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ABSTRACT

The Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme (MGNREGS) which has come into force with effect from February, 2006 was a novel step
towards eradication of poverty in India. The scheme aims to strengthen the livelihood security of rural population by providing at least 100 days of guaranteed
wage employment to every household in a financial year. A study was conducted in Alappuzha District of Kerala, the southern- most state in India, with the
specific objective of assessing the impact of the scheme on economic empowerment of marginalized groups and women. The study found that scheme helped to
open the door of financial institutions for the poor and embraced the beneficiaries into the ambit of financial inclusion and financial literacy. Nearly 20 per cent of
the respondents were able to save up to 25 per cent of their wage earnings. This is really a remarkable achievement, particularly considering the fact that some
of the workers were forced to borrow money to meet their livelihood, before they become beneficiaries of the scheme. The apparent social benefit is a reduction
in the level of indebtedness among the beneficiaries.

KEYWORDS

Financial Inclusion, Mahatma Gandhi NREGA, Right to Work, Rural Employment, Women Empowerment.

INTRODUCTION
he Government of India has passed the National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (NREGA) in September 2005 and has come into force with effect from
February, 2006 initially in 200 districts and later on extended to all the rural districts of India from 2008-09. It addresses mainly the rural poor and their
fundamental “right to work” with dignity. It also empowers Grama Panchayats to play a proactive role in the implementation of the scheme through
Grama Sabhas, social audits, participatory planning and other means. The scheme is to strengthen the livelihood security of rural population by providing at least
100 days of guaranteed wage employment to every household in a financial year. The work guarantee can also serve other objectives like generating productive
assets, protecting the environment, empowering rural women, reducing rural to urban migration, fostering social equity, and so on. In 2009-10, the scheme was
renamed as the Mahatma Gandhi NREGA (MGNREGA).
MGNREGA is an important step towards realization of the “right to work”. It aims at arresting out-migration of rural people in search of employment and at the
same time enhance their livelihood on a sustained basis, by developing the economic and social infrastructure in rural areas. In Kerala, the scheme was
implemented with effect from 5th February 2006; initially in two districts, viz., Palakkad and Wayanad and subsequently extended to all districts of the state.

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

MGNREGA is the first legislation that compels the state to provide a social safety net for the poorest people of this country and seeks to address the urgent
issues of hunger and rural distress that afflict large parts of India (Lakshman, 2007). Few studies were carried at different parts of the country with a view to
know the impact of the scheme in the rural sector. Financial inclusion was one aspect that was referred by some studies. In this connection, Sudarshan (2011)
found that MGNREGS wages that are paid through banks encourages saving among the rural people and some percentage is left in the account as savings. IRMA
(2010), in its study conducted in Sikkim found that opening of bank account for this purpose had a positive impact on the self- confidence and empowerment
among the rural women. After analysing the socio-economic profile of beneficiaries, Jos Chathukkulam and Gireesan (2007), in their report, have pointed out
that the scheme has reached the target group. The results of NREGS on the rural poor in elevating the income of beneficiary household were easily visible unlike
previous wage employment programmes.

IMPORTANCE OF THE STUDY

In Kerala, the Mahatma Gandhi NREGS was initially implemented in two districts viz.., Palakkad and Wayanad, and subsequently (in 2008) extended to all other
districts. Considering the importance and scope of the scheme it is necessary on the part of the planning authorities to undertake periodical evaluation of the
scheme and to initiate corrective steps, as and when required.
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STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

Studies have already been conducted at different parts of the country in connection with the Mahatma Gandhi NREGS. Most of these studies have also traced
out the issues prevailed in connection with its implementation. These studies also have put forward suitable suggestions for solving the problems found or to
improve the efficiency of the scheme. Still, there are grievances from the part of the beneficiaries, non-beneficiaries and officials in connection with the efficient
implementation of the scheme. Most of the studies conducted have brought out the issues prevailing generally, in connection with the Mahatma Gandhi NREGS.
However, studies specifically focusing the issues in connection with the implementation of the scheme in the fisheries sector are lacking or limited. It was in this
background the government of Kerala, through the State Institute of Rural Development, has decided to conduct a study with a view to evaluate the impact of
the scheme in the fisheries sector of Alappuzha district. Financial inclusion was one important aspect covered under the study.

OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY

The study was conducted with the important objective of evaluating the effectiveness of the programme, identification of issues relating to implementation,
suggesting possible remedies and documenting success stories for replication of good practices. Assessment of the influence of the programme in poverty
reduction, social and economic empowerment and empowerment of marginalized groups and women was one of the specific objectives of the study.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

In view of the objectives of the study, factors such as awareness level of availability of jobs, wage payment, level of income, savings habits, nature of
expenditure, social relationships, attitude of the beneficiaries, and non beneficiaries, availability of banking facilities, etc., were considered. Among the 14
revenue districts of the state, Alappuzha District is the smallest one in terms of area but having the highest density of population and the longest coast line
among the districts. This is the only district in Kerala that has no high lands and forests. Paddy and coconut are the major crops cultivated in the district. Apart
from agricultural works, people of this district are also engaged in activities such as making of coir products, fishing, prawn peeling, etc.The study was carried out
in both coastal and inland areas of the district.

The objective of this paper is to project the role of the scheme in strengthening the benefits of financial inclusion among the rural people.

SAMPLING DESIGN

There are a total of 73 Grama Panchayats spread over the 12 Block Panchayats (Government of Kerala, (2011) of Alappuzha District. A sample of 20 Grama
Panchayat was selected from these 73 Panchayats in such a way that the sample consists of two best performing Panchayats, two least performing Panchayats
and one Panchayat with maximum SC population. These five GPs were selected using purposive sampling and the remaining 15 Panchayats were selected using
Simple Random Sampling Design.

DATA COLLECTION

The data required for the study were collected from the following three categories of respondents viz., Beneficiaries, Officials and Non- Beneficiaries. Both
primary and secondary data were used for the study. Total 1021 respondents were interviewed for the purpose of collecting data. This consisted of 600 workers,
100 mates, 140 officials and 181 non-beneficiaries. The opinion and views of various categories viz., beneficiaries, non-beneficiaries and officials were also
collected by organizing Focused Group Discussions (FGDs) in all the selected panchayats. Data pertaining to the years 2011-12 and 2012-13 were collected.

RESULTS

The results of the study pertaining to the current topic are discussed herein. The study found that, during the year 2012-13, a total amount of Rs.139.46 crores
was distributed towards wages under the Mahatma Gandhi NREGS in Alappuzha district. Out of this, an amount of Rs.134.53 crores (96.46 per cent) was
received by women beneficiaries and the balance by men in the form of wages during the year. Obviously, this indicates the encouraging impact of the scheme
on the economic and social empowerment of rural women.

Among of the beneficiaries 76 per cent belong to the BPL category and the remaining 24 per cent is from the APL category.Thus, it is clear that majority of the
beneficiaries of this scheme are from the weaker sections, who are struggling to avoid starvation. This indicates the fact that Mahatma Gandhi NREGS in the
district could bring a large section of the rural poor under the umbrella of economic empowerment. Thus it is imperative that bringing all the poor under the
scheme is the first step towards poverty alleviation.

The categorization of the respondents showed that 75.71 per cent is from backward classes (ie., OBC- 57 %, SC- 18.14 % and ST -0.57 %). This leads to the
conclusion that socially backward classes are the major beneficiaries of the Mahatma Gandhi NREGS in Alappuzha. It means that, the scheme is moving in the
targeted direction, by strengthening the livelihood of the marginalized and weaker sections.

