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Preface 

 

In this volume, we have attempted to look closely at India’s demographic 
transition, specifically from the perspective of social, economic and gender equity.  

We will be making these four main arguments in the pages of this study of India’s 
demographic transition: 
 

1. Demographic transition does not automatically yield a demographic 
dividend. The ‘youthful bulge’ is created by lags in decline of fertility behind 
declines in mortality rates. But for this to actually result in high economic 
growth, the requirement on the one hand is that the young people who are 
entering the work-force are equipped with the nutrition, health, education, 
training and morale to be able to contribute to their full potential to the 
economy and society (and to their own sense of being and worth). On the 
other, it requires that sufficient employment opportunities of decent work 
are available for all these young people. 
 

2. In India, the evidence is that both these conditions are being very 
imperfectly met. The state continues to make very low public investments in 
nutrition, health-care, education and social protection, compared to most 
comparable countries in the world. At the same time, markets are entirely 
unable to compensate for these failures in state provisioning of access of 
large populations to these essential public goods. Equally damaging to 
India’s capacity to harness its demographic dividend is that high economic 
growth has yielded almost jobless growth, with the few jobs being created 
being low-end, low-paid, insecure and unprotected. The situation is 
aggravated by the continuing agrarian crisis, deepened by abysmally low 
public investments in agriculture, which still employs more than half the 
work-force. The majority of young people are therefore being excluded 
from economic opportunity, and condemned instead to distress migration 
and low-end exploitative employment. 
 

3. Life chances, in terms of nutrition, health, child and maternal survival, life 
expectancy and economic well-being have improved in India. But the 
improvement has been slower compared to comparable countries, and 
significantly unequal for socially disadvantaged groups by class, gender, 
caste, religious identity and disability. Life chances, understood as 
opportunities to improve one’s social and economic situation are equally 
stymied for these same historically disadvantaged and dispossessed groups. 
 

4. These are not insolvable problems, if we recognise first that this situation of 
unequal life chances is not inevitable, but is the direct consequence of public 
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policy in neo-liberal times. The state can reverse these trends only with high 
public investment in its greatest wealth, its human beings, by extending 
universal quality nutrition, health-care, education and social protection to all 
its people, and ensuring significantly higher investments in agriculture, 
especially to protect the incomes of farm workers and small and marginal 
rain-fed farmers, fish-workers, forest-workers and artisans.  
 

5. The argument does not hold that we lack sufficient funds for such public 
investments. How much we tax, and who we tax from are also public 
choices, and India’s low tax: GDP ratio and high burdens of indirect 
taxation are the causes of India’s inability to invest in its people, squandering 
a great part of its demographic dividend, jeopardising growth, and causing 
both lost potential and avoidable human suffering of millions of its people. 
This can and must change with more just and compassionate public policies.  
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1. 
Unequal Survival: 

Overview of  Demographic Trends 

  
Until the early 1990s, there was little dispute to the idea that the state is primarily 
responsible to ensure a better life for impoverished and oppressed millions, and 
that this would be accomplished by direct state action, including for directly 
provisioning basic public goods such as school, higher and technical education and 
health care. This perception about the role of  the state changed dramatically when 
in 1991, India launched what are known as ‘structural reforms’. The promise of  
economic reforms was that these would unfetter the economy and spur economic 
growth and development, and that growth would crank up manifold the creation 
of  wealth and jobs, and through this would erase poverty, hunger and want. It is 
both callous and disingenuous to ignore the evidence that growth by itself  is no 
guarantee of  a better life for people of  social and economic disadvantage, which 
surely should be both its primary objective and the paramount yardstick for 
evaluation of  its success. The unequal distribution of  wealth, crony capitalism, low 
public investments in health, education, social protection and infrastructure, and 
the chronic neglect of  small-farm agriculture continue to shackle millions into 
hunger, want, low-end uncertain employment, distress footloose migration, 
damaged health and survival chances, and denial of  quality education that could 
harness young people’s full potential. 
 

The benefits of  social development and economic growth in terms of  
employment, education, nutrition, healthcare, clean water, sanitation, housing and 
social protection have reached far fewer numbers of  historically disadvantaged 
groups like women, tribal people, Dalits and Muslims than the rest of  the 
population. In India, the burden of  unequal birth weigh heavily on those born into 
disadvantaged castes, gender, religion and tribes. This chapter attempts to show 
though life chances in terms of  nutrition, health, child and maternal survival, life 
expectancy, access to education and economic well-being seem to have improved 
in India, this improvement has been slower compared to comparable countries and 
significantly unequal for socially disadvantaged groups by class, gender, caste, and 
religious identity. 
 

One of  the most important linkages that this chapter seeks to bring out is that 
unequal life chances in health and education is both a cause and consequence of  
unequal life chances in work. Evidence of  high distress migration and 
informalization among scheduled tribes, as discussed in the next chapter, is one of  
the important factors explaining high level of  maternal and child deaths among 
them. Denial of  adequate wages, job security, maternity benefits, safe work 
conditions and social protection leads to poor survival chances. Therefore, a policy 
response to address these unequal life chances in health and education among 
these marginalised groups in the direction of  expanding investment in these 
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sectors will remain skewed or be futile unless it goes hand in hand with labour 
protection and adequate investment in agriculture. A “growth” story that is built 
upon the edifice of  informalization and casualization and the incumbent 
uncertainty of  unprotected labour is inimical to the improvement of  life chances 
particularly of  those most vulnerable.   
 

Demographic Transition in India 

 

Demographic transition caused by significant movements in fertility and mortality 
began for different countries at different time periods. The less industrialised 
countries experienced such transitions driven by changes in fertility and mortality 
rates only in the twentieth century. In the case of  India, mortality decline began in 
the early twentieth century as a result of  which overall life expectancy rose from 24 
years in 1920 to 62 years in 20001. However, the fall in fertility rates began only 
around 1960, leading to fall in child dependency ratio as well as what 
demographers call the total dependency ratio.2 
 

Today, in the second decade of  the 21st century, India straddles the middle of  what 
is often described as the ‘first demographic dividend phase’, with a high proportion 
of  persons in the working age population, which is expected to boost levels of  per 
capita income. The argument is that during periods of  demographic transition in 
which a greater proportion of  the population is in the productive age groups, and a 
smaller proportion of  the population is dependent on them, the economy will 
benefit. But as we will argue through this study, this phase of  demographic 
transition only creates the potential for reaping a demographic dividend.  This 
dividend can only actually be realized if  the challenge of  ensuring adequate 
investment in the nutrition, health, education and skill building of  young people is 
ensured, and also that there are enough opportunities for productive employment 
available to all these young people, so as to provide them with employment 
opportunities with adequate emoluments. It is noteworthy that in order to reap the 
potential benefits of  demographic dividend, there must be a synergy between 
economic transition, education transition, health transition and reproductive health 
transition.  As we will establish in this study, all of  these conditions are 
unsatisfactorily met in India, with poor public investments and outcomes in 
nutrition, health-care, education and social protection as evidenced later in this 
study. This is further aggravated with wide evidence of  nearly jobless growth, and 
the transition to more and more insecure, low-paid, unprotected and casualized 
employment, and the profound, chronic, unaddressed agrarian crisis. We will 
examine all of  these in the subsequent chapters. 
 

                                                           
1Lee 2003 
2Old-age dependency ratio was lower prior to 1960s on account of  lower life expectancy levels and child 
dependency ratio mainly explained total dependency ratio. Old age dependency ratio stood at 5.4 per 100 
population 15-64 during 1960s which increased continuously to reach 8.56 per 100 population 15-64 
during 2015 (World Bank). 
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We wish to introduce also at the start a conceptual caveat. Total dependency Ratio 
is the ratio of  number of  children (<15 years old) and older persons (≥ 65 years 
old) in the population, to the number of  people in the working-age groups (15–64 
year old). However in India, cut-off  point for older persons is set at 60 because of  
lower retirement age. Our caveat is that this indicator has some limitations. It does 
not take into account the fact that a significant proportion of  older persons 
continue to contribute to economic activity, both paid and unpaid. As established 
by Penny Vera-Sanso in research into old age livelihoods and urban poverty in the 
south Indian city of  Chennai (2007-10), the research found that older people make 
significant contributions to the local and global economy through their paid and 
unpaid work and through their filling of  economic niches that younger people 
vacate in favour of  more direct engagement in the global economy. Yet older 
people's work is disregarded through uninformed policy and planning; exposing 
older people to policy shifts that can threaten their livelihoods and undermine their 
rights as workers and their right to development under the UN Convention on the 
Right to Development.3 The World Social Protection Report 2014-15 by ILO 
reveals that in India only 24.1 percent of  the elderly population receives some kind 
of  old-age pension benefits. The number is way lower than countries like China 
(74.4 percent), Nepal (62.5 percent) and Bangladesh (39.5 percent)4. This report 
also highlights that India’s social protection expenditure for older people as 
percentage of  GDP is merely 0.75 percent which is lowest among BRICS nations 
with Brazil spending the highest at 7.76 percent (see more in chapter 3). Therefore the 
binary between ‘working’ and ‘dependent’ older populations is problematic. 

