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DEMAND FOR MGNREGA WORK SOFTENS’ 
GOVT. SAYS DROP OBSERVED AFTER PEAK DURING FIRST WAVE BUT FIGURES 
STILL HIGHER THAN PRE-PANDEMIC LEVELS 

 Demand for work under the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment 
Guarantee Act (MGNREGA) scheme has dropped from the peak of the first 
lockdown, but is still higher than pre-COVID levels, the Department of Economic 
Affairs said in its annual Economic Survey, noting that this is “an indicator of rural 
labour markets”. 

 However, it cautioned against drawing conclusions about the movement of 
migrant labour on the basis of MGNREGA employment, noting that the highest 
demand for work under the scheme was seen in States which are usually the 
destination of migrant workers, rather than source States. 
 
MORE FUNDS SOUGHT 

 Advocates for rural workers argued that the drop in demand is also due to funding 
constraints, and urged a significant increase in allocations for the scheme in 
Tuesday’s Union budget. 

 According to the Survey’s analysis, though demand for work stabilised after the 
second COVID wave, aggregate MGNREGA employment is still higher than pre-
pandemic levels of 2019, after accounting for the seasonality of demand. 

 “The supply side effect of MGNREGA funding skews the picture of demand,” said 
Nikhil Dey, founder of the Mazdoor Kisan Shakti Sangathan, a union for 
unorganised rural workers across the country. “There is no doubt that demand 
went up during the lockdown and when money was available through the 
increased allocation,” he said, noting that the Centre had infused ₹40,000 crore 
worth of additional funding early in the first lockdown, meaning scheme 
administrators had sufficient money to cope with the hike in demand. 
 
‘ARTIFICIAL SUPPRESSION’ 

 In 2021-22, on the other hand, additional funding was not available until late in 
the year when many States had already run out of money, forcing an artificial 
suppression in demand on the ground. “For the upcoming 2022-23 financial year, 
activists have asked for a budget allocation of ₹2.6 lakh crore, which would cover 
the guaranteed 100 days of work for all active job card holders. But anything less 
than ₹1.4 lakh crore, which is the amount spent in 2020-21 plus inflation, will be 
a clear suppression of demand by the government,” said Mr. Dey. 

 The Survey also mapped the State-wise demand trends. “Intuitively, one may 
expect that higher MGNREGS demand may be directly related to the movement of 
migrant labour i.e. source States would be more impacted. Nevertheless, State-
level analysis shows that for many migrant source States like West Bengal, Madhya 
Pradesh, Odisha, Bihar, the MGNREGS employment in most months of 2021 has 
been lower than the corresponding levels in 2020,” it said. 

 According to the Survey, demand has been higher for migrant recipient States like 
Punjab, Maharashtra, Karnataka and Tamil Nadu. 

 Mr. Dey noted that Karnataka, Tamil Nadu and Rajasthan have a record of 
administrative sensitivity and efficiency with regard to MGNREGA 
implementation even pre-COVID. 
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 “These States also see high levels of short–term migration within their own 
borders,” added Rajendran Narayan, an assistant professor at Azim Premji 
University who is part of a research group on MGNREGA. 
 

INDIA RANKS THIRD GLOBALLY IN FOREST AREA 
GAIN: SURVEY 

Forests covered 24% of area in 2020 
 India has increased its forest area in the past decade and ranks third globally in 

average annual net gain in forest area from 2010-2020, the Department of 
Economic Affairs (DEA) said in the annual Economic Survey. India annually added 
an average 2,66,000 hectares of forest area over the period. 

 Forests covered 24% of India’s geographical area, accounting for 2% of the world’s 
total forest area in 2020, the department said. 

 The top 10 countries account for 66% of the world’s forest area. Brazil (59%), Peru 
(57%), Democratic Republic of Congo (56%) and Russia (50%) have half or more 
of their geographical area under forests. 

 “Much of India’s increase in forest cover from 2011-21 is attributed to 
enhancement in very dense forest cover, which rose by approximately 20%,” the 
DEA said. “Open forest cover also improved by 7%... Going forward, there is need 
to further improve forest and tree cover. Social forestry could also play a 
significant role in this regard,” it added. 

 The latest biennial ‘India: State of Forest Report’ has elicited criticism from 
independent experts, who have questioned the methodology used to count forests. 
Officials in the environment ministry, while asserting that India’s definitions of 
‘forest’ and ‘tree cover’ were consistent with global definitions, acknowledged that 
most of the increases had occurred outside areas traditionally marked as ‘forest’ 
and included plantations and orchards. 
 

