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Research for Action

“The value of scientific research can, in many circumstances, be enhanced
if it is combined with real-world involvement and action. This approach
should be seen as an essential complement of, not a substitute for, research
of a more ‘detached’ kind." [Drèze, Jean, 2002]
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Income & Wealth: Top 1%

Source: The India Forum
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https://www.theindiaforum.in/economy/towards-tax-justice-and-wealth-redistribution-india


Anoop Satpathy Committee

What should be the national minimum floor wage?

Anoop Satpathy Committee

Floor wages should be Rs 375 per day. In 2023, the weekly floor wages
would be Rs 3, 050.

Floor wages can be thought of as the smallest flat amount of money that
any person in the whole country should earn
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https://labour.gov.in/sites/default/files/commitee_on_determination_of_methodology.pdf


Below Floor Wages

Source: Bahutva Karnataka
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https://bahutvakarnataka.wordpress.com/guaranteechecks/##employment-wages-and-inequity


Context of the Right to Work

There are constitutional guarantees such as equality, dignity, right to life
and against discrimination but for rural workers these are hard to achieve.

Rural workers have no bargaining power.

Fear of unemployment
Exposure to exploitation by private contractors.
Repeated distress migration leading to loss of children’s education,
women’s expoloitation etc.
High levels of food insecurity and health risks.
They are low in the hierarchy of power.

Pushed to the corner so unable to exercise power and are low on political
capacity.
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Right to Work
Article 21 of the Constitution of India states

“No person shall be deprived of his life or personal liberty except according
to a procedure established by law.” – Fundamental Right to Life

Olga Tellis & Ors. vs Bombay Municipal Corporation & Ors [The Supreme
Court of India, 1985] case

“If there is an obligation upon the State to secure to the citizens an
adequate means of livelihood and the right to work, it would be sheer
pedantry to exclude the right to livelihood from the content of the right to
life.”

NREGA: A way to enact the ‘Right to Work’and Article 21
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Impact of NREGA

Substantial evidence to indicate its transformative role.

Providing social proection and boost rural incomes.
Addressing deprivation.
Organising around NREGA to enhance political capacities.
Strengthening local governance (73rd amendement).
Creating useful and ecologically sustainable assets.

For details see [Narayanan, 2020]

Government as a Venture Capitalist!
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NREGA Worksite
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Key Statutes and the MIS

The Act provides up to 100 days of work in a year for any rural household,
on demand, at minimum wage.

Three essential legal safeguards:
1 Unemployment Allowance: If work is not provided within 15 days of

demanding work
2 Delay Compensation: If wages are not received within 15 days of

completion of work in a muster
3 At least half of NREGA funds is to be used by the Gram Panchayat to

strengthen local governance.

A real-time transaction based Management Information System (MIS) is in
the public domain – digitisation of all the processes
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Conceptual Clarity

The Act is demand-driven.

This implies if every household in a village demands for 100 days of
employment in a year, then the government is mandated to provide it.

Consequently, the annual budget should be treated more as a notional
construct. It can’t be used as a cap.
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Budget Allocations
For smooth functioning it is estimated that the budget should be 1.7% of
the GDP. [Murgai and Ravallion, 2005]
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Implications of Low Budget

An acute crisis of funds allocation.

Massive delays in wage payments

Abysmally low wage rates.

Technology as an enabler or disabler?
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The Rashomon Effect in Data

Online reports indicated that more than 85% of the payments were made
on time.

Workers everywhere said that they weren’t getting paid.

Whose version of truth is true?
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Wage Payment Responsibilities
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Realities of Wage Payments

Stage 2 delays didn’t get recorded anywhere in the MIS so no delay
compensation is being calculated for delays by the Centre.
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Large Scale Data Analysis

Analysis of over 90 lakh wage transactions by [Narayanan et al., 2019]
revealed that

Only 21% of the payments were completed within 15 days.

Union government was taking more than 50 days on average to
transfer wages.

Union government pays no compensation for the delays it is causing.
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Budget Crunch Causing Payment Delays
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Supreme Court Ruling
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Caste-Based Payments
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Ground Reality Meets Data Analysis
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Caste-Based Payments Revoked

Public pressure + analysis of 18 lakh transactions ensured that
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Role of Aadhaar in NREGA

Verification of Job Cards: Seeding the Aadhaar numbers of workers
with the NREGA job card. Job card is then authenticated against the
information in the Aadhaar database.

Directing Payment: Making the payment through the Aadhaar
Payment Bridge System, wherein Aadhaar is the financial address of
the individual.

Withdrawing Money
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ABPS

NREGA payments can be account-based (like a NEFT transfer) or
Aadhaar-based (ABPS).

ABPS involves 3 linkages - Aadhaar and jobcard, Aadhaar and bank
account, bank and National Payments Corporation of India (NPCI) mapper.
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Justifications for ABPS

1 February, 2023 - ABPS made mandatory.

Justifications
Increased efficiency and savings
Removing ‘ghost’ workers
Timely payment of wages
Reducing rejections in wages
Increased transparency
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Alive but dead
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Worker Deletions

In a sample of 1, 914 villages, 71% of the workers were deleted because of
“not willing to work.” [Buddha and Narayanan, 2024]
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Shifting Goalposts of Aadhaar
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Account vs Aadhaar

No statistically significant difference in the time taken to pay between
the two payment methods.

[Bheemarasetti et al., 2025]
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Rejection Rates
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Challenges with ABPS

Diverted payments
Rejected payments
Misdirected payments
For rights-holders the State becomes distant opaque
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Rejection Rates
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Discussion

Data comes with politics on its back (paraphrasing John Tukey)

Goals of technology implementation must imbibe non-negotiable principles:
equity, participation, social efficiency, quality of service, accountability,
transparency, sustainability, solidarity, public ethos, and transferability.

Can a machine learn democracy? (Code is law)
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Beware of Technoutopianism

“It’s not that technocratic ideas in general are bad in and of
themselves.Rather, the trouble is cultism and imbalance. New vaccines are
good, but not while health-care systems go unfunded. Educational
technology might be helpful, but not if good teachers and institutional
support are lacking. Elections are great, but not if social norms and
government institutions don’t support democracy. Technocratic means
might be a part of the solution, but with so much attention on them, who’s
working on the other parts?” Kentaro Toyama
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From the street to the courts

“Action research is part of a larger effort to achieve practical change
through action based on democratic means and institutions – public
debate, the media, the courts, the electoral process, street action, among
others. Research can help with arguments and evidence that contribute to
more effective action." Jean Dréze
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https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s41027-024-00539-9
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s41027-024-00539-9
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/the-right-to-work-deleted/article68920153.ece


The Supreme Court of India. Olga Tellis and Ors vs Bombay Municipal
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https://indiankanoon.org/doc/709776/, 1985.
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