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THE NEED FOR A MILLION WORKSITES NOW 
Averting a humanitarian disaster in India calls for an explosion of NREGA work  

in the next few weeks 
The abominable plight of migrant workers in recent weeks has invaded television screens 

and stirred the nation’s conscience. Alas, this is just the tip of the wave of hardships that is sweeping 

through the country. The situation looks increasingly alarming in the light of a series of surveys 

conducted by Azim Premji University (APU) and other institutions. The APU survey, for instance, 

found that 74% of the respondents (thousands of poor households scattered over many States) were 

“consuming less food” today than before the lockdown. Another survey, conducted by Farzana Afridi 

and her colleagues in low-income neighbourhoods of Delhi, found that 80% of the respondents had 

not earned any income during the lockdown, 90% reported “financial stress”, and about half were 

too anxious to sleep at night. 

 

Some support from PDS 
Thankfully, the Public Distribution System (PDS) is preventing the worst. The same surveys 

show that an overwhelming majority of poor households (86% according to the APU survey) are 

currently receiving food rations. The doubling of food rations for three months was a good move on 

the part of the central government — there is every reason to extend it beyond the end of June. The 

PDS, however, leaves out 500 million people, including many who live in poverty. Further, even for 

those who are covered, the PDS is little more than a protection against hunger. It cannot ensure 

adequate nutrition, let alone a decent standard of living. 

To cope with the crisis, poor households urgently need a chance to earn cash beyond small 

mercies. Unconditional cash transfers are not easy to use for this purpose, because there is no 

simple way of identifying those in need, and covering everyone would amount to spreading the 

money very thin. Universal basic income is a nice idea, but when you do the maths, anything 

practical tends to reduce the “basic income” to a pittance. India’s National Rural Employment 

Guarantee Act (NREGA) offers an obvious alternative, at least for rural areas: employment on 

demand at basic wages. 

 

Unprecedented demand 
The demand for NREGA work is stronger than ever. This is not surprising: most people would 

prefer to do some work and earn a little than to sit idle with empty pockets. This huge demand 

contrasts with the resilient indifference of rural workers towards NREGA in recent years, due to low 

wages and erratic payments. Wages are still low, and payments are still far from timely and reliable; 

what has changed is that for most workers today, there is nothing better on the cards. 

We had a telling experience of this renewed demand for NREGA work in a number of 

deprived villages of Latehar district (Jharkhand) in the last few days. In this area, the idea of work on 

demand is still alien to most rural workers, so few of them take the initiative of applying for NREGA 

work. But whenever we helped people to prepare work applications, men and women from almost 

every household in the village flocked to the spot with their job cards to fill the forms. 

Without assistance, however, most workers would find it difficult to submit work 

applications. The sad truth is that except in areas where rural workers are relatively empowered, 

work applications (reflected in “e-muster rolls”) are not generally initiated by the workers 

themselves. Instead, they are initiated on their behalf by others, who have a stake in activating 

NREGA works: for instance, landowners who want some work done on their land, middlemen who 

take cuts at various steps, government officials who are under pressure to meet targets, and village 

heads who wish to please or serve their constituency. In other words, NREGA works attract the 

workers, and not the other way around. That, at any rate, is how it tends to work in the poorer 

States. 

In the old days (good or bad), workers were allowed to turn up at the worksite and enrol on 

the spot. That made things easier for them: applying for work was a right, not an obligation. But 
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now, it has become an obligation: no-one can be employed unless his or her name has been entered 

in advance in the e-muster rolls. Most workers have no idea how to go about this. 

This is one reason why the scale of NREGA works remains very low in many States in spite of 

a huge demand for employment. This situation calls for large-scale opening of NREGA works on a 

proactive basis. Every village needs at least one major worksite, where a good number of people can 

work at short notice (with adequate distancing precautions). Ideally, workers should be allowed to 

enrol at the worksite. Further, large-scale employment generation should continue throughout the 

monsoon, the hardest period of the year for poor people in large parts of rural India. Averting a 

humanitarian disaster in the next few months calls for a veritable explosion of NREGA work. 

Much can be done to facilitate this: expanding the list of permissible works, hiring more 

gram rozgar sevaks (employment assistants), simplifying the implementation process, mobilising 

para-teachers for work application drives, and so on. And of course, top-down orders to expand the 

scale of works could work wonders. NREGA is not supposed to be top-down, but it does have a long 

history of top-down orders, and after all, this is an emergency. 

 

Switch to cash payment? 

It is also worth considering a return to cash payment of NREGA wages, at least as an option 

for the duration of the crisis. This would not only help to ensure timely and reliable payment of 

wages, but also spare workers the ordeal of extracting their wages from overcrowded banks or 

business correspondents. Further, cash payment of wages would act as a tremendous incentive for 

rural workers to demand NREGA work, whatever it takes. 

