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Poor State of Creche Schemes in India

By: Neeha Susan Jacob,Shraddha Jain

The Government of India's creche scheme, now renamed as Palna, needs revised guidelines and procedures. This analysis
guestions its sustainability and highlights the need for clearer details on timelines, working conditions of the anganwadi
workers and helpers, and proper salaries for them.

This article draws attention to an important aspect related to women and child welfare in the country—the need for creches or day-
care facilities for children. The lack of aternative care arrangements for children is one of the several demand and supply-side factors
that affect female labour force participation in Indial.

Discussions of the public care system are imperative not only for enabling women to take up paid work, but aso for reflecting on the
larger issues of women’s unpaid or underpaid contribution to socia reproduction and the need for care support to families irrespective
of their employment status. As we shall discuss, the state care-giving systems also undervalue women's work, mostly by paying them
an “honorarium”.

A wide range of research has emphasised that affordable and reliable childcare enables women to find time for paid employment,
enhancing their mental health, and improving their children’s learning and nutrition (Economic Survey 2024, Barros et al. 2013).
However, studies in the Indian context are scarce. Nandi et al. (2020) develop a conceptual framework (Figure 1), which shows that the
lack of childcare facilities may restrict economic opportunities, and lead to psychological stress, poor nutrition, and even higher school
dropout rates. All these further exemplify gender inequalities within households, communities, and in the political sphere.

Figure 1: A Conceptual Framework on the Impacts of Lack of Access to Childcare
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There are various laws—old and new—that mandate providing care facilities at workplaces in India. Créches are mandated under the
Factories Act 1948, The Plantation Labour Act 1951, The Mines Creche Rules 1966, The Building and Other Construction Workers
(Regulation of Employment and Conditions of Service) Act 1996, and the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act
(MGNREGA) 2005. In addition, the Beedi and Cigar Workers Rules 1966 mention the need for créches and the Unorganised Workers
Act, 2008 press for maternity benefits in some states. The Inter-State Migrant Workmen Act 1979 recognises the need for care centres.
The Maternity Benefit Act of 2017 has also been an important milestone though it mostly applies to care in the formal sector.
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Garment workers complain about the absence of day-care facilities in factories that employ thousands of women
workers. Even the newly passed Social Security Code 2020 does not seem to go far beyond the existing provisions.

However, there is evidence that most of these provisions are not implemented. For instance, studies have shown that the provisioning of
creches under the MGNREGA has been abysma to non-existent in states such as Uttar Pradesh, Jharkhand, Rajasthan, and Madhya
Pradesh (Khera and Nayak 2009; Sudarshan 2011; Zaidi et a. 2017). Narayan (2022) points out that one of the reasons most
programmes are run better in the southern states is because créches are provided at worksites.

Similarly, most factories are devoid of the mandated creches. One of the organisers at the Community for Socia Change and
Development (CSCD), Delhi, who brings together women workers and advocates for them in the National Capital Region, pointed out
that garment workers complain about the absence of day-care facilities in factories that employ thousands of women workers. Even the
newly passed Socia Security Code 2020, which is yet to be implemented, does not seem to go far beyond the existing provisions.

Evolving from these laws, the union government has come up with centrally sponsored schemes on créches and day-care facilities,
particularly for working women, since 2006. The evolution of these schemes raises several issues that require attention.

The funding pattern for the Rajiv Gandhi National Créche Scheme (RGNCS), which began in 2006 under the Ministry of Women and
Child Development, was 90:10, where 10% came from state governments and contributions from implementation agencies such as
voluntary organisations. The responses of the ministry to various parliamentary questions reveal that the scheme was discontinued in
2016, citing “irregularities’ in the management of creches.

Subsequently, it was reconstituted as the National Creche Scheme (NCS) with a 60:40 ratio for fund sharing between the union
government and states. It had the primary objective of providing day-care facilities to children of working mothers up to the age of six.
21n addition, it also aimed to provide supplementary nutrition, growth monitoring, health check-ups and immunisation, early stimulation
(for children under three) and pre-school education for children (aged three to six).