ETHANOL HELPS SUGAR MILLS CLEAR ARREARS TO 
FARMERS SALE OF FUEL BLEND NETTED ₹35,000 CR. 

 Sugar mills’ sale of ethanol to oil marketing companies helped them earn 
additional revenue and clear cane price arrears to farmers, the Department of 
Economic Affairs said in the annual Economic Survey placed in the Parliament on 
Monday. 

 The department said that in the past four sugar seasons ending 2020-2021, sugar 
mills/distilleries generated revenue of about ₹35,000 crore from the sale of 
ethanol to oil marketing firms, which helped in clearing the sugar cane price 
arrears owed to farmers. 

 With the aim of managing surplus output of sugar and enhancing liquidity of mills, 
the Centre had taken various steps including incentivising sugar mills to divert 
excess sugar cane/sugar to ethanol production and providing financial assistance 
for transport to mills to facilitate the export of sugar. 

 About 70 lakh tonnes of sugar was exported in sugar season 2020-2021 in 
comparison with 59.6 lakh tonnes during the preceding season. Contracts for the 
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export of about 30 lakh tonnes of sugar have already been signed in the current 
season that ends in September. 

 India is the largest consumer and the second-largest producer of sugar in the 
world. Average annual production of sugar cane is about 35.5 crore tonnes which 
is used to produce about three crore tonnes of sugar. Domestic consumption is 
estimated to be about 2.6 crore tonnes in 2020-21. Over the years, India has 
become a surplus producer of the kitchen commodity. 

 
ETHANOL BLENDING OF 8.1% ACHIEVED, TARGET WAS 
10%OUTPUT GREW 74.5% FROM PREVIOUS YEAR 

 The ethanol supply in the country to enable blending with petrol is likely to reach 
302 crore litres, according to the Economic Survey 2021-2022. 

 The Centre has set a target of 20% ethanol blending with petrol to be achieved by 
2025 to reduce the country’s crude oil import bill, give a boost to the agriculture 
sector and reduce environmental pollution. 

 Ethanol supply under the Ethanol Blended Petrol (EBP) Programme is expected to 
exceed 302 crore litres by the end of Ethanol Supply Year (ESY) 2020-2021 
(December 1, 2020 -November 30, 2021) to achieve approximately 8.1% blending, 
the Survey noted. This is an increase of 74.5% compared with the previous year. 

 The ethanol blending target for ESY 2021-22 is 10%. 
 The government last year notified mass emission standards for E12 (12% ethanol 

blended with petrol) and E15 (15% ethanol blended with petrol) to enable the 
automobile industry to manufacture E12- and E15-compliant motor vehicles. 
 

BURKINA FASO SUSPENDED FROM AU FOLLOWING 
COUP JUNTA SAYS CONSTITUTION RESTORED NOW 

 An ECOWAS official meeting with the new junta leader of Burkina Faso on 
Saturday. 

 The African Union on Monday suspended Burkina Faso a week after the volatile 
country suffered its latest coup, as envoys from West Africa and the UN headed for 
talks with the new junta. 

 The AU’s 15-member Peace and Security Council said on Twitter it had voted “to 
suspend the participation of #BurkinaFaso in all AU activities until the effective 
restoration of constitutional order in the country”. 

 An ECOWAS mission headed by Ghanaian Foreign Minister Shirley Ayorkor 
Botchway was expected in Ouagadougou, where it would be joined by the UN’s 
special representative for West Africa and the Sahel (UNOWAS). 

 “The joint delegation will have meetings with the military leaders and various 
Burkinabe actors,” UNOWAS said in a statement. 

 ECOWAS leaders will hold a summit in Accra on Thursday to assess the two 
missions to see whether they should impose sanctions. 

 Meanwhile, the military junta said on Monday it had restored the constitution a 
week after taking power and appointed the coup's leader as head of state for a 
transitional period. The statement did not give a timeline for the transition period. 
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 It identified coup leader Lieutenant-Colonel Paul-Henri Sandaogo Damiba as 
president of the MPSR. 
 

CENTRE HAS ADOPTED MSP, BUT STATES MUST 
FACILITATE CROP SHIFT 

’No mention of farm-law repeal, MSP panel in Economic Survey 
 There is an urgent need for crop diversification in view of the severe water stress 

in areas where paddy, wheat and sugarcane are grown as well as to increase oil 
seed production and reduce dependency on imports of cooking oil, the 
Department of Economic Affairs said in the annual Economic Survey released on 
Monday. 

 While the Centre had adopted minimum support prices (MSP) for farm produce as 
a key tool to encourage crop diversification, the onus was on States to take 
coordinated action to facilitate a shift towards crops with higher value and lower 
water consumption, the department said. 