The idea of a return to cash payment of wages is likely to horrify those who trust digital 

payments to eliminate corruption. But recent experience suggests that this trust is misplaced. The 

digital payment system has merely changed the modalities of corruption in NREGA: the crooks used 

to fudge the paper records, now they fudge the electronic records. The latter may or may not be 

harder to fudge than the former depending on the circumstances. Even if cash payments are a little 

more vulnerable to leakages, that may be a tolerable price to pay in an emergency, to protect 

workers from the hazards of NREGA’s byzantine payment system. These include a payment rejection 

rate of 4%, according to official data, and the tyranny of “Qwicy”, as the Know Your Customer (KYC) 

process is known in rural Jharkhand. Of course, the possible hazards of a hasty switch to cash 

payments also need to be considered. 

 

The NREGA budget 

Funds are not an immediate concern since the NREGA budget for 2020-21 has been raised to 

₹1-lakh crore or so. But more is likely to be required to meet the tremendous demand for NREGA 

work. It is important to ensure that funds never dry up: this happened every year in the last few 

years, leading to huge wage arrears. NREGA is supposed to be a demand-driven programme with an 

open-ended budget; nothing in the Act authorises the government to impose a budget cap. 

These are some of the issues that arise in activating NREGA for crisis relief. The main thing is 

to provide work aplenty and pay wages at speed. This is a matter of life and death. 

 

Meanings of Difficult Words : 
 avert (verb) – prevent, stop, avoid. 

 humanitarian disaster (noun) – it is also 

called as humanitarian crisis; a situation 

with high levels of human suffering in 

which basic human welfare is in danger on 

a large scale. 

 call for (phrasal verb) – require, publicly 

ask/necessitate, demand. 

 explosion (noun) – sudden increase, rapid 

increase, multiplication, burgeoning. 

 abominable (adjective) – very bad, poor, 

terrible. 

 plight (noun) – difficult situation, trouble/ 

difficulty, quandary. 

 invade (verb) – fill, spread over, flow 

through (in great numbers). 

 stir (verb) – arouse, rouse, kindle, move. 

 alas (exclamation) – unluckily, sadly, 

regrettably, unhappily. 
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 sweep through (verb) – engulf, 

overwhelm, move/spread swiftly, affect 

widely. 

 increasingly (adverb) – more and more. 

 alarming (adjective) – worrying, 

disturbing, upsetting. 

 in the light of (phrase) – considering, 

taking into account, keeping in mind. 

 respondent (noun) – a person who replies 

to something (questionnaire etc,.). 

 household (noun) – family, house. 

 scatter (verb) – spread, distribute. 

 lockdown (noun) – an emergency 

protocol implemented by the authorities 

that prevents people from leaving from a 

place; An extended state of 

confinement/encirclement/isolation of a 

person by the authority. 

 neighbourhood (noun) – (surrounding) 

area, region, district/country. 

 financial stress (noun) – (financial) 

hardship, burden, difficulty, distress. 

 anxious (adjective) – worried, concerned,  

distressed. 

 Public Distribution System (PDS) (noun) – 

The Public Distribution System (PDS) in 

the country facilitates the supply of food 

grains and distribution of essential 

commodities to a large number of poor 

people through a network of Fair Price 

Shops at a subsidized price on a recurring 

basis. 

 overwhelming (adjective) – very great/ 

large,  huge, enormous. 

 ration (noun) – the practice of having a 

fixed allowance of food, esp a statutory 

one for civilians (particularly in time of 

scarcity or soldiers in time of war); 

allowance, allocation, allotment. 

 leave out (phrasal verb) – exclude, omit,  

ignore, neglect/disregard. 

 hunger (noun) – lack of food. 

 nutrition (noun) – the process in which 

necessary food is received/obtained by 

the living things to grow and be healthy. 

 let alone (phrase) – to say nothing of; not 

to mention. 

 cope with (verb) – deal with, grapple with, 

handle/manage. 

 mercy (noun) – favour, boon, blessing. 

 unconditional (adjective) – unquestioning, 

unqualified, unlimited; complete, total. 

 amount to (verb) – add up to, come to, be 

equivalent/equal to. 

 spread oneself too thin (phrase) – to try 

to get involved in too many tasks at the 

same time and so fail to give proper time, 

energy & attention to any (one) of them. 

 universal basic income (UBI) (noun) – UBI 

is one where every single citizen of a 

country – regardless of her social, 

educational or economic standing – gets a 

guaranteed monthly income. It provides a 

monthly stipend that would ensure that a 

person would be above the poverty line 

without any other source of income. 

 pittance (noun) – a very small amount, 

very little, next to nothing. 

 obvious (adjective) – evident, apparent, 

clear, noticeable. 