Vera-Sanso argues that ‘India is now entering the final stages of  transition from a 
population with high fertility and high mortality to one with low fertility and low 
mortality and is doing so in the context of  widespread poverty and under-
developed social and infrastructural provision. The rapidly growing population of  
young adults, the accelerating growth of  the older population and the increasing 
feminisation of  old age have  important and largely unrecognised implications for 
the economy, inter-generational transfers and the experience of  old age that do not 
conform with the usual accounts of  a rising burden of  old age dependency.  Yet 
most academic and policy interest in India’s shifting population structure focuses 
on the ‘working generation’, defined as 15-60 years, and of  these the focus is on 
the ‘youth’ who, it is thought, could potentially deliver a ‘demographic dividend’ of  
rapid economic growth. Old age, in these formulations is seen (if  discussed at all) 
as an uninterrupted period of  dependence.  In contrast to this idea, the argument 
here is that older people’s paid and unpaid work is needed to realise the 
demographic dividend and to counter the negative consequences of  the shift to 
low fertility and low mortality’. Drawing on mixed methods fieldwork that spanned 

                                                           
3http://www.researchcatalogue.esrc.ac.uk/grants/ES.J020788.1/read 
4World Social Protection Report 2014/15 - Building economic recovery, inclusive development and social 
justice 
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two decades, she demonstrates that older people play a key role in reducing family 
poverty and in supporting economic growth5. 
Moreover, the idea of  the dependency ratio does not take into consideration the 
fact that some of  the people under 15 are economically active in developing 
countries like India. Latest official estimates report around 5 million children 
economically active in the labour market, which is 2 percent of  the total child 
population of  India in the age group 5–14 years. Child rights activists, however, 
argue that the actual numbers of  child workers are much larger, because children 
not in school are hidden child workers, rearing younger siblings, tending the home, 
or helping parents earn in the fields, home- based work or vending. This is the 
much larger proportion of  ‘nowhere children’, namely children who are not in 
school but also not deemed to be in work. These are hidden child labour, 
expanding the numbers of  working children to a much larger number of  four 
times as many as enumerated child workers. Also, there can be a considerable 
proportion of  young population who is going to school and yet economically 
active. Here again, any claims of  addressing life opportunities of  children and 
adolescents will prove to be a farce as long as child labour laws are moulded to 
cater to further informalization. For instance, the 2016 Child Labour (Prohibition 
and Regulation) Amendment Act has slashed the list of  hazardous occupations for 
children from 83 to 3. The amendment also allows child labour in family 
enterprises. Considering India’s child labour is mostly in caste based work with 
poor families trapped in intergenerational debt bondage, it ends up legalizing 
almost the entire pool of  child labourers. 
 

Population growth and age structure impact all development outcomes. Migration 
and urbanization add to this impact. The effect is visible in the country’s 
consumption, production, employment, income distribution, poverty and social 
protection, including pensions. This, in turn, raises the stakes in initiatives for 
ensuring universal access to health, education, housing, sanitation, water, food and 
energy – all national sustainable development priorities. In India, efforts to reduce 
poverty and improve living conditions for a large and growing population tend to 
place mounting pressures on the finite resources, challenging environmental 
sustainability, and contributing to climate change and natural disasters. Also, when 
high fertility rates are the result of  unplanned pregnancies and births, it points to 
limited access women have to reproductive health services, and imbalances in 
terms of  women’s autonomy and gender equality. 
 

                                                           
5Vera-Sanso, P. (2014). Reconceiving the impact of  population change: A class- and gender-based analysis 
of  ageing in poverty in urban South India. In: Gooptu, N., & Parry, J. (Eds.) The Persistence of  Poverty 
in India. New Delhi: Social Science Press. 
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Moreover, the pace of  population growth in India has been slowing down over the 
decades. The percentage decadal growth during 2001-2011 fell by 3.9 percentage 
points compared to 2.5 in the previous decade – the sharpest decline since 
Independence. The average annual exponential growth rate in 1991, 2001 and 2011 
were 2.16 percent, 1.97 percent and 1.64 percent, respectively. 
 

There has been a shift in the population composition across the decades.  Figure 1 
shows the trends in the distribution of  population across three broad age groups in 
India during 1971-2011. The percentage of  population in age group (0-14) which 
was a little above 40 percent in 1971, declined by about 10 percentage points in 
2011. The ‘working age’ population (15-59) increased continuously since 1971 to 
reach about 60 percent of  the total population in 2011. With the steady fall in the 
levels of  mortality and improvement in life expectancy, the proportion of  older 
persons increased only marginally during 1971-2011 forming 8-10 percent of  the 
total population. This trend clearly indicates that the demographic transition is 
emerging in India. 
 
Figure 1 : Trends in Population Distribution by Age Groups in India, 1971-2011 

 
Source: Census of  various years 

 

According to UN estimates, India’s population is expected to increase from 1,303 
million in 2015 to 1,705 million by 2050. By 2050, India’s population is projected 
to be 25 percent higher than China’s and India to surpass China in 2022 in having 
largest national population among all countries on the planet. There will be marked 
changes in the age-composition of  India’s population by 2050.  The proportion of  
children from 0-14 years will fall from 28.8 percent to 19.1 percent and the 
proportion of  population above 60 years will more than double from 8.9 percent 
in 2015 to 19.4 percent during 2015-2050.  The country needs to plan for ensuring 
just and humane social protection and free health-care for this large older 
population. The proportion of  ‘working population’ (15-59 years of  age) will 



 
 

11 
 

decline marginally from 62.3 percent in 2015 to 61.5 percent in 2050. In absolute 
numbers, it will cross the billion mark.  Gainful employment will have to be found 
for the billion plus workforce. In a later chapter, we will describe how great a 
challenge this remains. At the time of  writing, in 2016, a million people are being 
added to our workforce every month, yet not more than a tiny fraction of  these are 
finding gainful employment, let alone decent work. Hence the term jobless growth. 
 
Figure 2: Percentage of  population by broad age groups, India 2001-2026 

 
Source: Report of  the Office of  the Registrar General and Census Commissioner 2006, ‘Population 
Projections for India and States 2001-2026’. 

 

Figure 2 shows the present and projected changes in the age structure of  India’s 
population from 2001-2026 using census estimates. The percentage of  ‘working 
age’ population is expected to continue to increase during 2001-2021 after which it 
is projected to stabilise during 2026. Also, the young population is expected to 
decline further up to 2026 while the percentage of  older age population is 
expected to rise. Despite the reality of  old-age working populations, many planners 
are concerned about the ageing of  our population, because of  its expected effects 
in terms of  workforce shortage, economic growth slowdown, fiscal pressure, 
‘burden’ of  pensions and the ending of  the possibilities of  a demographic 
dividend. But it is important not to look at ageing populations, and the 
responsibility of  extending to them pensions, as a burden, but as a social 
responsibility to a section of  the population that has been and continues in many 
ways to be economically and socially productive. 
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Figure 3:  Age Dependency Ratio in India, 1965-2015 

 
Source: World Bank6 
Note: Data are shown as the proportion of  dependents per 100 working-age population and 15-64 is 
treated as working ages as per United Nations Population Division. 

 

A positive consequence of  the demographic change is the fall in the dependency 
ratio with fall in child dependency ratio more than old dependency ratio. Figure 3 
shows the trends in age dependency ratio in India for the period 1965-2015. The 
dependency ratio has fallen by about 30 percentage points during this period from 
80.6 in 1965 to 52.4 in 2015. Most of  this accounted by drop in child population 
from 41.4 percent in 1965 to 28.8 percent in 2015. This window of  opportunity 
has been open for most of  the South Asian countries, which have experienced 
substantial fall in fertility rates. However, demography by itself  does not provide 
dividends, it only provides that opportunity. Whether we would be able to reap the 
dividend depends, as we emphasised earlier, on human capital investments and job 
creation. With the current “growth” regime being one of  jobless growth; with 
gainful dignified employment being replaced by footloose migrants in distress 
desperate to work under subhuman conditions - can this be called any “dividend”? 
If  we are to identify the potential opportunities that our demographic transition 
holds in store, it is important that we first understand the changes in age structure 
over time. 
 
 

 
 

                                                           
6World Bank staff  estimates using the World Bank's population and age distributions of  the United 
Nations Population Division's World Population Prospects. The World Bank's population estimates are 
from various sources including the United Nations Population Division's World Population Prospects; 
census reports and statistical publications from national statistical offices; Eurostat's Demographic 
Statistics; United Nations Statistical Division, Population and Vital Statistics Report (various years); U.S. 
Census Bureau: International Database; and Secretariat of  the Pacific Community, Statistics and 
Demography Programme. 
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Changes in the Age Structure 

 

The age structure of  the population is rapidly changing with the demographic 
transition during the past few decades. The age structure not only reflects the past 
trends in fertility and mortality but also affects development opportunities. It also 
provides an opportunity to make provisions for healthcare and education, 
employment opportunities and social protection so as to facilitate ‘inclusion’ 
among all age groups. Transition in age structure occurs in two phases. In the first 
phase, there is an increase in the working age population with the potential to reap 
a demographic dividend. However, this phase is transitory and leads to second 
phase with increase in the population of  elderly. 
 

Moreover, the transition has not been uniform throughout the country. There is 
evidence that suggests that most of  the states are yet to reach maximum working 
age population ratio. The median age of  India in 2011 was a young 24 years, with 
the median age ranging from 20 in Bihar and UP to 31 years in Kerala7. Thus, there 
exists a north-south divide in the phases of  demographic change in the country 
with a very young/ child population in the north to a bulging young/adult national 
population to older population in the south. This in itself  makes the notion of  
‘demographic dividend’ complex as within one nation, there are different 
demographic cycles experienced by different states at the same time. However, 
there is an opportunity for the states which are greying and have gone past their 
first dividend phase to reap a second dividend with labour from within India to fill 
in the working age population pool. It is important to mention that the benefits of  
demographic transition, economic growth and social development has been 
skewed in favour of  already better-off  in the society, resulting in unequal life 
chances for marginalised sections. This puts the assumptions of  demographic 
dividend theory to test in the framework of  India as Western Europe did not 
factor in the prevalence of  unequal life chances across different sections of  the 
population which slows down the capability to reap benefits from a large working 
population. The later sections unfold the life chances among disadvantaged groups 
in detail. 
 

