Laudes ——— S
- FO u n d at i O n Self Reliant Initiatives through Joint Action

Policy Brief

INDIA’'S BIG GENDER CHALLENGE:
COVID-19’s devastating impact

on rural female labour force
participation

“No country can ever truly flourish if it stifles the potential of its women
and deprives itself of the contributions of half of its citizens.”

Michelle Obama S

Implementation of women focused job guarantee schemes in urban and rural India
Mass awareness campaigns around social and cultural norms by the government

 Address the political economy of care work, a crucial factor impacting labour participation
Increased representation of women in the Parliament and state legislature
Investing in safe and last mile public transport system across the country
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While India has made commendable 7

strides on women's issues and rights 60
(such as access to education, autono-
my, access to healthcare, etc)) over the 50

past few decades, one key area where

there has been a consistent decline is

their participation in the labour force. A 30
recent report in April 2022 found that
India’'s female employment rate plum-
meted to just 9% due to the COVID 19
pandemic losses, which is the same

as Yemen, a conflict affected country.
However, the roots of India's dismal
female labour force go back to pre-
COVID times as India's FLFPR was on

the decline even before the pandemic.

In this policy brief, we will explore the reasons
behind India's declining FLFPR pre and post
COVID as well as suggest a few recommen-
dations which can help stem the decline. Our
main suggestions include launching a wom-
en-oriented employment guarantee scheme,
mass awareness and culture campaigns on
gender equity, improving the public transport
system, and addressing the political econo-
my of care work for women.
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FEMALE LABOUR FORCE
PARTICIPATION IN INDIA

When it comes to FLFPR, India's case has al-
ways puzzled researchers and social scien-
tists alike. Over the years, numerous research
studies and empirical analyses have found a
few common issues that are thought to be
behind this puzzling decline.
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The first issue that has been inferred as one of
the key reasons impacting women's abilities to
take up paid work is the burden of unpaid care
work. In as recent as 2018, women in urban ar-
eas spent about 5.2 hours daily on unpaid care
work (rural women 4.85 hours) as compared to
just 29 minutes by men in urban areas and 32
minutes in rural areas. This huge gender gap
itself demonstrates the burden which women
have to face thereby affecting their ability to
take up decent paid work. Research suggests
that women often prefer paid work closer to
home as compared to jobs farther to home
as it allows them to balance their unpaid care
work responsibilities alongside the paid work.
Another recent study, which was the first ever
time use survey by the government, found
that while men only do 97 minutes of unpaid
care work, the corresponding figure for wom-
en was 299 minutes.
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The second reason which has been found to
impact low female participation rate in India
is the effect of marriages. Given the strong
gendered dynamics around marriage norms
and practices, where a woman is expected
to move to her husband's home and prioritise
taking care of the household, many women
are compelled to leave their jobs or take up
a more ‘flexible’ job which is in line with their
household care duties. Research suggests
that the decline in India's FLFPR has been
concentrated among rural married women.
The enormity of this reality can be inferred
by the fact that around 97% of Indians migrat-
ing for marriage are women according to the
Census 2011. While the event of marriage it-
self may not be sufficient to reduce the FLF-
PR, it is the social and cultural norms regard-
ing the role of wives in a new household that
affects their chances and ability to continue
their jobs or take up equivalent paid work.
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Another significant reason the job opportu-
nities available for women are girls are often
less productive with no social protection, less
pay, and more vulnerability. Within the ru-
ral parts of India, where 60% of the women
are engaged in agriculture, data and opinion
point out that there is a dearth of non-farm
jobs for the women. Whereas in the urban ar-
eas, with teaching profession being an excep-
tion, women labour is concentrated around
sales, house cleaning and domestic work.
Additionally, since fast growing sectors like
service and manufacturing demand techni-
cally skilled labour, men tend to have better
tertiary and vocational training compared to
women. Automation too within agriculture,
forestry and other allied activities, is estimat-
ed to push 12 million women out of the labour
force by the year 2030.

