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Abstract

India’s largest and most extensive government-funded right-based rural employment programme, the Mahatma Gandhi
National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA), has been instrumental in alleviating rural poverty.
However, its outcomes vary across geographic and socio-economic contexts. This study examines whether location-driven
factors influence the implementation and outcomes of MGNREGA policy across the Char (Riverine Island) and Plain
areas of Assam using primary data of 450 households across four districts in Lower Brahmaputra Valley Zone of
Assam. The study analyses socio-demographic profiles and perceptions of MGNREGA employing descriptive statistics
and oneway MANOVA) and revealed significant location-based impacts on MGNREGA including education, caste
composition and occupational patterns. The Char region unveiled higher illiteracy and greater work-related dependence
on casual labour, whereas the Plain region confirmed more caste diversity and better educational accomplishment.
MANOVA results indicate a statistically significant effect of location in three key domains. Char residents reported
higher apparent benefits in lowering poverty, distress migration control and rural infrastructure development compared
to their Plain correspondents. This is attributable to their heightened vulnerability and limited livelihood alternatives.
In contrast, equal but significant location-based wvariation emerged in perceptions of corruption, wages and work
conditions, women’s empowerment and reduced dependence on moneylenders. Although nearly half of all respondents
reported paying bribes to access the benefits of the scheme. The study concludes that a uniform statewide
implementation approach may downplay the development process considering geographical heterogeneity in programme
outcomes. The risks of a onesizefitsall approach may disrupt the core livelihood benefits, especially for vulnerable
geographies like the Chars which indicates the need of location-specific implementation strategies, enhancing literacy
and awareness and integrating climatexesilient infrastructure development in Char areas for balanced growth.
Keywords: MGNREGA, Char areas, Assam, tural employment, poverty alleviation, MANOVA, socio-economic
vulnerability

INTRODUCTION

Since the commencement of the Crash Scheme for Rural Employment (CSRE) in 1971-72, the
Government of India has launched multiple policies intended at addressing rural unemployment and
uplifting marginalised communities. The Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act
(MGNREGA), among these, was introduced in 2005. It stands as the world’s largest government-funded
employment programme, engaging about 279 million workers, including 121 million active workers
(Ministry of Rural Development, Gol). Over the years, MGNREGA has notably contributed to increasing
rural employment, particularly among disadvantaged groups such as women, Scheduled Castes (SCs) and
Scheduled Tribes (STs) (Breitkreuz et al., 2017; Patwardhan & Tasciotti, 2022; Prakash, 2020). A
substantial body of research has assessed and evaluated the performance of MGNREGA in improving
rural livelihoods, fostering women’s participation and creating rural assets (Pankaj & Bhattacharya, 2022;
Ranjan, 2016; Karachiwalla et al., 2023; Malangmeih et al., 2014; Bose & Bhowmik, 2024; Choudhary,
2019; Kerai et al., 2014). Moreover, it has improved food security and reduced distress migration (Patel,
2024; Nayak et al., 2023; Choudhary, 2020; Parida, 2016; Kumar & Chakraborty, 2016; Kalita, 2017).
Despite its wide reach, the outcomes of MGNREGA have not been uniform across regions (Dilip et al.,
2013; Singh, 2021). While the scheme has played a crucial role in empowering marginalised sections with
its self-targeting mechanism, persistent challenges in its implementation and monitoring continue to
hinder the potential outcomes (Vij, 2013; Patel & Gupta, 2024). However, the literature also reports
several implementation issues, such as delayed payments, inadequate job provisioning and poor planning
(Chakraborty, 2014; Salian & Leelavathi, 2014; Goswami & Dutta, 2014; Agrawal, 2019; Chopra, 2018;

Stina et al., 2021). Furthermore, dissimilarities in geographical terrain, administrative negligence and
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socio-economic settings have resulted in substantial location-specific gaps in the efficacy and delivery of
the programme (Pankaj & Tankha, 2010; Chakraborty, 2014; Corbridge & Srivastava, 2013; Saha, 2019;
Reddy et al., 2021; Roy & NSR, 2025).