 However, there was no mention of the MSP committee which the Prime Minister 
had promised to set up in November to draft a policy on all these issues. 

 The survey also completely ignored what was arguably the biggest development 
in agricultural policy over the last year — the repeal of three agrarian reform laws 
in the wake of widespread, year-long protests by farmers. 

 The survey urged for an increase in funding for agricultural research rather than 
farm subsidies, noting that “every rupee spent on agricultural research and 
development yields better returns compared to returns on money spent on 
subsidies or other expenditures on inputs.” 

 The government noted that agriculture continued to be a major driver of the 
economy in the pandemic era, with the sector’s growth rate rising from 3.6% in 
2020-21 to 3.9% in 2021-2022. 
 

NEELACHAL ISPAT SALE TO TATA ARM GETS GOVT. 
NOD LOSS-MAKING FIRM VALUED AT ₹12,100 CR. 

 The government has approved the sale of Neelachal Ispat Nigam Ltd. (NINL) to 
Tata Steel Long Products Ltd. at an enterprise value of ₹12,100 crore, the Finance 
Ministry said on Monday. 

 The Government of India has no equity in NINL, a loss-making joint venture of four 
central public sector firms — MMTC, NMDC, BHEL, MECON —and two Odisha 
PSUs. NINL has an integrated steel plant with a capacity of 1.1 million tonnes (MT) 
at Kalinganagar, Odisha, which has been shut since March 30, 2020. 

 The firm had accumulated debt and liabilities exceeding ₹6,600 crore as on March 
31, 2021. 
 

FDI IN PHARMA JUMPED 53% IN APRIL-SEPT. PERIODF 
Y21 WITNESSED A 200% SPURT: SURVEY 
Foreign direct investment (FDI) in the pharma sector in the first half (April-
September) of this fiscal increased 53% to ₹4,413 crore from the year earlier. 
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 The inflows continued to be buoyant, the Department of Economic Affairs said in 
the annual Economic Survey (2021-22) citing how FDI in pharmaceutical sector 
had witnessed a sudden spurt in 2020-21, showing a 200% increase over the 
previous fiscal. “The extraordinary growth of foreign investments in pharma 
sector is mainly on account of investments to meet COVID-19 related demands for 
therapeutics and vaccines,” the department said. 

 In the section on pharmaceuticals, the government said the country was the largest 
supplier of generic medicines with a 20% share in the global supply. Price 
competitiveness and good quality were two factors behind Indian medicines 
producers becoming dominant players in the global market. 

 The Indian pharmaceutical industry ranks third in the world in pharmaceutical 
production by volume. 

 During 2020-21, pharma exports totalled $24.4 billion, while pharma import stood 
at $7 billion, thereby generating a $17.5 billion trade surplus. 

 
A HAZY PICTURE ON EMPLOYMENT IN INDIA 
The trends in employment have not shown any clear and consistent patterns over 
the years 

 The two important indicators of structural transformation in any economy are 
rates of growth and changes in the structural composition of output and the 
workforce. India has experienced fairly consistent changes in the first indicator, 
especially after the 1991 reforms, but the trend in employment has not revealed 
any consistent or clear pattern. 

 The growth rate of the economy, measured by gross value added (GVA) at constant 
prices, accelerated from 4.27% in the 20 years before the economic reforms to 
6.34% in the 20 years following the reforms and to 6.58% between 2010-11 and 
2019-20 at 2011-12 prices. This growth trajectory was accompanied by a steady 
decline in the share of agriculture from 30% in 1990-91 to 18% in 2019-20 and a 
steady increase in the share of non-agriculture output in total economic output. 
 
EMPLOYMENT PATTERNS 

 But when it comes to deciphering trends in employment pattern in India, there are 
wide variations in the conclusions drawn by experts and studies on employment. 
This is partly due to economical, sociological and technological factors that have 
brought about changes in the workforce and employment and partly due to gaps 
in data on various aspects of employment. 

 Two major sources of data on workforce and employment have been the decennial 
population census and the nationwide quinquennial surveys on employment and 
unemployment by the National Sample Survey Office (NSSO). The last available 
data from the Census refer to 2011. Similarly, the quinquennial NSSO data on 
employment and unemployment are available up to 2011-12. This was replaced 
by the Periodic Labour Force Survey (PLFS), started in 2017-18 on an annual basis. 
The PLFS data set is now available for three consecutive years i.e., 2017-18, 2018-
19 and 2019-20. The PLFS is based on a different sampling framework and uses s 
different analytical approach vis-a-vis NSSO surveys on employment. As a result, 
the time series data on employment and unemployment available from NSSO 
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surveys are not comparable with PLFS data. At best, the NSSO data can be used as 
a reference point. 