 unprecedented (adjective) – not done or 

experienced before. 

 idle (adjective) – unemployed, jobless, 

 unoccupied, workless. 

 contrast (verb) – differ from, be at 

variance with, be contrary to, go against. 

 resilient (adjective) – strong, sturdy, 

tough. 

 erratic (adjective) – unpredictable, 

 irregular, variable. 

 far from (phrase) – not, not at all, 

nowhere  near. 

 on the cards (phrase) – likely, possible, 

expected, in the offing. 

 telling (adjective) – striking, revealing, 

significant, important. 

 deprive of (verb) – dispossess, strip of, 

deny, prevent from having. 

 alien (adjective) – remote, external, 

unfamiliar, unknown. 

 flock (verb) – gather, assemble, go/come 

in large number, crowd. 

 relatively (adverb) – comparatively, 

proportionately, by comparison; 

somewhat.  

 empower (verb) – authorize, allow, 

entitle. 

 reflect (verb) – indicate, show, display, 

represent.  

 stake (noun) – financial interest, share, 

investment, involvement. 

 middlemen (noun) – broker, agent,  

intermediary. 

 enrol (verb) – register, apply. 
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 muster roll (noun) – register; a “muster 

roll” is essentially a labour attendance 

register, pertaining to a particular 

worksite and a particular period (e.g. two 

weeks). It is also used as a receipt for 

NREGA (National Rural Employment 

Guarantee Act) workers, to claim 

funds from the Programme Officer for the 

payment of wages. (E-Muster is an 

electronic register and that will have 

oversight on project wise labour tagging, 

online wage payment, labour attendance 

and etc,.). 

 cut (noun) – share, portion, percentage 

(of profit). 

 constituency (noun) – the people (voters) 

in a particular area (who vote to elect a 

legislator). 

 the other way around (phrase) – in the 

opposite direction; oppositely. 

 at any rate (phrase) – in any case, 

regardless,  anyway. 

 turn up (phrasal verb) – come, arrive,  

appear, be present, turn out. 

 go about (phrasal verb) – begin, embark 

on, start, carry on (an activity). 

 veritable (adjective) – authentic, precise, 

strict. 

 facilitate (verb) – make easier, make 

possible; assist, help, aid. 

 permissible (adjective) – allowable, 

acceptable,  legitimate, authorized. 

 implementation (noun) – execution,  

enforcement, imposition. 

 mobilise (verb) – stimulate, galvanize, 

encourage,  urge. 

 para-teachers (noun) – contractual 

teachers. 

 drive (noun) – campaign, movement, 

effort, push. 

 top-down order (noun) – In the top-down 

order, the policy or action will be 

processed from the highest level/rank of a 

hierarchy and then it will proceed to the 

lowest level/rank (for final execution). 

 work wonders (phrase) – to be effective/ 

successful. 

 switch (noun) – change. 

 spare (verb) – not harm, leave uninjured, 

leave unhurt. 

 ordeal (noun) – misery, trouble, difficulty. 

 extract (verb) – obtain, get, take. 

 Business Correspondent (BCs) (noun) – 

Business Correspondents are retail agents 

engaged by banks for providing banking 

services at locations other than a bank 

branch/ATM. 

 incentive (noun) – stimulus, impetus; 

reason/motive. 

 whatever it takes (phrase) – any 

(good/bad, right/wrong) method that is 

necessary to achieve something. 

 horrify (verb) – shock, appal, offend, 

revolt, outrage. 

 misplace (verb) – put in the wrong place, 

mislay, position incorrectly. 

 modality (noun) – a particular method or 

procedure. 

 crook (noun) – criminal, lawbreaker, 

wrongdoer, dishonest person. 

 fudge (verb) – falsify, manipulate, 

misrepresent, evade/dodge. 

 harder (superlative adjective of)  hard 

 (adjective)  – difficult. 

 circumstance (noun) – situation, 

conditions,  state of affairs. 

 vulnerable (adjective) – exposed to, at 

risk, unprotected/unguarded. 

 tolerable (adjective) – manageable, 

bearable, endurable. 

 pay the price/cost (phrase) – experience 

the bad/unpleasant result of something;  

sacrifice, loss. 

 hazard (noun) – danger, threat, risk. 

 byzantine (adjective) – complicated, 

intricate, complex. 

 tyranny (noun) – unreasonable use of 

(power). 

 hasty (adjective) – quick, rapid, hurried. 

 dry up (phrasal verb) – dwindle, wane, 

disappear, vanish. 

 open-ended (adjective) – continuing, 

constant, having no limit. 

 authorise (verb) – approve, endorse, 

permit/allow. 

 cap (noun) – ceiling, maximum limit, 

upper limit, highest permissible level. 

 aplenty (adjective) – in large quantities, in 

large numbers, in abundance. 
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