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Delayed payments to rejection:
MGNREGS workers spend money to
collect wages
Nearly 13% of surveyed workers reported rejected payments and most were unaware of the reason for
rejection
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ALSO READ
35% of work under scheme
meant for migrant workers
went to MGNREGA

Person-days of work under
MGNREGA amid Covid-19
crisis: A reality check

MGNREGA work demand
drops in July 2020 as
labourers get jobs in farms

MGNREGA today and
tomorrow

Why casual labour prefers
to work in �elds than under
MGNREGA

Workers in India’s rural jobs programme, the Mahatma Gandhi
National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme (MGNREGS), faced
numerous delays and hurdles in accessing their wages, a three-
state survey by transparency project LibTech India has found.
Delayed payments had become so normal for workers that they
did not see month-long delays to be a violation of their rights
under the scheme, the survey noted.

MGNREGS workers’ perspectives on the nature of hardships faced
in accessing wages, awareness of banking norms, access to
information, grievance redressal under the scheme, transparency
and accountability were captured in the ‘Length of the Last Mile’
survey of 1,947 workers in one block each of Andhra Pradesh and
Rajasthan and two blocks of Jharkhand between September and
November 2018. The report based on the survey was released on
November 18, 2020.

Respondents had to make multiple visits to and wait for long hours at di�erent disbursement agencies,
spending between Rs 6 and Rs 67 on travel for each visit, said the survey. The multiple trips and long
waits imply that workers had to forego further earnings in order to collect their MGNREGS dues.

Nearly 13% of surveyed workers reported rejected payments and most were unaware of the reason for
rejection, meaning future wage payments to these individuals would continue to be rejected, according
to the survey report. Yet only about 6.3% of workers whose payments were rejected registered a written
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complaint, of which nearly 60% said their complaint was not resolved satisfactorily, or at all. A robust
grievance redress system could �x this, experts told IndiaSpend.

The 15-year-old MGNREGS scheme, which guarantees 100 days of unskilled work a year to every rural
household, has about 140 million active workers. In a year of heightened rural distress, with abrupt job
losses in the informal sector stemming from the nationwide COVID-19 lockdown, MGNREGS is falling
short in helping residents tide over the economic distress, IndiaSpend had reported in August. Around
4.2 million rejected wage transactions in the current �nancial year remain pending for resolution.

Multiple visits and costs incurred over ‘the last mile’ to payment

Four types of MGNREGS wages disbursement agencies, i.e. banks, customer service points (CSPs; kiosks
where customers access limited banking services), business correspondents (BCs; who travel with point-
of-sale machines for small banking transactions) and ATMs were used by respondents. CSPs and BCs
both require customers to authenticate transactions through Aadhaar-based biometrics. In Andhra
Pradesh, workers could also withdraw wages from post o�ces.

Almost half of the respondents had to visit each type of disbursement agency multiple times to receive
wages. Two in �ve workers had to make multiple visits to CSPs or BCs, which accounted for the least
number of visits; 45% had to make multiple visits to banks. Making withdrawals from ATMs were the
most bothersome, with more than half (55.3%) of respondents having to make multiple visits due to
insu�cient cash in ATM machines.

More than half of Andhra Pradesh respondents had to make multiple visits to any of the disbursement
agencies, the most among all three states, with nearly three in four having to revisit CSPs or BCs for
assistance due to biometric failure.

With each failure leading to increased visits, costs of accessing wages rose. The cost of travel to and
from agencies was Rs 6 to the post o�ce (in Andhra Pradesh), Rs 31 to visit a bank, Rs 11 to a CSP/BC
and Rs 67 to an ATM, on average.

Similar issues of access for workers were noted in a February 2020 report by the Karnataka Evaluation
Authority (KEA), when evaluating the impact of wage and material payments to MGNREGS bene�ciaries
through the electronic fund management system for �ve years to 2018-19 in eight districts. Problems of
access increase the cost of transactions for workers, the KEA report had noted. “To add to the hardship
the workers would often take the trouble to go by foot, or a vehicle to a kiosk only to �nd that ‘the [ATM]
machine is out of order,’ ‘no cash available,’ ‘no electricity or power supply’, or that wage has not been
credited,” said the KEA report.

“With postal payment banks, one can think of the bene�ts of accessibility of post o�ces for workers,”
Sakina Dhorajiwala, co-author of the LibTech India survey report, told IndiaSpend. But there were many
cases of post o�ces in Andhra Pradesh hoarding the money for disbursal for long periods, she said.
While the cost incurred by workers to access wages from post o�ces seems to have been low, despite
the multiple visits required, this mode also requires biometric authentication which posed the same
problems of biometric failure as with the CSP model, Dhorajiwala added.