The age-sex pyramid captures the demographic development in illuminating ways. 
The age pyramid of  developing countries today is peculiar with a wide base with 
bulge in the middle and a shrinking top. However, the shape has changed over a 
period of  time. This can be seen from figure 4 which shows the changing age 
pyramid for 1975, 2000 and projected for 2025, 2050 in India. In 1975, the 
pyramid was wide at the bottom with maximum percentage of  population 
belonging to age group 0-4 with shrinking sides and pointed top. However by 
2000, there is a fall in population of  age groups 0-14, more so among 0-4 due to 
reduction in fertility, with bulge moving upwards. By 2025, the bulge is expected to 

                                                           
7Srinath, P. 2013. “The Age of  India”. The Transition State. Drawn from 
http://catalyst.nationalinterest.in/tag/dependency-ratio/ 

http://catalyst.nationalinterest.in/tag/dependency-ratio/
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be at its peak with heavy population in the middle age group (15-64) with a 
narrower base and an increase at the top. However by 2050, India will experience 
an odd shaped age pyramid, with a narrower base and a wider top with shrinking 
middle signalling the closing of  the opportunity to secure a demographic dividend 
from then on. But it can still continue to reap demographic dividend as long as the 
percentage of  working age population is more than child and old age dependency 
combined. 
 
Figure 4: Changing age pyramids in India, 1975-2050 

 
Source: Drawn from World Health Organization Publication 2008.‘Health in Asia and the Pacific’ chapter 
3 .pp 38. World Health Organization Regional Offices for South-East Asia and the Western Pacific. 

   
Differences in the shape of  age pyramids among BRICS nations is presented in 
Figure 5 which reflect the differences in the population distribution and the phases 
of  demographic transition in these countries. 
 
Figure 5: Age pyramid in BRICS nations, 2014 
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Source: www.indexmundi.com ; Original source: CIA World Factbook 

 

In 2014, the pyramid of  China and Russia is characterised by a bulging population 
in the middle (15-64) with narrow base and an increasing proportion of  older 
persons. While India and Brazil both have a wider base as compared to rest but the 
transition in Brazil has begun, with fall in the child population and a bulge moving 
upwards. India is yet to achieve its maximum working age population. South Africa 
is half  way through the demographic transition with youngest cohorts in working 
age beginning to contract. Russia had lower fertility rates but China and Brazil have 
achieved lower than replacement levels from a high Total Fertility Rate of  4.5 per 
child during 1970s.  While India will continue to enjoy growing demographic 
advantage over the BRICS as it still has fertility above the replacement rate, reaping 
a dividend seems to be difficult if  the present scenario of  widespread economic 
and social deprivation continues.8 However, a skewed demographic dividend could 

                                                           
8According to World Bank, seven out of  ten Indians still live on less than 2 dollars a day compared with 
two out of  ten in China and only one out of  ten in Brazil. With that level of  poverty,  reaping a 

http://www.indexmundi.com/


 
 

16 
 

result in the states having poor social and economic infrastructure where the 
children belonging to richer families are send out for education and skill 
development. 
 
Figure 6: Percentage population distribution by residence and gender, India 2001-2011 

 
Source: Census 2001 and 2011 

 

There also exist significant inter-group variations in the demographic transition 
taking place in India. A disaggregated analysis is done to see how age structure has 
changed for the population across gender, rural-urban, SC/STs and Muslim 
categories. The rural-urban differences in the population distribution in India 
during 2001-2011 shown in figure 6 indicates that percentage of  population in age 
group 0-14 has come down in both rural and urban areas. There has been an 
increase in the ‘working age’ population (15-24 and 25-59), more so in urban areas 
during 2011. It should be mentioned that during 2001, the greater part of  the child 
population lived in rural areas whereas the majority of  the ‘working age population’ 
lived in urban areas. However, during the 2011 working age population bulged for 
both rural and urban areas. This is one reason why the continuing agrarian crisis 
has so badly hit employment prospects. 
Figure 7: Percentage population distribution by Scheduled Castes, residence and gender. 
India 2001-2011 

 
Source: Census 2001 and 2011 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
demographic dividend requires not just increased numbers of  people working but also increased 
productivity, which is determined by their health, nutrition and education levels. 
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Figure 8: Percentage population distribution by Scheduled Tribes, residence and gender. 
India 2001-2011 

 
Source: Census 2001 and 2011 

 

An analysis of  population distribution among Scheduled Castes (SCs) and 
Scheduled Tribes (STs) in rural-urban areas is presented in figures 7 and 8 
respectively. The demographic transition has been unfolding for both SCs and STs 
during 2001-2011 with fall in the child population and increase in the ‘working age’ 
population (15-24 and 25-59 years) and a marginal increase in the older population. 
There exist rural-urban differentials in the population distribution for both SCs 
and STs with population aged 0-14 and 60 above more in rural areas whereas 
population belonging to working age (combined 15-24 and 25-59) more in urban 
areas. This indicates that there lies an increasing opportunity for both SCs and STs 
in rural areas to secure demographic advantage from transitions in age structure by 
providing them equal life chances in health, nutrition, education and employment 
as they are yet to have their maximum working age population. Such opportunities 
are nullified by facts that speak to the contrary. SCs and STs feature highest in IMR 
(NFHS 2005-06) and MMR (RCH-2 2002-04) respectively. Also, STs feature 
highest in U5MR (NFHS 2005-06) and illiteracy. In such a context (as evidenced in 
subsequent chapters), these historically marginalized people are also 
overrepresented in rural indebtedness, in seasonal migration and casualized 
workforce with near to none social security. Does this paradigm of  growth provide 
these vulnerable groups any opportunity to be the beneficiaries of  growth 
prospects arising from demographic transition? 

 

Similarly, transition in the age structure of  the Muslim population for  rural-urban 
areas is presented in figure 9, which shows that during 2001-2011, the Muslim 
population in the working age group has increased but not as much as rest of  the 
country. The demographic transition has been slower for Muslims in rural areas as 
a large proportion of  the population still belongs to age group 0-14 in both 2001 
and 2011. However, the transition is taking place better for Muslims in urban areas 
from 2001 to 2011. 
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Figure 9: Percentage population distribution by Muslims, residence and gender. India 
2001-2011 

 
Source: Census 2001 and 2011 

 

A comparison of  demographic transition across SCs, STs and Muslims show that 
the pace of  transition is slower for Muslims as compared to SCs and STs, because 
of  high fertility. However, the transition for SCs and STs has been comparatively 
fast with population moving towards the ‘working age’ group. The demographic 
bonus that depends on the pace of  fertility reduction has still a long way to go for 
Muslims in India and more so for those who live in rural areas. The following 
section examines the levels and trends in the fertility in India across different 
sections of  Indian society. 
 

Fertility 

 

The main characteristics of  demographic transition include mortality decline, 
fertility decline, the natural increase of  population9, urbanisation and ageing. 
Controlling fertility is more difficult than reducing mortality, which is evident from 
the demographic transition phase where mortality decline precedes fertility decline. 
India experienced high fertility levels in the early part of  twentieth century with 
Crude Birth Rate (CBR) above 40 (per thousand population). Though there has 
been some decline in the 1940s, it was only after 1970s a steady fall could be seen. 
At the all India level, the CBR declined by 8 percent during 1971-81 and by 28.8 
percent during 1991-2014. The Total Fertility Rate (TFR)10 has also dropped 
significantly from 5.2 in 1971 to 3.6 in 1991 and to 2.3 in 2014 as per Sample 
Registration System (SRS) estimates. Though fertility rates in rural areas have been 
higher than urban areas, the rural urban gap has narrowed over these years. 
 

                                                           
9Natural Increase of  Population is crude birth rate minus crude death rate. Crude Birth Rate is the 
number of  live births per year, is estimated mid-year and is reported per 1000 living people. Crude Death 
Rate is the number of  deaths per year, is estimated mid-year and is reported per 1000 living people. 
10Total Fertility Rate (TFR) is defined as the average number of  children that would be born per woman 
during her entire reproductive period. With nearly equal chance of  male and female births, a TFR of  2.0 
is considered replacement level. 
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Fertility transition has been occurring across all states and across all sections of  the 
population but some are ahead and have lower fertility than average, while some 
are lagging behind. During 2001-2011, replacement level of  fertility has been 
achieved in 21 states/ UTs which account for 44 percent of  India’s population. But 
there has been a north-south divide in the attainment of  reduced fertility level. The 
TFR varied from 3.9 in Bihar to 2.6 at national level to 1.7 in Kerala during 2008 
and 3.4 in Bihar to 2.3 at national level to 1.8 in Kerala during 2013.11

 

 
Table 1: Total Fertility Rates per woman as per Census 2001 & 2011 

 Scheduled Castes Scheduled Tribes Muslim All India 

 2001 2011 2001 2011 2001 2011 2001 2011 

Total 2.9 2.3 3.2 2.6 3.1 2.7 2.5 2.4 

Rural 3.1 2.5 3.2 2.7 3.5 3.0 2.8 2.7 

Urban 2.1 1.8 2.2 1.8 2.3 2.2 1.8 1.9 

Source: Office of  the Registrar General and Census Commissioner 2001 & 2011, India 

 

Table 1 shows changes in the TFR among Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes and 
Muslims vis-a-vis all India during 2001-2011. It can be seen that the differentials 
between caste and tribe exist but not very wide. Fertility levels among Scheduled 
Tribes are higher than Scheduled Castes and more so in rural areas than urban 
areas.   
However, TFR for Muslims (2.7) is high compared to SCs (2.3), STs (2.6) and  all 
India level (2.4) as per Census 2011. The rate of  decline in the total fertility among 
Scheduled Tribes is more than that for Muslims. A rural-urban comparison of  TFR 
across all categories reflect that the gap has narrowed between 2001 and 2011. 
 