Changing its nomenclature and structure, the NCS was packaged in a new bottle under the name Palna in 2022 and subsumed under
the Samarthya scheme of Mission Sakthi. While most of the objectives under Palna remained similar to that of the NCS, it encouraged
the integration of independent créches with anganwadi centres, aiming to open 17,000 anganwadi cum créches in the country. In
addition, Palna extended its creche facilities to al mothers having children between six months and six years, irrespective of their
employment status. The finances for Palna were shared between the union government and the states in the ratio of 67:33.

Figure 2 shows the budgetary allocations for the creche schemes from 2012-13 to 2024-25 as they transitioned from the Rajiv Gandhi
National Créche Scheme to the National Créche Scheme and then to Palna

Figure 2: Allocations and Expenditure for Govt of India Creche Schemes, 2012-13 to 2024-25 (in Rs. crore)
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In transitioning from the Rajiv Gandhi National Creche Scheme to the National Créche Scheme, there was a fall in expenditure (Figure
2). While there was more money spent in early National Créche Scheme years (2015-2017), it fell below Rs. 50 crore in the
2017-2021 period. No money was spent on creches and day-care in 2021-22 because these facilities were closed during the pandemic.
There has been an increased alocation to the scheme after its reintroduction as Palna. However, the money spent on créche schemes in
India is less than 1% of the total expenditure of the Ministry of Women and Child Development.

A glance at the number of créches across major states in India aso indicates a fall in numbers, highlighting
differences in the operation and implementation of the schemes at the local level.

Severa reports have shown a fal in the overall number of creches, particularly after the introduction of Palna. In 2023, the number of
creches in India was 3,158, but the latest data has a lower number—2,163 operational creches as on 30 June 2024. Due to the lack of
data, these numbers include only government-run créches.

A glance at the number of créches across major states in India also indicates a fall in numbers, highlighting differences in the operation
and implementation of the schemes at the local level (Figure 3). While states such as Maharashtra, Uttar Pradesh, and Chhattisgarh had
more than 300 creches during the Rajiv Gandhi National Creche Scheme period of 2014-15, they do not now report any active creches.
3 A few other states such as West Bengal and Madhya Pradesh saw an increase in the number of créches in 2019 during the National
Créche Scheme period but they also do not have any active créches now.

Figure 3: State-wise Number of Creches in India under RGNCS (2015), NCS(2019) and Palna (2024)



https://sansad.in/getFile/loksabhaquestions/annex/1715/AU208.pdf?source=pqals
https://sansad.in/getFile/loksabhaquestions/annex/1711/AU2867.pdf?source=pqals
https://sansad.in/getFile/annex/265/AU316_J8jfIH.pdf?source=pqars
https://sansad.in/getFile/loksabhaquestions/annex/11/AU2633.pdf?source=pqals
https://sansad.in/getFile/loksabhaquestions/annex/1711/AU2867.pdf?source=pqals
https://sansad.in/getFile/loksabhaquestions/annex/1711/AU2867.pdf?source=pqals

“z:2 THE INDIA FORUM

99 AJOURNAL-MAGAZINE ON CONTEMPORARY ISSUES

Number of creches - 2015

-
13 430

1%

]




“z:2 THE INDIA FORUM

99 AJOURNAL-MAGAZINE ON CONTEMPORARY ISSUES

Number of creches - 2019
- .

1] 770

138

175




“z:2 THE INDIA FORUM

99 AJOURNAL-MAGAZINE ON CONTEMPORARY ISSUES

Number of creches - June 2024

- am
0 334

a2

25

States such as Karnataka, Kerala, and Haryana, which have their own state-specific créche schemes, mostly introduced in 2021 or later,
seem to have had a consistent number of active créches during all phases of the centrally sponsored schemes (Figure 3). However, this
observation cannot be generalised nor confirmed with certainty since it needs more data to be substantiated. Details of the active state-
specific schemes in these states along with their budget allocation in 2024-25 are provided in Table 1.

