
NREGA – A Beacon of Hope for Rural India 

 

National Rural Employment Guarantee Act, in short NREGA/EGA, is perhaps one of the 

most progressive and interesting bills passed by the Indian parliament in the recent times. 

This bill seems to hold the potential to bring a huge change in rural India. This bill on one 

hand can reap the rich human resources available in rural India to develop the most 

essential infrastructural facilities and on the other hand stem the migration of 

farmers/rural workers to cities. Government of India has plans to gradually phase-in the 

implementation of this bill through out the country. Phase 1 of it involves a pilot stage 

where EGA is being implemented in 200 districts. 

 

I recently had an opportunity to visit one of the villages in Chittoor district of Andhra 

Pradesh, where NREGA work was under implementation. My trip to this village was a 

part of my visit to an organization called Sahanivasa, a long time partner of Asha-

MIT/Boston. Sahanivasa is an off-shoot of APVVU (Andhra Pradesh Vyavasaya 

Vrittidarula Union) primarily operating in Chittoor and Nellore districts of AP. 

Sahanivasa’s primary focus is on primary/secondary education for children and issues 

relating to woman and child welfare. Asha MIT/Boston is supporting three different 

components of Sahanivasa /APVVU efforts: After-school educational programs, Tsunami 

rehabilitation (which I will talk about in a future article), and making NREGA successful. 

In each of these components Sahanivasa focuses on the participation of the people, of 

society, as that is the only path to sustainability of progress. 

 

I visited a village called “Kurichivedu”, accompanied by Mrs. Suria Rajani - president of 

Sahanivasa, to see the NREGA work under progress. I was told that APVVU was at the 

forefront of the efforts for a long time to have the NREGA bill passed in the Indian 

parliament. When we arrived, work was being done at a nearby lake (strengthening the 

lake bund/embankment). Ms. Suria Rajani showed me some of the other works that have 

already been completed like the road that was paved to the nearby burial ground, a few 

rain water harvesting pits, a small rain water draining duct to prevent inundation of roads 

during rainy season etc. It was interesting to see the majority of workers were women. 

 

The NREGA bill essentially guarantees employment for the unemployed in rural areas 

for 100 days in a year, through work such as building roads, improving water supply and 

works that are necessary to improve the village infrastructure. The uniqueness of this bill 

is in the fact that it carries emphasis on issues like equality of wages for men and women, 

elimination of work contracting/middlemen, payment of wages only through bank and 

post office accounts to prevent corruption, creating transparency in workers muster rolls 

etc. Any individual, irrespective of his socio-economic status can ask for employment 

(either in writing or verbally) with the Gram Panchayat. The act guarantees that if work is 

not provided within a 15 day time frame (including the eligibility verification and issuing 

of the job cards) then the applicant is eligible for unemployment allowance. Work to be 

done is decided by the Gram Panchayat. Emphasis is given to unskilled manual labor 

focusing on building roads and other public village infrastructural facilities, water 

conservation, afforestation, land development & drought proofing. All adults in a house 

hold are eligible to work. If the work site is not within 5 kilometers from the applicant’s 



residence then the applicant is eligible for an additional 10% of the wage. This law can be 

a big boost for nomadic tribal communities since locally domiciled but migrant 

population is also eligible for employment. 

 

At the work site, we had a meeting with the workers under the shade of a banyan tree 

adjoining the lake. Ms. Suria Rajani seemed to know most of the women by their names. 

I was told that Farmers Union (APVVU) was active in that village for the past few years. 

Tamil was the native language in this village (due to its proximity to Tamilnadu). Ms. 

Suria Rajani inquired the workers about (mostly in Tamil) how the EGA work was going 

on and if they were getting paid regularly etc.  

 

Apparently, this part of the state sees a lot of migration from villages to cities like 

Bangalore and Chennai during the months of December to May. The villagers tend to 

migrate along with their families in hope that they might be able to employ their children 

in cities. This is not only exposing the children to the hazards of child labor but also 

leading to children dropping out of school during the academic year. I could see how 

migration was directly connected to lack of education for children. Migration is causing a 

lot of other concerns in this area in AP. Especially in tribal villages, when families keep 

moving from place to place, it becomes practically impossible for either the govt. or an 

NGO to create any infrastructure like hospitals and schools. Because of the constant 

nomadic nature of the tribal population, govt. doesn’t recognize their villages, give them 

voters ID, ration card etc. Before NREGA, these tribal villages had no option but to move 

from place to place during off-fishing/off-agricultural season. But with EGA in place, 

they have a source of livelihood during drought and off-fishing seasons. 

 

EGA also has the potential to address other major sociological issues like the spread of 

AIDS, stop farmers suicides etc. (Migration of rural population is one of the leading 

causes for the spread of AIDS). And it seems to me that in the long term, EGA might 

have a huge impact on our countries environment and gross agricultural output. I say this 

because, EGA also emphasizes on works that target water conservation, afforestation and 

drought proofing. 

 

Without a doubt, NREGA has the potential to change the socio-economic landscape in 

rural India in the long term. But as with any other legislation, it is practically impossible 

to make it foolproof. Middlemen coming into Illegal nexuses with corrupt govt. officials 

to swig away the EGA funds are to be expected. The only way corruption can be 

stemmed is by proactive people’s involvement in the implementation process. People 

should start questioning the officials for transparency in the process and get proper 

information about creation of muster rolls and disbursement of funds. And as such, it 

feels like RTI (Right to Information Act) should and will become the primary weapon for 

people. 

 

It is a very interesting time in the history of independent India, when the govt. is taking 

steps to provide its citizens with rights that it never gave before. I am speaking of bills 

like Right to Education, Right to Information, Right to Employment (EGA) and Right for 

Food. But given our semi-socialist and semi-capitalist governance structure, proactive 



participation of people is of prime importance to make sure these laws are implemented 

properly. And I guess that is where organizations like Asha come into the picture. We 

should do what ever it takes to make the uneducated rural Indian be aware of his rights 

and be able to fight for them. We should make him strong enough to fight his own fights 

instead of we fighting it for him. At a different level, I think we should also have it in our 

agenda to spread awareness in the Indian middle class about these laws and try to invoke 

them into action. Because it has always been the middle class that has set the trends and 

cultures in our country. Make no mistake, that’s when I think India can become a true 

participatory and successful democracy. 

 

- Rajeev Annaluru 

 

 

 