Long hours at various wage disbursement agencies

Among the 1,204 workers of the 1,947 surveyed who are bank users, it took more than four hours to
access wages for about 42% of workers in Jharkhand and 38% in Rajasthan. This was signi�cantly less in
Andhra Pradesh, at just 2% of workers. Further, it took more than �ve hours to access wages from banks
for 30% of workers in Jharkhand.

Banks are usually located at the block headquarters and thus tend to be crowded, the survey noted.
Despite the long hours taken, around 80% of bank users surveyed preferred banks as these were felt to
be more secure, coupled with o�ering the full range of banking services, such as updation of passbooks.

Less time was taken for transactions at CSPs or BCs, and there was less crowding than at banks, the
survey found. However, most workers still had to wait for at least an hour at CSPs and BCs. In Andhra
Pradesh, 50% of CSP and BC users took more than an hour to access wages, while those in Jharkhand
and Rajasthan took more than two hours to access wages. The experience was worse for around 30% of
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respondents in Jharkhand and Rajasthan, who took more than three hours to access wages at CSPs and
BCs.

The multiple visits coupled with long hours taken at disbursement agencies imply that workers had to
forego more work and wages to withdraw their dues. The MGNREGS wage rate for Andhra Pradesh,
Jharkhand and Rajasthan at the time of the survey in 2018-19 was Rs 205, Rs 168 and Rs 192,
respectively. This was revised to Rs 237, Rs 194 and Rs 220 in 2020-21.

Systemic problems in rural banking a�ecting MGNREGS payments

After 2014-15, MGNREGS workers’ Aadhaar numbers were seeded with their job cards and bank
accounts to transfer wages, with Aadhaar-based biometric authentication needed for withdrawals at
some disbursement agencies, as mentioned.

This created technical challenges for some workers in accessing wages, including missing names in
muster rolls, mismatch of names in job cards and bank accounts or Aadhaar numbers, said Sunny
Bhagat, an independent researcher who works on MGNREGS-related issues in Jharkhand. “In 2016, large
numbers of Aadhaar linkages [to bank accounts] were made as per [Jharkhand] state government’s
norms, which led to errors of such nature [mismatch of names],” Bhagat told IndiaSpend.

Around one in three respondents in Rajasthan said they had faced di�culty getting their Aadhaar
number linked with their bank account, as did one in �ve in Jharkhand and one in 14 in Andhra Pradesh.
About 40% of CSP and BC users reported having faced biometric authentication failure at least once in
the last �ve transactions.

Such banking-related hardships are not restricted to the three states surveyed by LibTech India. In 2018,
all MGNREGS workers did not yet have bank accounts linked with their job cards, and less educated or
less informed workers depended on “Banking Middlemen, to assist them to make a transaction in the
bank or at the ATM kiosk”, the KEA report had noted.

Privately-run Common Service Centres (CSCs) that provide online government services including banking
for a fee across rural India, are also failing to deliver, according to a survey in Jharkhand, IndiaSpend
reported in November 2019. CSCs tend to overcharge customers for services such as banking through
Aadhaar-enabled payment systems, we reported. Here too, workers needed to make multiple visits due
to biometric failure, lack of network connectivity and electricity.

These problems with rural banking have not changed much since the LibTech India survey in 2018, and
COVID-19 lockdown restrictions have only exacerbated the situation in banks that were already
crowded, said Dhorajiwala.

In 2014, a Reserve Bank of India-appointed committee had recommended that electronic payment
access points be made available for all within 15-minutes’ walking distance by 2016. The “urgent need to
increase bank branches in rural India” was also highlighted in the LibTech India report in 2018. Yet
around 40% of Jan Dhan account holders could not access the government's COVID-19 relief, IndiaSpend
reported in June, with limited access to banks in rural areas cited among the most common gaps in last-
mile connectivity.

Payment rejection and lack of accountability

A total of Rs 7.19 lakh remained unpaid to 249 respondents (nearly Rs 2,900 per worker, on average) due
to rejected payments at the time of the LibTech India survey. About 89% did not know the reason for
rejection of their wage payments, and thus did not know how to rectify it. Without recti�cation, however,
future MGNREGS payments to these workers would continue to be rejected, according to the report.

Workers must receive payments within 15 days of the closure of muster rolls under MGNREGS
guidelines, but the process of resolving rejected wage payments is unclear and may take months to be
�xed, said the LibTech India report. Further, “the onus of identi�cation of the problem and recti�cation
falls entirely on the worker for no fault of theirs”, said the survey report. Field functionaries such as
assistants at the panchayat level and other MGNREGS �eld sta� “did not seem to have clarity about”
rejections, the report added.