 Though the PLFS data cannot be used to infer an underlying trend, as they are 
available only for three years, they can be used to reveal the effect of various 
policies and developments during the current NDA regime as well as to 
understand and shape the employment scenario based on concrete statistics. 

 PLFS data show an increase in the worker to population (WPR) ratio from 34.7% 
in 2017-18 to 38.2% in 2019-20. This is a reversal of the previous trend which 
showed a decline in WPR after 2004-05. The change also implies that employment 
has increased at a much faster rate than growth in population. The increase in WPR 
has been reported in the rural and urban population and in the male and female 
population. This increase in WPR is even more significant as it has occurred in the 
midst of an increase in the labour force participation rate. 

 It is interesting to note that the data from the PLFS surveys do not support the 
assertion that women are going out of the workforce. Female WPR ratio increased 
from 17.5% to 24% between 2017-18 and 2019-20. When this ratio is multiplied 
by the female population, it shows an annual increase of 17% of women workers. 
Another positive indication from PLFS data is that the gap between the male and 
female worker participation rate is narrowing down. As against 100 male workers, 
there were 32 female workers in the workforce in 2017-18. This number increased 
to 40 in 2019-20. Women constituted 24% of the workforce in the country in 
2017-18 and 28.8% in 2019-20. 

 Also, the unemployment rate in the female labour force in rural areas is far lower 
than the male labour force, whereas the opposite holds true in urban areas. This is 
despite the fact that the female labour force participation rate in rural India is 33% 
higher than the rate in urban areas. The reason could be that there is less gender 
discrimination in informal jobs, which dominate rural areas, than in the formal 
sector which dominates urban areas. 
 
THE UNEMPLOYMENT SCENARIO 

 PLFS data show that the unemployment rate based on principal status plus 
subsidiary status declined from 6.1% in 2017-18 to 4.8% in 2019-20. This shows 
that the number of jobs increased at a faster rate than the increase in the number 
of job seekers between 2017-18 and 2019-20. But despite this, the number of 
unemployed persons has increased by 2.3 million between 2017-18 and 2018-19, 
mainly because of an increase in the number of job seekers (52.8 million) in these 
two years. 

 The sectoral composition of the workforce shows that 45.6% of the workers in 
India are engaged in agriculture and allied activities, 30.8% in services and 23.7% 
in industry. According to PLFS data, there is no increase in the share of industry 
and services in total employment. This means that the labour shift out of 
agriculture is not happening. Between 2019-20 and 2017-18, 56.4 million new 
jobs were created. Out of this, 57.4% were created in the agriculture and allied 
sectors, 28.5% in services and 14.5% in industry. Within the broad industry group, 
employment in the manufacturing sector showed a meagre increase of 1.8 million 
in two years; and construction activity added 6.4 million new jobs. 
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 That a majority of the new entrants to the labour force between 2017-18 and 
2019-20 got absorbed in the agriculture sector has serious implications. The 
young labour force, which is getting increasingly educated, sought more 
remunerative work outside agriculture but only a few succeeded. This is because 
the industry and services sectors have adopted capital-intensive and, in many 
cases, labour-displacing technologies and production strategies. This is getting 
further aggravated with the rising adoption of modern technologies like Artificial 
Intelligence and Internet of Things. This raises a big question about the future of 
new entrants into the labour force. 

 That there is a dichotomy between the rising share of industry and services in 
national income without a sizeable increase in employment share is a fairly well-
established fact for post-liberalisation India. This puts a serious question mark on 
the relevance of conventional models of economic growth and development (like 
the dual-sector model of Arthur Lewis centred on the large-scale shift of the labour 
force from agriculture to industry. Perhaps it is pertinent to question the 
conventional economic development models and their applicability for emerging 
economies like India. Instead, should we rethink our strategy of striving for an 
industry-led growth model and explore a more relevant agri-centric model of 
economic transformation to create more attractive, more remunerative and more 
satisfying employment in and around agriculture? 

 Besides this there is also an urgent need to generate much more employment in 
the manufacturing and services sector compared to the number of jobs they have 
offered in the recent past. This should include (i) changes in labour laws which 
discourage industry to adopt labour-intensive production (ii) employment-linked 
production incentives and; (iii) special assistance for labour-intensive economic 
activities. 

 Ramesh Chand is Member of NITI Aayog and Jaspal Singh is Consultant at NITI 
Aayog. Views are personal 

 
 