The annual family income (after joining the scheme) of 76.33 per cent of the workers was below Rs.50,000. In the case of 22.33 per cent workers, it was between
Rs. 10,000 and Rs. 20,000. The annual family income of 11.5 per cent of the workers was below Rs. 10,000.The fact that 76.33 per cent of the workers belong to
lower income group, leads to the conclusion that the benefits of the Mahatma Gandhi NREGS mainly reached the poor section of the community. Thus, the
scheme contributes much to the removal of poverty among the rural poor in Alappuzha district.

FINANCIAL INCLUSION

The Rangarajan Committee on Financial Inclusion, Reserve Bank of India,(2008), defined financial inclusion as the process of ensuring access to financial services
and timely and adequate credit where needed by vulnerable groups such as weaker sections and low income groups at an affordable cost. Accordingly, financial
inclusion occurs when an individual avails an array of financial services viz., receipt of transfer payments, savings, leases, insurance, short term credits (eg.
credit-card, over-draft) and remittance facilities. Though all services including credit, savings and insurance offered by the banks and other financial institutions
are taken as the benchmark, more weightage is given to credit segment. Financial inclusion may be interpreted as the ability of every individual to access basic
financial services which include savings, loans and insurance in a manner that is reasonably convenient and flexible in terms of access and design and reliable in
the sense that savings are safe and that insurance claim will be paid with certainty (Mor,N and Ananth, Bindu,2007). In India, the focus of the financial inclusion
at present is more or less confined to ensuring a bare minimum access to a savings bank account without frills to all. However, having a current account/savings
account on its own, cannot be regarded as an accurate indicator of financial inclusion (Vallabh and Chatrath, 2006).

Therefore, having a savings account is only a starting point for financial inclusion. Thus, financial inclusion, through bringing the poor under the umbrella of a
financial institution, is necessary today to accelerate the process of development. Now, in order to avail financial benefits offered by the Central and or State
government, membership in a financial institution becomes essential. The Mahatma Gandhi NREGS insists the beneficiaries to have membership in banks or post
office for the distribution of wages. The govt. of India has made it compulsory with the twin objectives of (i) ensuring transparency so as to reduce the chances
of embezzlement and fraud, and (ii) introducing the marginalized groups and poor to the financial institutions and eventually access other financial services.
Facilities to open ‘ no-frills’ account and access to banks through business facilitators and the most recently announced ‘Jan DhanYojana’ of the Central govt. are
also the steps to ensure financial inclusion.

The degree of financial inclusion is measured differently by different authorities. Thorat (2007) used the percentage of adult population having bank accounts as
a measure of financial inclusion in the payment system rather than on the basis of the number of accounts opened with banks or post offices. He also used the
percentage of adult population having loan account as a measure of financial inclusion in the fund credit market. Chattopadhyay (2011) used a multi-dimension
index which was developed after considering the three dimensions viz., banking penetration, availability of the banking services and the usage of banking
system.

With a view to know about the level of financial inclusion among the beneficiaries of the Mahatma Gandhi NREGS, details relating to their membership in
financial institutions were collected. The information gathered from 600 respondents show that 63.5 per cent have opened account with nationalized or
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scheduled banks, 24.7 per cent with post offices and the remaining 11.8 per cent with cooperative banks. The GP-wise details show that all or above 90 per cent
of the respondents from Mannar, Arattupuzha, Thuravoor, Krishnapuram, Mulakuzha, Thrikunnapuzha, Pallipuram, Thazhakara, Bharanikavu and Veliyanad have
account with nationalized or scheduled banks. All the respondents from Thaneermukkom have account with post office. The distribution of beneficiaries
according to membership in financial institutions is shown in fig.1.