High TFR among rural Muslims of  3 per woman during 2011 compared to 
national level and socially disadvantaged groups needs a deeper analysis. It is 
important here to state that comparing fertility rates among Muslims and Hindus 
as though these are homogenous categories in not appropriate and can be 
misleading. This is because Muslims face high level of  economic deprivation than 
Hindus as a whole. Large families is not a result of  Muslim culture  and norms but 
rather the result of  low education level, poverty and social exclusion faced by 
them, resulting in unequal life chances to them. There is increasing evidence that 
suggests that socio economic characteristics actually explains fertility differentials 
rather than religion in India12. Hindus and Muslims of  comparable economic and 
educational status have comparable fertility levels. For instance, TFR among 
Muslims in Kerala is 1.6 which is the same as the TFR in the state overall. However 
in northern states where TFR is high , the difference between fertility levels of  

                                                           
11Sample Registration System (SRS) Estimates 
12Iyer S (2002). ‘Understanding religion and the economics of  fertility in India’. Centre of  South Asia 
Studies Occasional Paper 2, Centre of  South Asia Studies, Cambridge      
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Hindus and Muslims is high. Increased age at marriage, improved women’s 
education level, improved child survival due to adequate healthcare provision and 
increased adoption of  contraception are key factors that lead to fertility decline. 
 

Age Specific Fertility Rates (ASFR) is defined as the number of  children born to a 
woman in the said age group per 1000 women in the same age group. This 
indicator is important for understanding current and past levels and trends of  
childbearing.13 The age pattern of  fertility has undergone a change in India over 
years. The trends in ASFRs for overall India during 1971-2011 is presented in 
Figure 10. It shows that ASFR in ages above 30 declined much more than in other 
age groups for all years and fertility is more concentrated in age group 20-29 than 
in past. 
 
Figure 10: Age Specific Fertility Rates per 1,000 females from 1971 to 2011- All India 

 
Source: Sample Registration System (SRS), Compendium of  India's Fertility and Mortality Indicators , 
1971 - 2013 

 

Figure 11 shows the ASFRs across caste groups for 2001 and 2011. It maybe 
observed that ASFRs for Scheduled Tribes is more than that for Scheduled Castes 
in all age groups. Also, the fertility is more concentrated among women belonging 
to age group 20-24, while there has been reduction in all other age groups. The 
ASFR (per 1000 women) for women aged 20-24 reduced from 169 to 152 among 
SCs and 168 to 144 among STs during 2001-2011. 
 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
13Age-specific fertility rate measures the fertility of  an age group at a point in time and not as a 
generational change in the overall fertility. 
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Figure 11: Age Specific Fertility Rates per 1,000 females by Scheduled Castes & 
Scheduled Tribe as per Census 2001 & 2011 - All India 

 
Source: Office of  the Registrar General and Census Commissioner 2001 & 2011, India 

 
Figure 12: Age Specific Fertility Rates per 1,000 females among Muslims by residence as 
per Census 2001 & 2011 - All India 

 
Source: Office of  the Registrar General and Census Commissioner 2001 & 2011, India 

 

The change in the ASFR levels in Muslim women during 2001-2011 is presented in 
figure 12. It can be seen that ASFR for Muslim women have declined in this period 
with high fertility concentrated in age 25-29 years in both 2001 and 2011. A 
comparison of  fertility rate among Muslim and SC/ST women during 2011 
indicates that while STs women have high fertility concentrated in 20-24 age group, 
it is in age group 25-29 where Muslim women have highest fertility. The fertility 
among Muslim women is high beyond age 25 compared to SCs and STs. However, 
with respect to fertility in age group 15-19, Muslims have lower fertility 
comparatively, high for SCs in 2001 (37 per 1000 women) and STs in 2011(30 per 
1000 women). 
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Reproductive health of  adolescents is an important area of  concern. Adolescent 
fertility rate14 in India is still high even though its contribution to total fertility is on 
decline. Comparison across BRICS reveals that India with adolescent fertility rate 
of  26 births per 1000 women aged 15-19 is ahead of  Brazil (67 per 1000 women) 
and South Africa (47 per 1000 women) but lags behind Russia (24 per 1000 
women) and China (7 per 1000 women) during 2014.15 Low prevalence of  
contraception among married adolescents is one of  the explanations behind high 
fertility rate calling for focused interventions. As per National Family Health 
Survey (NFHS-3) 2005-06, only 13% of  currently married adolescents used 
contraception. Though there is an increase in the use of  contraception to 24% as 
per RSoC 2013-14, the awareness and use of  family planning methods is still very 
low in India. Given that age of  marriage is increasing in India across all social 
groups, high extent of  pregnancies among adolescent girls needs special attention 
in order to reap demographic dividend. The trends and changes in the age at 
marriage is examined in the following section. 
 

Age at Marriage 

 

Age at marriage is an important determinant affecting fertility and population 
growth as it can expose adolescent girls and women to the risks of  early pregnancy 
and childbearing. Early marriage has several adverse consequences for a girl’s 
health.  Such child and adolescent brides are both physically and emotionally not 
ready to participate in sexual intercourse and give birth, and face a higher risk of  
death in childbirth.  They often face intense social pressure to prove their fertility 
soon after their early marriage. When a female marries as a child, the health of  her 
children suffers too. When it comes to negotiating safe sexual practices and the use 
of  family planning methods, it becomes extremely difficult for such young women 
to assert their rights with husbands who are usually older. It may be noted that 
spousal age differences decrease with increase in age at marriage after controlling 
for education. 
  
An early age at marriage for a female indicates the lower levels of  empowerment 
among girls and adolescents, as it curtails access to continuing education and 
freedom to make choices including reproductive choices. An understanding of  the 
trends in the age at the marriage of  woman would give an idea about the levels of  
gender equality and female empowerment. It is popularly believed that the average 
age at marriage for women has increased satisfactorily over the years. But data 
from the National Family Health Survey (NFHS) belies any such optimism. The 
NFHS reveals that the median age at marriage increased by less than a year in 13 

                                                           
14

Adolescent Fertility Rate is the number of births per 1000 women aged 15-19. 
15

World Bank 
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years. The median age at marriage was 16.1 in 1992-93 (NFHS-1), 16.4 in 1998-99 
(NFHS-2) and 16.8 in 2005-06 (NFHS-3)16

 

  
 

Though the proportion of  girls getting married below the age of  18 years has been 
declining over the past two decades, the numbers remain high. According to 
estimates based on the Census17, 10 percent of  girls aged 15-17 (3.3 million) were 
married in 2011 - a minor decline from 13 percent in 2001.  Data also shows early 
onset of  childbearing with early marriage. In 2011, about 25 percent of  married 
girls aged below 15 years had initiated childbearing as compared to 20 percent in 
2001 (457,000). Whereas 25 percent of  married girls aged 15-19 had initiated 
childbearing in 2011 as compared to 27 percent in 2001 [2.8 million]. The increase 
in childbearing among girls aged below 15 years has an impact on their health and 
survival. This further pushes them into the casualized workforce with diminishing 
social protection which again adds to their marginalization. A majority of  these 
girls belongs to states in which fertility is high such as Bihar, Chhattisgarh, 
Jharkhand, Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan and Uttar Pradesh. There exists regional 
variation in the percentage of  women aged 18-29 who marry before legal 
minimum age at marriage, that is 18 years. As per NFHS-3, 64 percent women 
aged 18-29 in Bihar married before 18 years compared to 17 percent in Kerala. 
 
Figure 13: Female mean age at effective marriage by residence in India, 1991-2013 

 
Source: Sample Registration System (SRS), Compendium of  India's Fertility and Mortality Indicators, 
1971 – 2013 

                                                           
16Sunita Kishor and Kamla Gupta. 2009. Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment in India. 
National Family Health Survey (NFHS-3), India, 2005-06. Mumbai: International Institute for Population 
Sciences; Calverton, Maryland, USA: ICF Macro. 

Note: The median age at first marriage and at first cohabitation with one’s spouse for a cohort of  
respondents is the age by which 50 percent of  the cohort marries or cohabits. (NFHS-3). 
17Source: : F Zavier, calculated from census data, 1991, 2001 and 2011 
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Figure 13 shows that the mean age at effective marriage18 for females increased 
continuously from 19.5 in 1991 to 21.3 years in 2013 in India. There has been 
improvement in the mean age at marriage in both rural and urban areas, however 
the rural urban differential in the female mean age at marriage did not narrow 
down during 1991-2013 except during 2003. This suggests that average urban 
women gets married 1.5 years later than an average rural women. 
 
Figure 14:  Percentage of  females who got married by age at effective marriage by 
residence, 1996-2013 

 
Source: Sample Registration System (SRS), Compendium of  India's Fertility and Mortality Indicators, 
1971 - 2013 

 

There has been a shift in the percentage of  females getting married before 18, 
between 18-20 and after 21 years in both rural and urban areas during 1996-2013. 
Figure 14 shows that in rural areas, where about 55 percent of  females got married 
between 18-20 in 1996, in 2013 51 percent got married after 21. Also, the 
percentage of  females married before 18 years reduced from around 21 percent to 
3 percent during 1996-2013 in rural areas. There still exists a rural-urban gap in the 
percentage of  females getting married in different age groups, with more females 
getting married after 20 years in urban areas as compared to rural areas. In urban 
areas, where about 45 percent of  the females got married between 18-20 years in 

                                                           
18The Mean age at effective marriage is the age at consummation of  marriage. ‘The information on the 
number of  females who got effectively married during the reference period of  six months of  each half  
yearly survey is being collected in the Sample Registration System (SRS) from 1990. Based on the 
information on the number of  females, who got effectively married during the last one year, mean age at 
effective marriage for female has been worked out’. (Census) 
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1996; about 72 percent of  the females got married after 21 years in 2013. This 
indicates a significant improvement in the age at which women in rural and urban 
areas are getting married. 
 
Table 2: Percent distribution of  women and men age 15-49 by age at first marriage, 
according to educational attainment and wealth quintile, NFHS-3, India

 
Source:  Table drawn from “Sunita Kishor and Kamla Gupta. 2009. Gender Equality and Women’s 
Empowerment in India. National Family Health Survey (NFHS-3), India, 2005-06. Mumbai: International 
Institute for Population Sciences; Calverton, Maryland, USA: ICF Macro.” 