Table 1: Details and Budget Allocation to Active State-specific Schemes in Kerala, Karnataka, and Haryana in 2024-25
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Budget estimate
State Active state-specific schemes in FY 2024-25
(in Rs. lakh)

Créches in the workplace as per the Kerala Maternity Benefits
(Amendment) Rules, 2022.

e Similar to Palna, this scheme aims to restructure anganwadi centres to
serve as creches for children below three and pre-school children up 220
to six years of age.

Kerala e In addition, the créches are also considered safe places for adolescent
girls to stay after school hours.

Mobile créches and day-care centres for children of migrant workers
® Active since 2022-23, this scheme clubs together anganwadis with

1
limited premises for providing day-care to children of migrant workers
(Child Budget of Kerala, 2024)
Koosina Mane
® Introduced in the 2023-24 budget across 4,000 gram panchayats, this
Karnataka aims to provide healthcare, nutrition, and safety to children whose 500

mothers are employed under the MGNREGA or in other jobs in rural
areas. About 351 MGNREGA job card-holding women_were trained to
care for children in creches under this scheme.
Haryana State Creche Policy
e Thirty new model creches were opened in 2021, where working
Haryana women could admit their children for six to eight hours a day. They 3,215
are open for 26 days a month, with a worker and an assistant trained
under the Haryana Kaushal Rozgar Nigam.

With the changing structure of the union government schemes on creches, there are three important issues to consider. First, the
declining involvement of the union government in financing Palna places an additional financia burden on state governments. In the
context of debates about fiscal devolution in India (Chaturvedi, S. 2019; Economic Survey 2023-24), this has implications for states
with financial constraints.

Second, the repeated transitions of the central scheme have called into question the role of civil society in care provisioning. It is
argued that Palna and anganwadi cum créches were necessitated because of irregularities in the management and functioning of non-
government créches in various parts of the country. While there may have been some irregularities and limitations, the crucial impact of
voluntary or non-profit organisations such as Mobile Créches or Self Employed Women's Association (SEWA) in providing day-care
cannot be ignored (Mishra et al. 2022, Association for Stimulating Know-How 2011).

There are concerns over the workload and payment of scheme workers (who are just given honorariums), and the
procedure does not provide any guidelines on their remuneration despite increased responsibilities.

Third, several questions and concerns arise from the standard operating procedure (SoP) for Pana released in 2023. The meals provided
by anganwadi cum creches will be funded under both the Saksham Anganwadi and Poshan 2.0 and the Palna scheme. This could lead
to a lack of clarity in alocating funds and providing infrastructure. Other physical infrastructure will be also shared, which could lead
to economies of scale if both are on the same premises.

However, what could be more of a concern is the workload of anganwadi workers and helpers. The procedure specifies the additional
work for them under Palna (along with recruiting a créche worker and helper) and puts the onus of defining the work schedule on
states. There are concerns over the workload and payment of scheme workers (who are just given honorariums), and the procedure does
not provide any guidelines on their remuneration despite increased responsibilities.

According to union government guidelines, the basic monthly honorarium for an anganwadi helper and worker is Rs. 2,250 and Rs.
4,500, respectively.# Despite long hours of work and a multitude of responsibilities, their payments remain quite poor. These payments
are considered to be honoraria and not wages or salaries. This reveals the state of underpayment for care work in India.®

The silence of the Palna standard operating procedure on remuneration, timings, and work diversification could also lead to problems in
combining creches with anganwadis and reduced remunerations to créche workers, as happened in Chandigarh in January 2024. Other
questions arise when money from sources such as corporate socia responsibility funds and smart city projects are used for day-care and
creches. There could be irregularities in alocating public funds and in sustaining it.
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These issues question the viability and sustainability of the modified creche scheme India now has, particularly its functioning across
states. The guidelines and operating procedures of Palna have to be revised. More details on the operational timelines of créches and
the work conditions and remunerations of anganwadi cum creche workers have to be in place if créches are to function efficiently in
the country.