Several studies highlighted that MGNREGA'’s outcomes are shaped distinctly due to socio-economic and
geographical factors, especially remoteness and the propensity for natural disasters (Saha, 2019; Gupta et
al., 2021; Kumar, 2024; Manuvie, 2018; Srivastava, 2011). Assam, a northeastern Indian state with complex
topography, propose a unique case for studying these disparities. Regions like the Chars with recurrent
flooding have been found experiencing lower asset creation, irregular employment and weaker
institutional presence (Manuvie, 2023). The "char" areas, riverine islands formed by the shifting
Brahmaputra  River, restrain access to basic amenities and distinct socio-economic
vulnerabilities (Hoffmann et al., 2019; Asensio et al., 2024; and Sheikh & Datta, 2019). Frequent flooding,
poor infrastructure and limited access to government services, potentially affects the promised
performance of the government scheme, especially MGNREGA (Saikia & Mahanta, 2025; Flood and
River Erosion Management Agency of Assam [FREMAA], 2016; Coelho, 2013). Yet, there is a dearth of
empirical studies that thoroughly compare MGNREGA outcomes across the diverse socio-political
landscapes in Assam. In the context of Assam, no research has been conducted comparing the
MGNREGA outcomes between the Char and Plain areas. Without region-specific assessments, a
comprehensive conclusion about the scheme's effectiveness may mask the local discrepancies. So, it is
crucial to recognise the current situation of this flagship program for better implementation and
mobilisation to the vulnerable community.

Hence, the existing literature examined MGNREGA’s outcomes at national and state levels but there is a
lack of comparative, location-based analysis within states like Assam. No data-driven comprehensive
empirical study focuses on how locations, particularly in Char, which is ecologically vulnerable with
developmental diversity compared to the Plain regions in Assam. Chars, treated as Assam’s homogeneous
unit, lead to a focus mainly on state-level statistics. This gap becomes critical for policy adjustments,
inclusive growth and location-sensitive implementation of rural development programs. To understand
the impacts of location on the effectiveness of MGNREGA outcomes in the Char and Plain areas of
Assam, this study aims to empirically examine how location influences job card holdings, participation
and corruption outcomes under the scheme.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

The study is based on primary data collected through a pre-tested questionnaire. A total of 450 samples
have been collected equally from the char and plain areas out of four districts, namely Nalbari, Barpeta,
Bongaigaon and Dhubri through stratified sampling. The districts are chosen based on the highest and
lowest concentration of the char population. These four districts fall under the Lower Brahmaputra Valley
Zone (LBVZ). The study has analysed the socio-demographic profile of the people across the Char and
Plain areas using the percentage method. Moreover, it employs one-way MANOVA to distinguish the
differences in perception under MGNREGA across the char and plain regions of Assam.

Hypotheses

(i) Ho: There is no significant difference in the perception that MGNREGA is helpful for poverty-
driven people among the people of the Char and Plain areas.

(ii) Ho: There is no significant difference in the perception that MGNREGA reduced or checked
distress migration between the Char and Plain areas.

(iii) Hgo: There is no significant difference in the perception that MGNREGA has contributed to
infrastructure development across the regions.

(iv) Ho: There is no significant difference in the perception that there is corruption in the
implementation of MGNREGA across the Char and Plain areas.
() Ho: There is no significant difference in satisfaction with the wages and work conditions provided

by MGNREGA among the people of the Char and Plain areas.

(vi) Ho: There is no significant difference in the perception that MGNREGA provided empowerment
and economic independence to women across the regions.

(vii) Ho: There is no significant difference in the perception that MGNREGA decreased dependency
on moneylenders among the people of the Char and Plain areas.
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DATA ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION

Table 1 presents a comparison of the socio-demographic characteristics of respondents from the Char and
Plain areas in Assam. In gender distribution, the majority are male in both areas, though the proportion
of females is higher in the Plain areas. The Char area is predominantly the General category (96.9%),
while the Plain area has greater caste diversity, including a significant SC population (25.3%) in terms of
caste distribution. In educational attainment, illiteracy is much higher in the Char area (72%) compared
to the Plain (38.7%). Only 29.8 per cent of the total population attains Primary education, with a better
attainment in Plain areas. Secondary, HS, Graduate and Post Graduates have low to no presence across

the region.