 

Demographic trends show that the age at marriage increases with rise in education 
levels and the wealth of  the household. The nature and magnitude of  changes in 
the age at marriage of  women and men, with improvements in the education level 
and wealth quintile, is presented in Table 2.  It is noteworthy that with increase in 
education, the percentage of  women getting married before 18 and before 15 
decrease substantially. Among women with more than 12 years of  education, only 
8 percent get married before 18 and 51 percent before 25; compared with 76 
percent before 18 and 94 percent before 25 with no education. With 12 plus years 
of  education 28 percent men get married before 25 years, compared with 75 
percent before 25 with no education. With respect to wealth of  the household, 
around 40 percent of  the women compared to 8 percent men from lowest wealth 
quintile gets married before 15. This indicates the level of  disempowerment and 
inequality faced by women from poor household. Among highest wealth quintile, 
66 percent women gets married before 25 compared with 28 percent for men. 
Thus, both education and wealth increase the age at marriage more for women 
than men. Therefore it is important for the government to invest more into social 
sector in general and education in particular while focusing on gainful employment 
opportunities for its citizens. 
 

A disaggregated analysis across caste and tribe groups and Muslims is also done 
here to track the improvement in the age at marriage for females among SC/STs 
and Muslims, in urban and rural areas, between 2001 and 2011. Table 3 shows the 
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mean age at marriage for SCs and STs, while Table 4 shows the mean age at 
marriage for Muslims during 2001-2011. 
 
Table 3: Mean Age at Marriage by social group, gender and residence in India, 2001-2011 

 

All (Male+Female) 

2001 2011 

Social Group All Rural Urban All India rural Urban 

All 19.8 19.3 21.1 20.6 20.1 21.8 

SC 19.0 18.8 19.9 20.0 19.8 20.8 

ST 19.6 19.5 20.5 20.2 20.1 21.2 

 
 

 

Female 

2001 2011 

Social Group All Rural Urban 
All 
India Rural Urban 

All 17.8 17.5 18.8 18.7 18.3 19.6 

SC 17.2 17.0 17.8 18.2 18.0 18.7 

ST 18.0 17.9 18.4 18.7 18.6 19.3 

Source: The Registrar General & Census Commissioner 2001 & 2011, India 
Note: Mid value for for age group less than 10 is assumed and mid value for age group more than 34 is 
assumed to be 34 only. 

 
Table 4: Mean Age at Marriage by religion, gender and residence in India, 2001-2011 

 

                                      All (Male+Female) 

2001 2011 

Sector\Religion 

All 
religious 
communiti
es Hindu Muslim 

All religious 
communities 

Hind
u Muslim 

All India 19.8 19.6 19.9 20.6 20.5 20.6 

Rural 19.3 19.1 19.5 20.1 20.0 20.2 

Urban 21.1 21.1 20.7 21.8 21.8 21.2 

                                                    Female 
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2001 2011 

Sector\Religion 

All 
religious 
communiti
es Hindu Muslim 

All religious 
communities 

Hind
u Muslim 

All India 17.8 17.7 17.8 18.7 18.6 18.6 

Rural 17.5 17.3 17.5 18.3 18.2 18.3 

Urban 18.8 18.8 18.4 19.6 19.6 19.0 

Source: The Registrar General & Census Commissioner 2001 & 2011, India 
Note: Mid value for for age group less than 10 is assumed and mid value for age group more than 34 is 
assumed to be 34 only. 
 

It is noteworthy that the mean age at marriage overall for Scheduled Castes is lower 
than that for Scheduled Tribes. During 2001-2011, the mean age at marriage 
increased by only one year in case of  rural women belonging to Scheduled Castes 
compared with 0.7 years in the case of  rural women from Scheduled Tribes. 
However, the mean age at marriage combined (male and female) is 2 years more 
than females. Similarly, for all Muslims, though the mean age at marriage increased 
by 0.7 years from 19.9 to 20.6 years from 2001-2011; compared with 0.8 years 
from 17.5 to 18.3 years for Muslim women in rural areas. There is thus an evidence 
of  increase in age at marriage for caste and tribe groups, females, Muslims and 
rural areas, but this increase is not sufficient enough to improve the state of  
unequal life chances faced by them.  
 
Sex Ratio 

 

The sex ratio is a demographic indicator of  utmost importance from the prism of  
equity, reflecting on the life chances of  girls and women in any society. India’s 
troubling story of  the adverse and declining sex ratio tells the story of  persisting 
strong son-preference and the low social status of  women in India including within 
the family. A low sex ratio is linked to patriarchy, women’s rights and agency, 
behavioural and cultural attitudes, socio- economic pressures, and the availability 
and misuse of  modern technology. The counter-intuitive story of  the sex ratio in 
India is that worsening sex ratios are not only a problem of  poor, low-income rural 
households. While people in urban areas are following more, the two child norm, 
one third of  the families have both boys while only one sixth have both girls. 
 

Sex Ratio at Birth denotes the number of  female live births per 1000 male live 
births. It is an indicator showing the discrimination against girl child at birth and 
the practice of  gender biased sex selection. The trends in the sex ratio at birth 
reveals that the sex ratio in rural areas and in India as a whole declined from 1999 
to 2004, after which it improved but only slowly (figure 15). This is attributed to 
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the fertility decline experienced by most of  the states which contributed to change 
in total population. Except Punjab, Haryana, Himachal pradesh, Gujarat and 
Maharashtra, there is less discrimination against girls in other states.19 Compared to 
1999-2004, when the sex ratio dropped from 898 to 880, the period 2004-2012 saw 
an increase from 892 to 909. However, in urban areas, the sex ratio declined till 
2002, after which it rose. It is interesting to note that low sex ratio at birth is more 
an urban phenomenon than rural. During 2012, the sex ratio at birth stood at 910 
in rural areas compared with 906 in urban. Among the major states, sex ratio at 
birth is lowest in Haryana at 786 and highest in Kerala at 969 as per Census 2001. 
Although the ratio improved during 2011 with 824 in Haryana and 977 in Kerala, 
the North South divide still persists.   
  
Figure 15: Trends in Sex Ratio (female per 1000 male) at Birth by residence, 1999-2012 

 
Source: Sample Registration System (SRS), Compendium of  India's Fertility and Mortality 
Indicators ,1971 - 2013 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
19Unisa, S. (2009). An investigation into Masculinization of  sex ratio in India. Retrieved from 
http://iussp2009.princeton.edu/papers/91884 
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Figure 16: Sex Ratio at birth by SC, ST, religion and residence, India 2001 and 2011 

 
Source: Primary Census Abstract (PCA), Census of  India 2001 and 2011 

 

However, the sex ratio varies widely by place of  residence, caste group and 
religion. Changes in the sex ratio at birth across these categories using Census 2001 
and 2011 data is presented in figure 16. It is evident from the data that sex ratio at 
birth for Muslims has worsened more than any other group from 931 in 2001 to 
918 in 2011. However, it is striking to note that sex ratio among marginalised 
sections SCs, STs and Muslims is better than sex ratio of  overall population. Also, 
the sex ratio of  population in urban areas has fallen more (904 to 893) than rural 
areas (906 to 901) during 2001-2011. Scheduled Tribes, India’s poorest social 
group, have the highest sex ratio at birth across all groups with 940 in 2001 and 
935 in 2011. 
    

The overall gender bias and deep-rooted discrimination against women and girl 
children can be gauged by looking at the overall sex ratios as shown in figure 17. It 
can be seen that overall sex ratio has increased from 933 in 2001 to 940 in 2011. 
There is a significant improvement in the sex ratio in urban areas from 900 to 943 
in contrast with rural areas where sex ratio declined from 946 to 929. This 
indicates the increase in gender gap in rural areas. The intergroup disparities reveal 
that STs have highest sex ratios (990 in 2011 over 978 in 2001) followed by 
Muslims (951 in 2011 over 940 in 2001) and SCs (946 in 2011 over 936 in 2001). 
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Figure 17: Overall Sex Ratio by SC, ST, religion and residence, India 2001 and 2011 

 
Source: Primary Census Abstract (PCA), Census of  India 2001 and 2011 

 

A more serious concern is low levels of  child sex ratio in India which worsened 
more after the passage of  Pre-natal Diagnostic Techniques Act (Regulation and 
Prevention of  Misuse) or PCPNDT Act, 1993 which came into force in 1996 and 
was directed at banning sex determination of  the foetus and abortion if  it is 
female.  Child sex ratio denotes the number of  females per 1000 males in the age 
group 0-6 years. It dropped to its lowest level of  918 in 2011 from 927 in 2001, the 
lowest since Independence. Though the child sex ratio is better in rural areas than 
urban areas, the gap has narrowed from 28 to 18 percent points during 2001-11 
(figure 18). Child sex ratio patterns across caste and tribe group and Muslims also 
showed considerable change during this period. Among other categories, 
Scheduled Tribes have highest child sex ratio both during 2001(957) and 2011 
(951) followed by Muslims (950 in 2001 and 943 in 2011) and Scheduled Castes 
(938 in 2001 and 933 in 2011). The child sex ratio is worsening faster for Muslims 
and then Scheduled Tribes as compared to the general population. 
 
Figure 18: Child Sex Ratio (0-6) by SC, ST, religion and residence, India 2001 and 2011 

 
Source: Primary Census Abstract (PCA), Census of  India 2001 and 2011 
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It is to be noted that though scheduled tribes have highest overall sex ratio, sex 
ratio at birth and child sex ratio as per census 2001 and 2011, the fact that as a 
whole they are a severely deprived section is not be ignored. The census figures for 
all tribes reveal that there exist wide variations in sex ratio across individual tribal 
groups. Only two out of  fifty eight tribes have high child sex ratio of  over 1000 
(both from Odisha), rest have ratios as low as 879. Thus, it is important not to 
consider them one homogeneous entity while framing policy directives. 
 
