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The National Employment Guarantee Scheme (NREGS) is a public works 

program in India that guarantees 100 days of unskilled wage-employment.  This 

paper analyzes the effectiveness of this program in buffering against the adverse impact of 

drought on adult health. In 2016, a total of 330 million people, a quarter of India’s population, 

were affected by drought. The drought had an impact on 2,55,923 villages in 254 districts of 10 

states (Unicef, 2016). In a country like India, where about 70 percent of its rural households still 

depend primarily on agriculture for their livelihood, with 82 percent of farmers being small and 

marginal (FAO, 2018), drought can be detrimental. Drought can lead to decrease in income and 

inadequate calorie intake, which can result in short-term and long-term health consequences. A 

public works program in time like this can work as a safety net. Using the two rounds (2004-05 

and 2011-12) of Indian Human development Survey, a nationally representative panel data set, I 

find that NREGS does indeed serve as a buffer against droughts. I used individual fixed effects, 

propensity score matching and difference-in-difference methods to analyzed two short run health 

outcomes such as, (i) body mass index and (ii) number of days a person has been sick in the last 

month, in this study. The results show that participating in NREGS program significantly reduce 

the likelihood of falling sick, significantly increased adult body mass index (bmi) and members 

of participating households are less likely to be underweight. According to a Climate Science 

Special Report, “chronic, long-duration hydro-logical drought is increasingly possible before the 

end of this century” (USGCRP , 2017). Therefore, policies need to be tailored to adapt to natural 

disasters exacerbated by climate change. One way to do this, is to analyze the effectiveness of 

the existing policies. This paper is intended to contribute in that area.