Fig.1: Details of Bank Accounts of Beneficiaries
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Source: Compiled from the primary data
The study found that out of the 600 workers, 80.8 per cent have opened an account only after joining the Mahatma Gandhi NREGS. The remaining 19.2 per cent
had a bank account before becoming beneficiaries of the scheme. Among the mates (100 Nos.) covered under the study, 69 per cent have opened account for
the purpose of availing the benefits under the Mahatma Gandhi NREGS. Fig.2 gives a more clear picture of the position;

Fig.2: Time of opening bank account
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NATURE OF OPERATION OF BANK ACCOUNT
It was also found that in 90.3 per cent cases, the bank/post office account is operated by the beneficiaries themselves. Only in the case of 1.8 per cent
beneficiaries, the account is operated by their spouse. However, it was noted that 88 per cent of the beneficiaries reported difficulties in operating the ATM. The
details are shown in Table 1.

TABLE 1: NATURE OF OPERATION OF BANK ACCOUNT

SI.No. | Person Operates Bank Account | No. of respondents | Per cent
1 Self 542 90.3

2 Spouse 11 1.8

3 Children 9 1.5

4 Others 38 6.4

Source: Compiled from primary the data
Thus, is obvious that majority of the beneficiaries of the Mahatma Gandhi NREGS opened an account with a financial institution as a result of joining the scheme.
Besides, a large majority of beneficiaries (ie.,90.3%) operate their account themselves. The beneficiaries also used to keep at least a small portion of their
income as savings and thus the scheme inculcated the habit of thrift among the poor. Further, the respondents also opined that dealings with banks helped
them to improve their awareness about different services offered by the banks. All these imply that the Mahatma Gandhi NREGS has highly succeeded in
increasing the level of financial literacy and promoted financial inclusion of the rural poor in the State.

IMPACT ON SAVING HABITS

Generally, the rural poor find it difficult to save any amount for meeting their emergencies. This results into high level of indebtedness among them. The study
revealed that 72.4 per cent of the workers and 71 per cent of the mates have withdrawn the full amount of the wages as soon as it is credited to their account.
The status of savings among the workers and mates is given in the table 2 given below:

TABLE 2: DETAILS ABOUT SAVINGS OUT OF MAHATMA GANDHI NREGS WAGES

SI. No. | Level of Savings Workers Mates
Nos. | Percentage | Nos. | Percentage
1 Nil 434 724 71 71
2 Savings upto 25% 113 18.8 20 20
3 Savings between 25 and 50% | 51 8.5 9 9
4 Savings between 50 and 75% | 2 0.3 0 0
Total 600 | 100.0 100 | 100

Source: Compiled from primary data
As shown in table 2, only about 9 per cent of the beneficiaries save up to 50 per cent of their earnings from the scheme. In the case of 18.8 per cent of the
workers and 20 per cent of the mates, the extent of savings is 25 per cent. This is really a remarkable achievement, particularly considering the fact that some of
the workers are forced to borrow money to meet their livelihood, before they become beneficiaries of the scheme.( For instance, of the total respondents 13.8
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per cent were borrowing money for meeting various purposes including household expenses (3%), hospital expenses (2.3%), before joining the scheme ;
whereas, this has halved after joining the scheme.)

The study amply indicates that the Mahatma Gandhi NREGS could make a positive impact on the financial inclusion, habit of thrift and financial literacy of the
rural poor. The apparent social benefit is a reduction in the level of indebtedness among them.

CONCLUSION

The Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme addresses mainly the rural poor and their fundamental “right to work” with dignity. The
scheme is to strengthen the livelihood security of rural population by providing at least 100 days of guaranteed wage employment to every householdin a
financial year. One of the significant impacts of the scheme is that it opened the door of financial institutions for the poor and embraced the beneficiaries into
the ambit of financial inclusion. From the foregoing discussions, it is imperative that the furtherance of the scheme will definitely empower the rural India. Now,
in order to avail financial benefits offered by the Central and or State government, membership in a financial institution becomes essential. The Mahatma
Gandhi NREGS insists the beneficiaries to have membership in banks or post office for the distribution of wages and hence it will harmonize the financial
inclusion target of the Government at a rapid rate.
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