Figure 19: Sex ratio of  population age 0-6 years and sex ratio at birth for all births to 
women age 15-49 in the five years preceding NFHS-3 by wealth quintile, India20

 

  
Source: NFHS-3 

In India, sex ratio varies both with the level of  household wealth and education. 
Figure 19 presents the child sex ratio and sex ratio at birth to women aged 15-49 
by wealth quintiles using NFHS-3 2005-06 estimates. It can be observed that sex 
ratio follows a declining pattern with movement from lowest to highest wealth 
quintiles. Sex ratio at birth is 954 in lowest wealth quintile and 945 in second 
quintile after which it declines sharply and reaches 854 in highest quintile. Similarly, 
child sex ratio after improving marginally from 942 to 947 across lowest two 
quintiles, declines for higher quintiles reaching 856 in highest quintile. 
 

In developing countries, adverse sex ratio can be explained by son preference, rigid 
behavioural attitudes, cultural norms and largely by disadvantaged position of  
females.21 Education is linked to the widening of  people’s freedom to make choice 
                                                           
20Drawn from ‘Sunita Kishor and Kamla Gupta. 2009. Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment in 
India. National Family Health Survey (NFHS-3), India, 2005-06. Mumbai: International Institute for 
Population Sciences; Calverton, Maryland, USA: ICF Macro.’    
21In addition to traditional factors, low sex ratio is often linked to the mobility and large scale in and out 
migration. During 1991, Odisha saw an increase in sex ratio due to in-migration where 39.01 percent of  
the migrants were males and 60.09 percent were females. Devi K. (2003). “Causes of  Declining Sex Ratio 
in Orissa: An Analysis”. The Journal of  Family Welfare 49: 43-49 
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and act and questioning tradition of  strong preference over male child. In India, 
the relationship between sex ratio at birth and education follows a U-shaped curve 
with initial fall in sex ratio with increase in literacy followed by rising sex ratio with 
further improvements in literacy22. This suggests that the effect of  education on 
improving sex ratio or gender equality in natality comes with a lag as it attitudes 
and norms take time to undergo change. 
 

Life Expectancy and Mortality 

 

Life expectancy at birth, Infant Mortality Rate (IMR), Under 5 Mortality Rate 
(U5MR) and Maternal Mortality Rate (MMR) are the four indicators which depict 
the overall level of  health and nutrition. While these indicators are definitely not 
exhaustive measures of  human development, but their significance can hardly be 
overstated as their improvement has a wider impact on long term health. In India, 
demographic change is accompanied by significant improvements in life 
expectancy and child survival. According to UN projections, by 2030, India’s 
fertility rate is expected to drop to 2.1, infant mortality rate is expected to reach 23, 
and life expectancy at birth is projected to rise to 71.7 years. An analysis of  health 
indicators for caste groups, Muslims, region, location and gender form an essential 
strand to understand exclusion in India which comes in the way of  realizing the 
potential benefits arising out of  demographic transition. 
 

Average life expectancy is a summary measure of  health. Though India has moved 
considerably in the epidemiological transition or health transition with rise in the 
life expectancy levels at birth, its share in the non-communicable diseases (NCDs) 
is one of  the highest in South Asian region. An analysis of  life expectancy levels in 
India reveal that longevity increased substantially during 1970s and 1980s, and 
slowed down during 1990s and 2000s. Figure 20 shows the trends in life 
expectancy at birth during 1970-2013 and reflects that there has been continuous 
rise in the longevity which primarily reflects improvements in infant and child 
mortality. However, it is noteworthy that female life expectancy at birth was lower 
than male life expectancy up until 1980s, and that it was after 1990s that it became 
higher than male life expectancy.  This is observed due to lower mortality rate 
among females than males. However, it also varies by state with some states having 
more male life expectancy than female. Although India experiences adverse sex 
ratio at birth due to increased son preference, infanticide and sex selective 
abortion, longevity among males is less than females at all ages more so at old age 
due to biological differences. This is true also for developed countries. However, 
this truth is now in question as the gap is converging in many countries because of  
reduction in male mortality than increase in female mortality23

 

                                                           
22Echavarri, R A. and Ezcurra R. (2010). “Education and Gender Bias in the Sex Ratio at Birth: Evidence 
From India”. Demography 47: 249–268 . 
23Perls and Fretts (1998) 
http://www.cmu.edu/CSR/case_studies/women_live_longer.html 

http://www.cmu.edu/CSR/case_studies/women_live_longer.html
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Figure 21 shows trends in rural-urban differentials in the life expectancy at birth 
from 1970-2013. It is seen that the rural-urban gap has narrowed for both males 
and females during this period. In rural areas, female life expectancy was 47.1 years 
during 1970-75 and 68.1 years during 2009-13, compared with male life expectancy 
of  48.9 years during 1970-75 to 64.6 years during 2009-13. Similarly, in urban areas, 
female life expectancy was 59.2 years during 1970-75 and 73 years during 2009-13 
compared with male life expectancy of  58.8 years during 1970-75 to 69.6 years 
during 2009-13. Thus, increase in life expectancy was more for females than males. 
 
Figure 20: Trends in Life Expectancy at Birth by sex , 1970-75 to 2009-13 

 
Source: Sample Registration System (SRS), Compendium of  India's Fertility and Mortality Indicators 
2007-13 

 
Figure 21 : Trends in Life Expectancy at Birth by sex and residence, 1970-75 to 2009-13 
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Source: Sample Registration System (SRS), Compendium of  India's Fertility and Mortality Indicators, 
1971 - 2013 

 

Figure 22 shows the trends in life expectancy at age 60 years from 1970-75 to 
2009-13 and indicates that there is an increase in life expectancy by 4 years during 
this period and more so in case of  females. This has implications in terms of  
requirement of  social protection measures, care and health needs. 
 
Figure 22: Trends in Life Expectancy at age 60 by sex , 1970-75 to 2009-13 

 
Source: Sample Registration System (SRS), Compendium of  India's Fertility and Mortality Indicators, 
1971 - 2013 

 

There are variations in life expectancy levels among caste and tribe groups, poverty 
level and religions.  It is important to mention that intergroup disparity continues 
to persist overtime even when the overall situation related to a particular indicator 
improves. While life expectancy among the poorest wealth quintile rose from 58 
years in 1992 to 62 years in 2005, life expectancy for the richest wealth quintile for 
the corresponding years was 69 and 73. Hence while a similar improvement of  
about 4 years in average longevity of  life was observed by rich and poor the 
difference between the average expectancy of  life between them persists. In other 
words the poor continue to live shorter lives as compared to the rich.  
 
 

Figure 23 shows the trends in life expectancy by poverty level and religion using 
estimates from NFHS 1(1992-93) and NFHS 3 (2005-06). During 1992-2006, the 
life expectancy at birth for Muslims increased from 64 to 68 years while for Hindus 
it increased from 61 to 65 years. This is because Muslims are more urban based 
and there are better health facilities in urban areas. As per Census 2011, about 40 
percent Muslims live in urban areas compared to 30 percent Hindus. Life 
expectancy differentials exist among the poor and non- poor for both Hindus and 
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Muslims. In case of  Muslims, life expectancy rose from 61 to 66 years in poor 
economic groups compared with 66 to 68 years in non-poor economic groups. 
 

Economic class continues to affect life expectancy outcomes across religious 
groups although it is caste which posits an interesting play along with class when it 
comes to life expectancy. Figure 24 shows the trends in life expectancy by poverty 
level and caste group using estimates from NFHS 2 (1998-99) and NFHS 3 (2005-
06). The difference in life expectancy between the poor belonging to the Scheduled 
Castes and Scheduled Tribes and people from the non-poor category belonging to 
Scheduled Caste and Scheduled Tribes is not as high; but the levels of  life 
expectancy for Scheduled Tribes is less than that for Scheduled Castes. 
 

It is a matter of  deep concern that life expectancy for Scheduled Tribes belonging 
to the poor economic groups has fallen during 1998-2006, when Scheduled Castes 
from the poor economic groups saw an average annual increase of  0.5 percent 
over this period. Only with exception of  the poor from the Scheduled Tribes, the 
life expectancy at birth increased across caste groups and religious groups in last 14 
years. This underlines the fact that the Scheduled Tribes represent the most 
vulnerable social group in the country today.  
 
 
Figure 23: Trends in life expectancy at birth (in years) by poverty level and religion in 
India, 1992-93 to 2005-0624

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                           
24

Analysis based on tables drawn from “Mohanty S, Ram F (2010) Life expectancy at Birth among Social and 

Economic Groups  in India, Research Brief for International Institution of Population Sciences.” Accessed at 

http://iipsindia.org/pdf/RB-13 percent20file percent20for percent20uploading.pdf in October 2016. 

http://iipsindia.org/pdf/RB-13%2520file%2520for%2520uploading.pdf
http://iipsindia.org/pdf/RB-13%2520file%2520for%2520uploading.pdf
http://iipsindia.org/pdf/RB-13%2520file%2520for%2520uploading.pdf
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Figure 24: Trends in life expectancy at birth (in years) by poverty level and caste groups 
in India, 1998-99 to 2005-0625

 

 
 

Maternal mortality 

 

Maternal mortality indicates the level of  vulnerability faced by women of  
reproductive age in the event of  complications during pregnancy, often embedded 
in poor health and nutrition to start with. Early age at marriage, gender based 
inequalities in provision of  adequate nutrition and healthcare facilities in 
childhood, lower access to education and employment facilities and lack of  
freedom in decision making results in the disempowerment of  women in 
developing countries, so much so that it takes a toll on their lives especially during 
the rigours of  childbirth. As per the latest report of  Registrar General of  India, 
Sample Registration System (RGI-SRS), maternal mortality rate (MMR) declined 
from 327 per 100,000 live births in 1999-00 to 167 per 100,000 live births in 2011-
13. Figure 25 shows the trends in maternal mortality rates in India, Bihar and 
Kerala for the period 1997-2013. During this period, MMR declined from 398 to 
167 in India, 531 to 208 in Bihar and 150 to 61 in Kerala. The divide between 
Bihar and Kerala in IMRs indicate the enormous disparity that exists in the health 
outcomes within India/and in Bihar as compared to Kerala. Though this gap was 
highest during 1997-98, but the good news is that it dropped significantly after this 
because of  significant reduction in MMR in Bihar.   
 