IMPACT OF COVID 19 AND
POST COVID 19 EFFECTS

COVID-19 in India has had a disproportionate
impact on the female labour force participa-
tion rates right from the pandemic's outset.
Initially, with the first lockdown announced by
the Indian Government in 2020, more wom-
en were pushed out of the labour force, ac-
counting to 47% compared to 7% men who
lost their jobs. The second and more recent
wave of COVID-19 specifically turned bru-
tal for the rural women. While rural women
made up 11% job losses in April 2020, they ac-
counted for an alarming 80% of job losses in
April 2021. With the return of migrants, loss of
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employment, closed markets & schools, and
the need to care for the sick & old, COVID-19
led to an increase in the unpaid care burden
for women and girls. Within the rural areas,
surveys revealed that during the pandemic
out of 10 hours of active time in a day, women
spent around Q0% of their time in managing
unpaid care work.

Agriculture remains the primary source of
livelihood in rural areas. Women, though
lacking land rights, end up being the prime
contributors to agricultural productivity. For
instance, 73% of rural women workers are
farmers, but only 13% of them have any form
of land holdings. Initially, women reported
that due to closure of the markets, they were
unable to sell their produce, or get a fair price.
Though this impact was temporary, reverse
migration especially of the male members
has seemed to have left a more permanent
impact on the women previously engaged in
agriculture. Two separate surveys with wom-
en in rural areas have revealed that women
who were previously engaged in farm ac-
tivities, have been replaced by the returnee
male migrants. Additionally, there have been
instances where the male migrants have tak-
en up the high paying jobs in agriculture and
farm sector, leaving women with low paying
and labour-intensive roles.

MGNREGA on the other hand remains a life-
line for rural India especially women. Despite
COVID, women continue to hold 52% of the
MGNREGA work as of April 2021 as per Ru-

ral Development Ministry, but it is worth not-
ing that the participation declined to a five-
year low. Additionally, between April to May
2021, the demand for NREGA increased by 3%
whereas the job availability dipped by 21%. In
this light, a survey by Nikore Associates with
50 women community organisations shares
that in times of job scarcity in rural India,
women often forfeit their own employment
making way for their male relatives.

Along with agriculture, non-farm livelihoods
which mainly engage women from SHGs
have also been impacted by the pandemic.
Firstly, it has been reported via various con-
sultations with SHGs that some women had to
leave the collectives due to increased house-
hold responsibilities. Secondly, even though
during the first wave, the SHGs ran commu-
nity kitchens and provided cooked meals to
feed the poor including migrants, they were
provided with food supplies and fuel, but not
paid for their time and work, as shared by
Jagruti Mahila Sangh, a cluster-level federa-
tion of 360 self-help groups in Dumarkudar
village of Jharkhand's Bokaro district. During
the first wave, the SHG members engaged in
making masks and sanitizers that provided
them some relief from the crises, but with the
second wave, since the supply for such items
increased, leaving SHGs with no demand for
their work, and hence, out of work.

SRIJAN’S WORK

Our organisation's existing work in rural
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India indicates that with two successive
waves of COVID and work drying up in ur-
ban regions, many male workers have per-
manently moved back to villages. Thus,
with this significant reverse migration, there
is @ need to empirically assess its impact
on women's labour market opportunities
and on rural FLFPR. To understand these
issues in further depth, SRIJAN is current-
ly conducting an empirical study across
three districts in three states: Uttar Pradesh,
Madhya Pradesh, and Rajasthan (one each).
We aim to study the immediate impact as

well as medium and long-term ripple ef-
fects on women's labour market opportuni-
ties. There have been a few studies in India
(Behera, Mishra & Behera, 2018 Dandekar
& Ghai, 2020, which focus on the impact of
reverse migration on villages in general; we
feel there is a strong need to identify and
study its impact on rural women, especially
after the permanent reverse migration post
the second COVID wave. During our work
on livelihood programs and initiatives in the
field, we understood the significance of the
pandemic's impact
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