Neeha Susan Jacob is a doctoral candidate at the Centre for Development Studies (CDS), Kerala, studying regional and spatial
inequalities in urban India. Shraddha Jain is a doctoral candidate at CDS, Kerala, researching on gender relations, with a focus on
women’'s paid and unpaid work, and care work.

Footnotes:

1 Demand-side factors include lack of gainful employment and opportunities, and supply-side factors include household and care
responsibilities that limit women’s ability to take part in paid work.

2 According to their budget descriptions, both schemes primarily provided day-care facilities for children of working women, but they
also provided the same facilities to other deserving women belonging to families whose monthly income was not more than Rs. 12,000.

3 Creches are of two types—standalone or anganwadi cum créches. Eight states have neither as per the latest data. For a detailed list
of the number of these two types of active créches, see Annexure Il of the Lok Sabha Qn. no. 316 dated 24 July 2024.

4 States can make decisions on the payment made to anganwadi workers and helpers and many states pay more than the basic
honorarium. For instance, the Delhi government increased the monthly payment of anganwadi workers to Rs. 12,720 and Rs. 6,810 for
helpers after their continuous protests.

5 The minimum wage for an unskilled worker in Delhi in 2023 was Rs. 17,494, which was much more than what an anganwadi or a
creche worker was paid.

References:
Association for Stimulating Know How (2011): “SEWA Childcare: Impact Assessment Report for Year 2011.”

Barros, Ricardo Paes de, Pedro Olinto, Trine Lunde and Mirela Caralho (2013): “The Impact of Access to Free Childcare on Women’'s
Labour Market Outcomes: Evidence from a Randomised Trial in Low-income Neighbourhoods of Rio de Janeiro.”

Chaturvedi, Surabhi (2019): “Social Safety Net for Maternity Protection and Early Childhood Development in India’, Initiative for What
Works to Advance Women and Girls in the Economy (IWWAGE) Working Paper Series, New Delhi. https://iwwage.org/wp-
content/upl oads/2019/12/ChildcareseriesPaper3.pdf

Khera, Reetika and Nandini Nayak (2009): “Women Workers and Perceptions of the National Rural Employment Guarantee Act”,
Economic and Political Weekly, pp. 49-57.

Mishra, Rita, Sarathy, Nirupama and Rao, Nainy (2022): “Women Need Créches’, Mobile Creches Report, Delhi. https:.//ecdan.org/wp-
content/uploads/2022/10/MC_WomenNeedCreches_Final-Study-Report_2022.pdf

Nandi, Arijit, Parul Agarwal, Anoushaka Chandrashekar and Sam Harper (2020): “Access to Affordable Day-care and Women's
Economic Opportunities: Evidence from a Cluster-randomised Intervention in Indid’, Journal of Development Effectiveness, 12, No. 3:
pp. 219-39.

Narayan, Swati (2022): “Fifteen Years of India's NREGA: Employer of the Last Resort?’ Indian Journa of Labour Economics, 65, No.
3. pp. 779-99.

Sudarshan, Ratna M. (2011): “Indias Nationa Rural Employment Guarantee Act: Women's Participation and Impacts in Himachal
Pradesh, Keraa and Rajasthan”, Centre for Socid Protection Research Report.
http://164.52.210.154:8080/j spui/bitstream/123456789/269/ 1/ CSP%20Research%20Report. pdf

Zaidi, Mubashira, Shraddha Chigateri, Deepta Chopra and Keetie Roelen: (2017): “*My Work Never Ends: Women's Experiences of
Balancing Unpaid Care Work and Paid Work through WEE Programming in India.”