This is good news because it demonstrates that this problem is chronic and grave, but given 
appropriate policies, it can be changed in a relatively short period of  time. 
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Ibid. 
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Figure 25: Trends in maternal mortality ratio in India, Bihar and Kerala, 1997-2013 (per 
100,000 live births) 

 
Source: Sample Registration System (SRS), Compendium of  India's Fertility and Mortality Indicators, 
1971 - 2013 

 

Despite progress in reducing maternal deaths, India has maximum maternal deaths 
in the world at 17% (50,000 out of  2,89,000 global maternal deaths) followed by 
14% (40,000) in Nigeria. One-third of  global maternal deaths in 2013 happened in 
these two countries. A comparison across BRICS (table 5) reveals that India lags 
behind BRICS nations with highest MMR of  174 per 100,000 live births close only 
to South Africa (138 per 100,000 live births) whereas Russia having lowest MMR 
of  25 per 100,000 live births during 2015. 
 

Table 5: Maternal mortality ratio across BRICS nations 

Countries 1990 2015 

Brazil 104 44 

Russia 63 25 

India 556 174 

China 97 27 

South Africa 108 138 

                                Source: World Bank 

 

There also exist differentials in maternal mortality among disadvantaged groups, 
which need to be addressed to reach equitable progress toward improved maternal 
and reproductive health.  Although caste and religion disaggregated data is not 
available, various surveys and estimations done in some studies indicate higher 
mortality among STs and SCs as compared to Muslims. P.N.Mari Bhat estimated 
maternal mortality ratios for caste and religious groups in rural India using 
National Council of  Applied Economic Research -Human Development Institute 
Survey data 1994 and found that STs had highest MMR of  652 followed by SCs 
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with 584. However, Muslims had the least MMR of  384 also in comparison to 
hindus of  573. 
 

Oxfam 2013 study also observed that Muslims had a slightly lower percentage of  
maternal deaths as per Reproductive and Child Health Survey- 2 (2002-04). Out of  
611 maternal deaths reported,  26.7  percent deaths included SC women (18.9 
population share), 16.7 percent included ST women (8.8 population share) whereas 
only 10 percent included Muslim women (12.2 population share).  Despite Muslim 
women lagging behind other women in receiving ante-natal care from a recognized 
health care provider (as per NFHS-3 data), lower maternal mortality among them 
is difficult to explain.  However, Bhat (1994) explained it by the fact that Muslims 
generally live in larger villages having better access to emergency obstetric care. . It 
is difficult to assess progress in reducing maternal mortality across these groups 
due to lack of  reliable information. However, it is not to obscure the fact that 
maternal deaths is highest among tea tribes in Assam with three-quarters of  328 
deaths (per 100,000 live births) in 2013. 
 

Although four most common causes behind maternal mortality being severe 
bleeding after childbirth, infections, high blood pressure during pregnancy, and 
unsafe abortion; the poor pre-existing medical conditions is as much a result of  
economic deprivation due to employment in low-end sector with poor working 
conditions. Thus to prevent maternal deaths, focus just on improving access to 
voluntary family planning and access to modern contraceptives, investment in 
health workers with midwifery skills, and ensuring access to emergency obstetric 
care when complications arise is not sufficient. SCs and STs feature the most in 
landlessness, marginal farming, incidence of  indebtedness, distress migration and 
casualized labour as has been established in subsequent sections. Growing 
informalization that keeps women out of  the purview of  any sort of  maternity 
benefits, pregnancy leaves, etc. at the site of  employment would thereby upset all 
efforts to improve their condition when it comes to MMR. So as long as 
informalization remains the doctrine at the employment end, it will not go a long 
way in effecting any improvement in this regard. 
 

Infant Mortality Rate and Under 5 Mortality Rate 
 

The levels of  child mortality are determined by multiplicity of  factors. There are 
maternal factors (mother’s education, mother’s nutritional status, spacing between 
childbirths and age of  mother), social and economic factors (caste group of  the 
child, standard of  living and sex of  the child), household and community factors 
(water, sanitation and housing facilities) and proximate factors (medical care at 
birth and during antenatal and postnatal period). The U5MR has declined from 
126 in 1990 to 91 in 2000 and to 48 in 2015 with annual rate of  reduction of  3.9 
percent during 1990-2015. The IMR (deaths per 1000 live births) also declined 
from 88 in 1990 to 38 in 2015. Among BRICS nations, India has the highest 

http://www.unfpa.org/rh/planning.htm
http://www.unfpa.org/public/home/mothers/pid/5738
http://www.unfpa.org/public/home/mothers/pid/5738
https://www.unfpa.org/public/home/mothers/pid/5740
https://www.unfpa.org/public/home/mothers/pid/5740
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U5MR and IMR, being close only to South Africa and quite distant from the lower 
levels in China26. 
 

There has been a consistent decline in infant mortality rate (IMR) and under 5 
mortality rate (U5MR) over the years. The trends in IMR in rural and urban areas is 
shown in figure 26. There exists rural-urban gap in IMRs during 1991-2013, with 
the gap narrowing down from 34 to 17. During 1991, IMR in rural areas stood at 
87 per 1000 live births, compared to 53 per 1000 live births in urban areas. It 
declined to 44 per 1000 live births in rural areas to 27 per live births in urban areas. 
 
Figure 26: Trends in IMR in India by residence, 1991-2013 

 
Source: Sample Registration System 

 

It is important to bring to light if  the rate of  decline has been the same across 
female, rural, SC/STs, Muslims and poor income groups. With respect to the 
gender differentials in IMR, there is not much gap as seen from figure 27. During 
1991-2013, IMR among females stood only marginally higher than IMR among 
males with the levels intersecting at some point periods. The IMR among both 
male and female declined from around 80 per 1000 live births to around 40 per live 
births in 2013. 
 

It is however important to highlight the level of  inter-group disparities in IMR 
across Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes and Muslims in India which is shown in 
figure 28. Using NFHS-2 (1998-99) and NFHS-3 (2005-06) estimates, it is 
observed that IMR declined for all groups during this period with maximum fall 
among Scheduled Tribes. Compared to all India level, Muslims have a lower IMR 
level whereas Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes have a higher level. 
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UNICEF Report.2015. Levels and Trends in Child Mortality.  Accessed at 

http://www.childmortality.org/files_v20/download/IGME percent20report percent202015 percent20child 

percent20mortality percent20final.pdf in October 2016. 

http://www.childmortality.org/files_v20/download/IGME%2520report%25202015%2520child%2520mortality%2520final.pdf
http://www.childmortality.org/files_v20/download/IGME%2520report%25202015%2520child%2520mortality%2520final.pdf
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Figure 27: Trends in IMR in India by gender, 1991-2013 

 
Source: Sample Registration System 

 
Figure 28: Trends in IMR in India by SCs, STs and Muslims, 1998-99 to 2005-06 

 
Source: Indian Human Development Report 2011: Towards Social Inclusion. Institute of Applied 

Manpower Research. Planning Commission of India. Accessed at 

http://www.im4change.org/docs/340IHDR_Summary.pdf in October 2016 
 

Infant and under-5 mortality rates vary also depending upon the age of  the 
mother. The rates are highest among mothers under 20 years of  age and lowest 
among mothers aged between 20-24 years. This is evident in case of  Bihar where 
42 percent of  women get married before 20 years; compared to 20 percent in 
Kerala. Bihar has under-5 mortality at 54 per 1000 live births compared to 12 in 
Kerala in 2013. The poor health indicators and high mortality in north in general 
and EAG states27 in particular, are the outcome of  poor socio- economic status, 
demographic stages and low female autonomy besides the poor health system 
performance and lower utilization of  maternal and child health services. 
Also important are the factors like mother’s education and wealth of  the 
household in determining infant mortality levels. During 2005-06, infant mortality 

                                                           
27

Empowered Action Group (EAG) states (former BIMARU states) include 8 states Bihar, Jharkhand, 
Madhya Pradesh, Chattisgarh, Rajasthan, Odisha, Uttar Pradesh and Uttarakhand. These states 
belong to the lower section of demographic transition with high fertility, high infant mortality rate, high 
maternal mortality rate, high population growth rate, low literacy rate and high gender differences. 

http://www.im4change.org/docs/340IHDR_Summary.pdf
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was 69.7 per 1000 live births among mothers who were non-literate and 36.5 
among mothers with education above high school. The infant mortality rate 
reduces with increases in the mother’s education and wealth of  the household. The 
infant mortality declined from 70.4 in lowest wealth quintile to 29.2 in highest 
wealth quintile. The wealth inequality and education level of  the females in general 
and mothers in particular are important factors in explaining the variations in 
health outcomes of  the child. This again has strong implications in terms of  
exclusion and unequal life chances of  some sections of  the population. The trends 
in under 5 mortality by residence and gender is analysed in figures 29 and 30 
respectively. 
 
