as expressed by majority of the HHs. Besides, review of applications earlier rejected by the GP were also taken up by GS in many districts. GS meetings took place on quarterly basis rather than on monthly basis according to HHs. Migrant families could not register for job card due to their absence. 
Views of beneficiaries were also captured on the modalities followed to issue the job card by the officials. One-tenth of the people revealed that ten percent of the eligible adult members of the family are not included in the job card. The job card is in the possession of GP officials in most of the districts of eastern region and only during the season of works, the job cards are handed over to the beneficiaries for their signature/thumb impression. Majority of the HHs agreed that the job card was issued within couple of days of registration. Majority of households expressed that they got their job cards without waiting for much time and  without unnecessary visits to GP office. Though affixing of photograph of the households is mandatory, it is not followed in many districts, and in some places the beneficiary paid for it. Job card was not designed to have sufficient space for all the entries in detail  as was observed from many entries in the job cards.
Eighty percent of the HHs expressed that they did not get the work within the stipulated 15 days time of demand for work in writing, neither were they paid any unemployment allowance. Further enquiry with GP officials on this point revealed that they are struggling with teething problems of this kind of gigantic scheme and it takes some time to comply with such mandatory guidelines.    As far as publicity of the scheme and dissemination of information related to the scheme, all locally available communication modes are utilized to spread the awareness and information about the scheme. On the utility of maximum number of days of works, only small fraction of HHs could utilize more than 35 days of work, remaining still lagging behind. The reason for non-utilisation of maximum permissible 100 days is late starting of the scheme. NREG Scheme stipulates at least one-third of the wage allocation i.e., person-days  to women beneficiaries.  It was found that only in  42 percent households, the women could share the 1/3rd of the allocated person-days (wage days ).  However, in 22 percent of the households, the women folk did utilize more than one-third of the utilized person-days in the household. In most of the work sites, excepting crèche all the other facilities like shed, drinking water are provided. 
Payment for the wages earned is paid in cash either at the worksite or at GP office at a later date. Fourteen percent of the HHs did not agree that the names of workers, number of days, and the amount is read out at the worksite by the mate of the worksite as stipulated in the guidelines of the Act.
An enquiry is also made to assess the impact of the scheme on the overall quality of life of the beneficiaries. Due to the income generation through this scheme, the number of beneficiaries at the low earning level are reduced  to nearly half in size resulting this on the rise of HHs with marginally higher income.  It was found that more than half of the beneficiaries are agricultural and unskilled workers. There is also shift in the beneficiaries expenditure pattern on food and non-food items. The survey revealed that the number of families spending less on food has come down drastically where as there is a rise of families who are spending more on food and non-food items.
Only two percent of the HHs opened bank account among the surveyed beneficiaries. More than half of the HHs revealed that they purchased livestock like sheep/goat etc. during the year. Four-fifths of the HHs do not have any outstanding loan. In the western region, nearly 60% of the HHs have an outstanding loan either from bank or local money lender. 3.3% of the beneficiaries bought a bicycle for the first time, 1.5% of the beneficiaries did buy electric fan, or other appliance, 3.2 % of the HHs purchased steel utensils etc. with the income generated from the scheme.

One of the significant objectives of the NREGA is to arrest out-migration of unskilled, landless labour force from the rural areas to urban areas by ensuring up to 100 days of wage employment within their native jurisdiction so that these 100 days guaranteed wage employment can be judiciously and rationally utilized by the landless peasants during lean and distress seasons. One-fourth of the families surveyed opined that there is migration from their respective village to towns/cities in search of job. Almost fifty percent of the HHs in western region expressed that migration is taking place from their villages. In the north eastern region, in the district of North Lakhimpur, everyone agreed that there is migration from their villages.  There is migration taking places from districts such as South Garo Hills (Meghalaya), Medak (AP), and Dahod (Maharashtra) in addition to almost all the districts from the eastern region. In some of these districts, the out-migration is to the extent of 40%.  

Contrary to the general perception of better wages upon migration, 70 percent of the beneficiaries revealed that the migration is only for just wages and not for any better wages. This implies that there is a distress migration for just minimum wages to eke out the livelihood and for survival rather than for better wages. Notable among the responses is that 82 and 67 percent of the HHs interviewed in the eastern and northern region respectively expressed that the out-migration is in search of work and meager wages rather than for better earnings which can be viewed as a distress migration. They preferred to stay in their native village if there is enough wage employment available locally. 
It is disappointing to note that 38 percent of the HHs did not agree with the measures taken by GP to check out-migration. They expressed that the GP did not take any measures to create sustainable assets to generate wage employment within the village. Only 40 percent agreed that GP is taking appropriate steps to create wage employment. Rest of the beneficiaries  did not give their opinion at all about the capacity of GP. Most notable fact is that the eastern region beneficiaries to the extent of 46 percent did not express any confidence in their respective village GP about their efforts of checking out-migration. 

PAGE  
iii

