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Abstract

This thesis studies recent state-led experiments in urban social protection in India, focusing on
Rajasthan’s Urban Employment Guarantee Scheme (Indira Gandhi Rozgar Guarantee Yojana
(IRGY)) and a public canteen initiative (Indira Rasoi Yojana). Both programs emerged in
response to the vulnerabilities exposed during the COVID-19 lockdowns, particularly among
low-income informal workers in cities. Through fieldwork in Jaipur and Udaipur, including
household surveys, interviews, and administrative data, the thesis examines how these schemes
were implemented, who they reached, and what shaped their outcomes. It builds upon the
following strands of literature within development economics: public works programs,
women’s work and urban social protection. It is found that IRGY enables women’s entry or re-
entry into the labour force and provides a suitable wage employment opportunity for many. In
a context where female labour force participation rates have historically been very low, IRGY
represents a novel intervention in urban employment policy by expanding the pool of working
women, not just redistributing work among those already employed. Half of the IRGY
participants in the survey (comprising 8% of the total sample of working-age women) joined
the workforce for the first time through this program. The wages earned through the program
amounted to nearly 10% of their annual household incomes and contributed to the personal
savings of nearly half of the workers in the sample, helped one-third fulfil essential needs and
reduced indebtedness for almost a quarter. However, the program still needs to overcome
several challenges to effectively improve outcomes, including effective self-selection, program
implementation, generation of days of work and payment delays. The challenges in
implementation also highlight deeper governance issues in urban areas and the complexities of
informality. The public canteens in Rajasthan are found to address food insecurity by offering
affordable, nutritious meals and ensuring access to all through their universal design, especially
for those excluded from targeted welfare schemes and migrants. The One Nation One Ration
Card (ONORC) initiative introduced in the Public Distribution System tries to enable
portability of ration benefits across states, however, it is found to have low uptake in addition
to a fundamental limitation in catering to mobile and migrant urban households. The thesis
recognises that programmes like IRGY and Indira Rasoi Yojana represent a shift in how
welfare is understood, treating core necessities such as work and food as guaranteed

entitlements rather than things people must secure through the market.
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