
COVER STORY/WATER

18   DOWN TO EARTH 16-31 MARCH 2021 DOWNTOEARTH.ORG.IN

THE IDEA was simple: to chronicle the 
change the Mahatma Gandhi National 
Rural Employment Guarantee Act or 
mgnrega has brought in the lives of people 

in rural India. It turned out to be a task easier 
said than done. Fourteen correspondents covered 
a staggering 16,000 km in 15 states across the 
country (see map), hampered by restrictions 
posed by a pandemic, to gauge the impact of the 
world’s largest public wage programme in its 15th 
year of implementation.  

A country where labour is the only capital for 
at least 50 per cent of the workforce, the 
programme guarantees, through a legal 
framework, at least 100 days of waged employment 
a year to households in rural India. This has 
made mgnrega a much sought-after initiative for 
sustenance ever since it was implemented in 
2006. Data on the mgnrega website shows that on 
any given day, some 15 million people work under 
the programme at 1.4 million sites. In 15 years of 
implementation, it has generated than 31 billion 
person days of employment and the government 
has spent over R6.4 lakh crore on this demand-
driven programme.

But mgnrega is more than just a generator of 
employment opportunities. It also legally ties 
labour deployment with creation of productive 
assets—such as structures to harvest or conserve 
water, farm ponds and irrigation channels—to 
contribute to the overall development of the 
village. The programme mandates that at least 
60 per cent of the works undertaken must be 
related to land and water conservation. After all, 
in villages that are primarily agrarian and 
predominantly rainfed, water availability 
determines destiny. This legal requirement 
makes mgnrega stand out from other welfare and 
poverty alleviation programmes. 

In a way, the programme has a built-in expiry 
date: the productive assets constructed would 
create so many economic opportunities in the 
villages that people would just stop demanding 
works. mgnrega’s redundancy should be its 
ultimate barometer of success. How does mgnrega 
fare on this count?

The government does track the number of 
people employed and the kinds of works 
undertaken. Down To Earth (dte) scoped 15 
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INDIA’S NEW HYDRO MAP
The blue represents the spread of the 30 million water-related structures built under 
MGNREGA. The darker the shade, the higher the number of structures. Down To Earth 
reporters visited the highlighted 16 districts, which featured among the first 200 
where the programme has been in implementation since 2006  
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