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Introduction

The Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme (MGNREGS) is one of the largest 

public works and social protection programmes ever in history. In operation since 2005, the MGNREGS 

guarantees one hundred days of wage-employment in a financial year to all rural households willing to 

do unskilled or semi-skilled work. Reports from different parts of India indicate that the MGNREGS has 

helped mitigate financial distress, hunger, and migration in many rural areas, while increasing purchasing 

power and supporting the rural poor to cope with sudden crises. Several studies also confirm that the 

MGNREGS has contributed to improving nutrition, education and health of children. However, adverse 

effects on children have also been noted. In this brief report we share findings from Dungarpur district 

in Rajasthan which highlight that several aspects of children’s well-being are being compromised in the 

process of implementing the scheme. 
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MGNREGS in Dungarpur 
and Adverse Impacts on Children

In 2018, Save the Children conducted spot-checks across 75 MGNREGS worksites in Dungarpur, 

covering 2855 female and 780 male workers. In the 75 MGNREGS worksites checked, 1327 women had 

children below 18 years, 369 were nursing mothers, while 61 were pregnant. 

Additionally, 448 mothers (with children below 3 years of age) who worked under the scheme 

were interviewed across 51 villages of Dungarpur.

The objective of the spot-checks and the interviews was to assess:

  The facilities and support provided to pregnant and nursing women workers at the site.

  The care being given to children who were left behind at home or care provided to the children who 

accompanied their mothers to the site.

  The status of school attendance of children whose parents work under the scheme

  The prevalence of child labour at the sites.

The findings and concerns that emerged are presented below.

1. Children Dropping Out of or Not Attending School: 
Children whose parents work at the MGNREGS sites are prone to drop out of school, or become irregular 

because they have to look after their younger siblings or take the responsibility for household work (cooking, 

cleaning, fetching water, cattle grazing) as their parents (mostly mothers) are engaged at the worksite. 

Out of 448 mothers interviewed, 176 (39%) shared that older children were looking after their younger 

siblings when they went to the worksite instead of attending school.

2. Children at Home Without Adequate Care and Protection:
The children who look after younger siblings are themselves quite young. This means that all children of the 

household are at home unsupervised and vulnerable to accidents as well as various forms of abuse. 

From the 75 sites the following was reported:

  In 71 sites, mothers were bound to leave their small children at home. 
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  In 57 sites, older children looked after their younger siblings while parents were working.

  In 29 sites, children below 3 years of age accompanied an older sibling to school.

234 mothers interviewed stated that they faced problems in leaving their children at home. Key concerns 

quoted include:

  Safety - accident, injuries, or children wandering out of the house. In 2 cases children were locked up 

and left alone at home.

  Children would not be fed properly; infants cannot be breastfed.

  Children may be distressed when alone and cry without anyone to comfort them

  They may fall sick.
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3. Inadequate Nutrition of Children 
Young children of breast-feeding age are frequently denied their feed because the mother is away at work. 

In absence of adequate provisions for child-care at the site, the mothers cannot take their babies to the site 

nor are they allowed time-off to come home and feed the baby- at least not those who live far off from 

the worksite.

From the 75 sites it was shared that:

  Pregnant women workers were given breaks for rest in only 19 sites 

  Nursing mothers were given breaks to feed babies in only 43 sites.
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4. Child Labour at the MGNREGS Sites 
Children have been found working with their parents or as proxies at the sites during school holidays as 

well as during school days. 

  112 girls and 27 boys below the age of 18 years were found working at the MGNREGS sites.

5. Lack of Facilities at the Sites
One of the main reasons reported by the women workers for not bringing their children to the MGNREGS 

worksite was lack of facilities at the worksite. Of the 448 mothers interviewed, 420 mothers did not bring 

their children below 3 years of age to the worksite. Only 6 women were able to send their children under 

3 years with an older sibling to the Integrated Child Development Services (ICDS) centre (note that the 

older siblings are under 6 years as this is the age limit for attending the ICDS centre).

The reasons  for not taking the children to the site were shared:

  As many as 339 said they could not bring their children because there were no facilities available. 

  76 said the children may fall sick at 

the site.

  22 complained of excessive heat. 

From the 75 sites it was shared that:

  There was no provision of a tent or 

shed at any worksite.

  Drinking water was available at 

only 6 sites. 

  A key finding across all 75 sites 

was that there was no creche or 

other facility available for young 

children in any of the sites which is 

a key provision in the MGNREGA 

guideline (e.g. tent, caretaker, cradle, toys, water).



6

ICDS Centers as an Alternative 
to the MGNREGS Creche

As a response to the problems associated with child care for the MGNREGS workers, Save the Children 

has been operating a creche facility at 32 ICDS centres in Dungarpur in collaboration with the district 

government. Parents who have children below the age of 3 years have been encouraged to leave their 

children at the ICDS creche while working at the site. The creche is open during the MGNREGS working 

hours. The ICDS creche facilities have catered to a total of 554 children. Feedback from the mothers 

indicates that:

  The mothers are enthusiastic about leaving their children at the creche

  The incidence of elder siblings being 

able to attend school rises with the 

creches

  The system works particularly well 

when an ICDS caretaker picks up 

and drops the children from home.

In Dungarpur, the option of leaving children 

at the ICDS centre seems to be preferred 

to that of having a creche at the worksite. 

This is mainly to do with concerns that the 

sites are not safe for the children and the 

superstitious fear of other people’s ‘evil 

eye’. 

Nearly all women (443 out of the 448 interviewed, 98%) said that they would want to leave their children 

at the ICDS centre as an alternative to a creche at the worksite. The mothers expected such an ICDS 

creche to have a dedicated caretaker that can take proper care of the child; availability of nutritious food; 

availability of milk and drinking water; cradles and toys; medicines; toilets; and be located in a safe building 

with electricity.
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Recommendations 

Based on the findings from spot-checks and interviews, Save the Children has framed a set of recommendations 

that would go a long way in addressing the problems identified and hence promote the well-being of 

children whose parents work under the MGNREGS. 

I. Provide Materniy Benefit to Women Workers
Pregnant and nursing women should be given paid maternity leave for a stipulated number of days.  
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II. Develop ICDS Centers as an Alternative to Creche at the MGNREGS Site
Utilise the existing ICDS infrastructure and develop the creche facilities mandated under the MGNREGS 

at the ICDS centres. 

  The existing provision under MGNREGS of employing one woman as caretaker for children can be 

used at these ICDS  creches.

  The timings of the ICDS centre can be coordinated with the MGNREGS worksites.

  The children attending the creche should be provided a cooked meal or supplementary nutrition.
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III. Offer Flexible Timings to Mothers with Young Children
Women workers with children below 3 years of age should be given the option of putting in half a day’s 

work, while increasing the number of days they work in a year. 

IV. Strengthen the Role of the Panchayat
There should be a monitoring system in place at Panchayat level to ensure that: 

  There is no child labour at the MGNREGS site.

  All children should go to school and not be absent due to MGNREGS or other work .

  All children under 3 years whose mothers are working under the MGNREGS should be at the ICDS 

centre creche unless there is appropriate care at home.

The Panchayat level Child Protection Committee could play an active role in promoting this. 
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