In the �ve years to July 2020, about Rs 4,800 crore worth of payments were rejected and about Rs 1,274
crore worth were still pending to be paid to all MGNREGS workers, the report noted. As of November 30,
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98.2% of payments have been made within 15 days for �nancial year 2020-21, per government data.

Rejected MGNREGS payments consist of approved ‘fund transfer orders’ (FTOs) to workers’ accounts that
have failed due to technical errors in the payment system. These include data entry errors by the local
administration (incorrect bank account or Aadhaar number entered), bank account-related issues
(dormant, joint or closed accounts), Aadhaar-related (delinking of Aadhaar from bank account due to
mismatch of names, etc). Each type of error throws up a particular error code in the MGNREGS
Management Information System (MIS). The total rejected FTOs pending resolution in 2020-21 are 4.2
million.

Computer operators at the block level understand the meaning of di�erent error codes displayed in the
MGNREGS MIS, according to the survey. With the move to digitisation, however, “computer operators
[have] become quite powerful making it hard for workers to reach out to computer operators”, said the
report. Often, one computer operator at the block level is shared between multiple panchayats, which
creates a human resources problem, Padma Bareddy, project manager, Anode Governance Lab told
IndiaSpend. Computer operators also have to escalate some of the issues to a higher level, as there are
di�erent MIS user roles at the state, district and panchayat levels, added Bhagat.

Technology does not work in silos and is enabled by the principles used in its design, said Dhorajiwala,
adding that agencies that design Aadhaar-centric platforms, for instance, are not accountable to people.
“These platforms are opaque and do not consider the context of the state--like electricity and network
challenges,” she said.

Most panchayat functionaries who oversee MGNREGS work and wage payments are not capable of
resolving technical issues on their own due to lack of training, Bhagat told IndiaSpend. “They tend to
escalate technical problems to the MGNREGS cell [at the state level in Jharkhand] or other relevant
authorities. Ideally, these issues should be resolved at the panchayat level,” he added. “If panchayats are
provided adequate resources and training, they are capable of taking ownership,” said Bareddy.

There are also non technical reasons for delayed MGNREGS payments and arrears. Wage payments
were frozen in 19 states in the past due to delayed audits and approvals by governments, IndiaSpend
reported in November 2017, the year preceding the LibTech India survey. “The absence of signatories in
o�ce when required, mismatch between the account particulars and what was stated in the wage bills,
and the delay in preparation of wage bills by the team leaders” were also noted by the KEA report in
2018.

Delays ‘normal’ for workers, grievance redressal inadequate

Of 1,947 workers surveyed, 546 communicated complaints and 79% of these related to pending wages
or partial wages received, said the LibTech India report. Here too, added costs of making follow-up trips
to the panchayat to resolve complaints were incurred by some workers. About 94% of complaints were
made verbally, for instance to panchayat o�cials, and 6% were �led in writing. Only about 6.3% of
workers surveyed whose payments were rejected registered a written complaint, and nearly 30% said
they had a complaint but did not register it. Nearly 60% of those who had complained said it was not
resolved satisfactorily, or at all. Verbal complaints, however, have “no o�cial bearing and therefore it is
equivalent to not �ling it at all”, the report noted.

One problem in registering grievances is that delayed payments have become so normal for workers
that they do not see months-long delays to be a violation of their rights under MGNREGS, the report
noted. Given that workers do complain verbally, there is reason to believe that if a robust and working
grievance redress system is created, more workers would �le complaints, said Dhorajiwala.

Often the people who implement MGNREGS are the same people who have to be approached to
address the problem, making for a weak grievance redressal system, according to the report. For
instance, if a worker is not provided employment within 15 days of receipt of application, they are
entitled to a daily unemployment allowance, according to the 2019-20 annual master circular for
MGNREGS. The compensation, if delayed, can be “recovered from the functionaries/ agencies
responsible for the delay”, says the circular. “If the block has to pay unemployment allowance from their
pockets, it is unlikely that they will ever approve the claims of MGNREGS workers for unemployment
allowance,” Dhorajiwala cautioned.
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Governments must ensure that workers are made adequately aware about their rights from work
demand to payments at the panchayat level, the report said in recommendations on the way forward,
and also pushed for MGNREGS information system design that is “worker centric”. Pointing to a need to
make all agencies that design and develop technological solutions for MGNREGS accountable for delays,
all “payment intermediaries like Unique Identi�cation Authority of India [manages Aadhaar], National
Payments Corporation of India [manages digital payments and settlement], Public Financial
Management System [tracks funds released under all central government plan schemes] and Common
Service Centres must be brought under the ambit of social audits as a start”, said Dhorajiwala.
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