Table 1: Socio-demographic Characteristics across the Char and Plain Areas

Zone — Char Area Plain Area Total
Parameters | Count (%) Count (%) Count (%)
1. Male 204 (52.2) 187 (47.8) 391 (100.0)

—§ 2. Female 21 (35.6) 38 (64.4) 59 (100.0)

& | Total 225 (50.0) 225 (50.0) 450 (100.0)
1. General 218 (96.9) 158 (70.2) 376 (83.6)
2. OBC/MOBC 3(1.3) 10 (4.4) 13(2.9)

g | 3.8C 4 (1.8) 57 (25.3) 61 (13.6)

Sﬁ Total 225 (100.0) 225 (100.0) 450 (100.0)
1. Illiterate 162 (72.0) 87 (38.7) 249 (55.3)
2. Primary 47 (20.9) 87 (38.7) 134 (29.8)
3. Secondary 10 (4.4) 28 (12.4) 38 (8.4)

4. HS 3(1.3) 9 (4.0) 12 (2.7)

£ | 5. Graduate 3(1.3) 7(.1) 10 (2.2)

§ 6. Post Graduate x 7(3.1) 7 (1.6)

B Total 225 (100.0) 225 (100.0) 450 (100.0)
Self-employed in agriculture 3(1.3) 2 (0.9) 5(1.1)
Self-employed in non-agriculture 12 (5.3) 12 (5.3) 24 (5.3)

g Regular wage/ salary earnings 15 (6.7) 21(9.3) 36 (8.0)

% Casual labour in agriculture 33 (14.7) 38 (16.9) 71 (15.8)

Té Casual labour in non-agriculture 63 (28.0) 61 (27.1) 124 (27.6)

| Others 39 (17.3) 34 (15.1) 73 (16.2)

%‘ Not at work 60 (26.7) 57 (25.3) 117 (26.0)

OU Total 225 (100.0) 225 (100.0) 450 (100.0)

Source: Primary Data

The occupational pattern reveals that casual labour, both agricultural and non-agricultural, is the most
common employment in both regions. However, a substantial share of respondents in both areas is not
engaged in any work. In general, the Plain area exhibits relatively better educational and caste diversity,
while the Char area shows signs of greater marginalisation.

Table 2 explores whether perceptions of MGNREGA differ between respondents across Char and Plain
areas in Assam. Using a one-way MANOVA, it is found that there is a statistically significant multivariate
effect of location on overall perception. It indicates that location context expressively shapes how people
experience the scheme.

Univariate ANOVAs revealed that three out of seven perception items significantly differed between
respondents from the Char and Plain areas. In the perception of Hypothesis 1, “The scheme is helpful for
poverty-driven people”, with p-value 0.004, respondents from Char areas reported a significantly higher
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difference, rejecting the null hypothesis. Hypothesis 2 on the perception about reduced or checked distress
migration, with a p-value of 0.000, shows a significant difference across the Char area respondents.

Table 2: Perception Differences between Char and Plain Areas

) Char Mean | Plain  Mean ) Partial  Eta | Significa
Hypothesis (SD) (SD) F Sig. (p) squared (2 ot
Hypothesis 1 3.991 (.7920) 3.771 (.8035) 8.414 0.004 | 0.019 Yes
Hypothesis 2 4.471 (.6070) 4.256 (.6453) 13.070 0.000 | 0.029 Yes
Hypothesis 3 3.538 (.9168) 3.341(.9205) 5.138 0.024 | 0.011 Yes
Hypothesis 4 2.597 (1.158) 2.677 (1.140) 0.536 0.465 | 0.001 No
Hypothesis 5 4.367 (.6853) 4.444 (.6747) 1.439 0.231 | 0.003 No
Hypothesis 6 4.330 (.7594) 4.426 (.7307) 1.831 0.177 | 0.004 No
Hypothesis 7 4.452 (.6700) 4.480 (.7092) 0.174 0.677 | 0.000 No

Source: Primary Data

Again, for the perception on Hypothesis 3 of the scheme’s contribution to infrastructure development in
rural areas, respondents from Char areas believe more than those from Plain areas, indicating a significant
perception difference by rejecting the null hypothesis. These findings also highlight those residents of
Char areas place greater value on the core developmental and livelihood objectives of MGNREGA, due
to greater socio-economic vulnerability and fewer alternative income sources.

Table 3 revealed that 47.6 per cent of respondents reported having paid a bribe to access benefits under
the MGNREGA scheme, while 51.1 per cent stated they had not, and 1.3 per cent did not respond.
Table 3: Responses on Bribery in Accessing MGNREGA Benefits

Responses Frequency Percentage (%)
Yes 214 47.6

No 230 51.1

No Opinion 6 1.3

Total 450 100.0

Source: Primary Data

The data highlights that nearly half of the beneficiaries face illegal payment demands, which is a serious
indicator of corruption in the implementation of the scheme. However, Hypothesis 4 is on the perception
about corruption in the implementation of MGNREGA across the Char and Plain areas, revealing that
despite a high level of corruption, the distribution of corruption size is similar across the Char and Plain
regions.

Moreover, Hypothesis 5 on satisfaction with the wages and work conditions provided by MGNREGA,
Hypothesis 6 on the perception that MGNREGA provided empowerment and economic independence
to women and Hypothesis 5 on the perception that MGNREGA decreased dependency on moneylenders
among the people of the Char and Plain areas revealed no significant variation by accepting the null
hypotheses. The benefits of MGNREGA are perceived equally regardless of geographic location. Overall,
the analysis reveals that regional location does influence how the scheme is perceived, particularly on
poverty alleviation, migration control and infrastructure development.

CONCLUSIONS AND POLICY IMPLICATION

This empirical study in four districts of Assam sheds light on how beneficiaries perceive the Mahatma
Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA), particularly in char areas of Assam.
In socioeconomic settings, a stark demographic disparity is observed, challenging its implementation.
Char areas exhibit significantly higher illiteracy rates of 72.0 per cent compared to plain areas with 38.7
per cent. However, a greater social homogeneity can be observed with the presence of 96.9 per cent general
caste population and a high distribution of casual labour in the non-agricultural sector. The investigation
confirms that location shapes beneficiary experiences and outcomes on poverty alleviation, distress
migration control and rural infrastructure development. Respondents from Char areas expressed stronger
positive perceptions of MGNREGA contributions compared to those from Plain areas. The Char residents
report significantly greater benefits in poverty alleviation (mean: 3.991 vs 3.771, p=0.004), distress

2166



International Journal of Environmental Sciences
ISSN: 2229-7359
Vol. 11 No. 7, 2025

https://www.theaspd.com/ijes.php

migration reduction (mean: 4.471 vs 4.256, p<0.001) and rural infrastructure development (mean: 3.538
vs 3.341, p=0.024). However, perceptions regarding corruption, satisfaction with wages and working
conditions, women’s empowerment and reduced dependence on moneylenders showed not much
location-based variations. Transcending geographical boundaries, systemic corruption remains a universal
challenge, as nearly half of all respondents underscore bribery incidents in accessing MGNREGA benefits.
MGNREGA’s transformative potential lies in aligning execution strategies with the care of local
socioeconomic realities. Acknowledging the heterogeneity between Char and Plain areas, policymakers
need to design interventions that strengthen long-term resilience, equity and empowerment among rural
communities.

The findings emphasise the need for location-sensitive policy interventions to maximise MGNREGA's
effectiveness. Policymakers are necessarily to abandon the one-size-fits-all approach and develop location-
specific implementation strategies. The residents of the Char areas have tested a few development projects,
but infrastructure deficits haunt them compared to the Plain areas. The scheme must be coupled with
infrastructure resilience measures, such as flood-proof assets and climate-adaptive job creation in Char
areas. Additionally, linking other rural development programmes can create more sustainable and
diversified livelihood opportunities, particularly for women. Special focus on literacy enhancement in the
Char regions can improve awareness of privileges and participation in the scheme. Furthermore, both the
Char and Plain regions demand immediate systemic reforms in governance mechanisms such as digital
wage disbursement and social audits to curb corruption and ensure timely wage payments. Largely, the
differential perceptions and needs demonstrate that equitable outcomes require differentiated approaches
rather than uniform execution between the Char and Plain areas.
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