Figure 29: Trends in U5MR in India by residence and gender, 1992-1993 to 2005-06 

 
Source: UNICEF Report 2011. ‘The Situation of  Children in India: A Profile’ 

 

The under-5 mortality levels has declined across all groups from 1992-93 to 2005-
06. It is clearly evident that rural-urban differential and gender differential exists in 
levels of  under-5 mortality with more differential in the former. During 1992-1993, 
under-5 mortality was 130.9 per 1000 births in rural areas compared to 78.3 in 
urban areas; which declined from 82 in rural areas to 51.7 in urban areas during 
2005-06. The rural urban gap has narrowed from 1992-93 to 2005-06. The under-5 
mortality among males has been higher than among females. During 1992-1993, 
under-5 mortality was 122.4 among males compared to 115.4 among females; 
which declined from 79.2 among males to 69.7 among females during 2005-06.  
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Figure 30: Trends in U5MR in India by caste group , 1992-1993 to 2005-06 

 
 

Trends in under-5 mortality across Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes as 
shown in figure 25 indicates that the rates are higher for Scheduled Castes during 
1992-93, after which the Scheduled Tribes showed higher rates both in 1998-99 
and 2005-06. Though there has been a decline in mortality for both Scheduled 
Castes and Scheduled Tribes, the decline is higher for Scheduled Castes. This again 
indicates the increased social and health related vulnerabilities of  tribal 
populations, which result in even more unequal life chances for them. The 
persisting, and for some groups growing accentuation of  deprivation due to inter-
regional, rural - urban and inter-group differences, in demographic, economic, 
social and health outcomes, makes a strong case for an equity-centred social policy 
reform to ensure equal life chances for all. 
 

The point of  emphasis in this study as would be elucidated in subsequent chapters 
is the fact that our efforts for addressing these vulnerabilities will remain unrealized 
or only partially realized unless we link them with the question of  employment and 
livelihood. Casualized unprotected work has a direct and adverse bearing on indices 
of  infant and maternal mortality and life expectancy. A move from insecure 
working conditions towards more labour protection - maternity, health, pension 
benefits - would go a long way in addressing these gaps in health indices 
considering it is these vulnerable sections who bear the heaviest burden of  
dispossession, landlessness and casualization.   
 

Child Malnutrition 

 

Despite galloping economic growth, overflowing food stocks and three flagship 
programmes of  food assistance, the Public Distribution System (PDS) for 
subsidised cereal supply to poorer households, the Integrated Child Development 
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Services (ICDS) to provide food and health care for children under 6 years of  age , 
adolescent girls and pregnant and nursing mothers, and the Mid-Day meal Scheme 
(MDM) to end classroom hunger and improve the nutritional status of  school 
going children, India continues to face widespread hunger and under-nutrition. 
The National Food Security Act 2013 expands PDS to cover 75 percent of  rural 
and 50 percent urban households with extremely cheap food grains; and both 
ICDS and MDM were made universal entitlements even before that Act, by rulings 
of  the Supreme Court28.  

Despite all of  this, India’s ranking on Global Hunger Index (GHI) 2016 is 97 out 
of  118 countries which is very low as compared to its neighbours, especially China 
which is way ahead (29), but even Nepal (72) and Bangladesh (90). It is only a few 
steps ahead of  Pakistan (107). The  Global Hunger Index presents a 
multidimensional measure of  national, regional, and global hunger, and is 
composed of  the proportion of  the undernourished as a percentage of  the 
population, the prevalence of  underweight children under the age of  five and 
the mortality rate of  children under the age of  five (calculated average, in 
percentages). India’s GHI ranking has fallen further from a low 83 in 2000 to 97 in 
2016 but with an improvement in index value29 from 36.2 to 28.5, indicating that 
other countries have outstripped India though there was some improvement in 
nutrition outcomes. This means that in the high growth years, India’s standing has 
risen from ‘alarming’ to ‘serious’ levels. There has been fall in the proportion of  
under 5 children who are stunted from 54 percent to 39 percent and a marginal fall 
in under 5 children who are wasted from 17 percent to 15 percent during 2000-
2016; but its relative position compared to what has been achieved in other 
countries, many much poorer, has fallen in this period. 

 

A comparison of  India with BRICS and other South Asian nations reveals that 
India lags not only behind BRICS but also behind its neighbours Nepal, 
Bangladesh and Sri Lanka (table 6). Among BRICS, although Russia and Brazil had 
eliminated malnutrition long back, China experienced a substantial drop in 
malnutrition levels during 1980s so as to reap the benefits of  demographic 
dividend efficiently which led to its economic boom. However, for India to be able 
to realise demographic advantage, it is important to reduce malnutrition levels and 
poverty levels. India is performing even worse that its neighbours Bangladesh 
which has half  India’s per capita income, and the even poorer Nepal.  It is 
interesting to note that India was ahead of  Sri Lanka and Bangladesh in 2000 with 
lower GHI value relatively but it has fallen behind in 2016 due to low rate of  
decline in most of  the indicators. Sri Lanka experienced maximum fall of  39 
percent points in the proportion of  under 5 children who are stunted compared 
with only 16 percent points in India. Also, the proportion of  under 5 children who 
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PUCL vs U0I 196/ 2001 
29

An index value in the range 10-19.9 indicates moderate hunger situation, 20-34.9 serious, 35-49.9 
alarming, ≥ 50 extremely alarming and ≤ 9.9 a low hunger situation. (IFPRI) 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Underweight
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Child_mortality
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are wasted declined more in Pakistan by 4 percent points than only by 2 percent 
points in India. 
 
Table 6: Trends of  Hunger in BRICS and South Asia, 2000 and 2016 

Countries Index Value 

Proportion of  
undernourished 
in population 
( percent) 

Prevalence of  
wasting in 
children under 
five years 
( percent) 

Prevalence of  
stunting in 
children under 
five years 
( percent) 

Under five 
mortality rate 
( percent) 

 2000 2016 2000 2016 2000 2016 2000 2016 2000 2016 

Brazil 11.8 <5 12.3 1.6 2.2 1.6 10.1 6.1 3.2 1.6 

Russia 10.5 6.8 4.9 0.7 4.4 4.5 15.9 12.8 2.3 1 

China 15.9 7.7 16.2 9.3 2.5 2.1 17.8 6.8 3.7 1.1 

South Africa 18.7 11.8 4.6 1.7 4.5 3.4 30.1 22.2 7.5 4.1 

Nepal 36.8 21.9 22.2 7.8 11.3 11.3 57.1 37.4 8.1 3.6 

Sri Lanka 38.5 25.5 23.1 22 13.8 21.4 54 14.7 8.8 1 

Bangladesh 38.5 27.1 23.1 16.4 13.8 14.3 54 36.4 8.8 3.8 

India 38.2 28.5 17 15.2 17.1 15.1 54.2 38.7 9.1 4.8 

Pakistan 37.8 33.4 22.4 22 14.2 10.5 41.5 45 11.2 8.1 

Source: International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI) estimates 

 

The major causes for child malnutrition are poverty, unemployment, household 
food insecurity, failures of  maternal/child care, poor women’s status, and highly 
inadequate access to health services and inadequate water and sanitation facilities. 
In India, open defecation due to lack of  toilets and diarrheal disease due to lack of  
clean water are believed by experts to be the major issues which explain 
malnutrition, more rather than only the lack of  adequate food. According to WHO 
estimates, repeated diarrhoea or intestinal worm infections from unsafe water or 
poor sanitation and hygiene account for half  of  the malnutrition30.Ever since the 
neo-liberalism, with increases in the levels of  industrialization, urbanization and 
economic growth, there have been improvements in the level of  nutritional status 
of  the child but not sufficiently for children born into vulnerable households and 
states like Bihar, Madhya Pradesh and Uttar Pradesh. 
 

 

Malnutrition is measured using anthropometric indicators which are stunting (low 
height for age), wasting (low weight for height) and underweight (low weight for 
age). Despite some impressive gains in these indicators during 2013-14 (RSoC 
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World Health Organization, Safer Water, Better Health: Costs, Benefits, and Sustainability of Interventions to 

Protect and Promote Health (Geneva: WHO, 2008). 
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data31) over 2005-06 (NFHS-3), the high absolute levels is of  serious concern. 
Also, the gap between states in the malnutrition levels have not narrowed, and if  
current trends persist it will take a long time for states like Bihar, Jharkhand, and 
Uttar Pradesh to catch up with states like Kerala and Tamil Nadu. According to 
The Global Nutrition Report 2015, the decline in stunting in Bihar, Jharkhand and 
Uttar Pradesh is lower than most of  other states. There are significant inequalities 
across socioeconomic groups in India with malnutrition levels higher among rural 
areas, poor wealth households and Scheduled Castes. 
 

There is significant improvement in child malnutrition levels between NFHS-3 and 
RSoC. The percentage of  children under 5 who are stunted declined from 48 
percent to 39 percent and who are wasted declined from 20 percent to 15 percent 
and underweight declined from 43 percent to 29 percent,  between 2005-06 and 
2013-14. It is important to mention that although girls are discriminated against in 
most respects, counter-intuitively they are better than boys in malnutrition. While 
40 percent of  boys under 5 are stunted, only 38 percent girls are stunted during 
2013-14 (RSoC). Also, 15 percent girls are wasted compared to 16 percent boys 
and 29 percent girls underweight compared to 30 percent boys. This suggests and 
intra-household inequalities to food and nutrition between boys and girls have 
become a thing of  the past. 
 

However, the significant rural-urban gap in malnutrition still persists but is 
narrowing. Figure 31 shows that the decline in all three indicators of  malnutrition 
is more in rural areas than urban areas during 2005-06 and 2013-14. The 
prevalence of  stunting in rural areas has decreased from 51 percent to 42 percent, 
compared with 40 percent to 32 percent in urban areas. High stunting in rural areas 
can be attributed to poor household characteristics like sanitation facilities, poor 
status of  women, early marriage, poverty and inadequate healthcare facilities. As 
per the RSoC 2013-14, only 30 percent of  households in rural areas used improved 
sanitation facilities compared to 66 percent in urban areas. Also, 62 percent of  the 
households practiced open defecation in rural areas compared to only 13 percent 
in urban areas. With respect to children under 5 who are underweight, the 
percentage declined from 46 percent to 32 percent in rural areas and from 33 
percent to 24 percent in urban areas. There is not much difference in the wasting 
levels between rural and urban areas and in 2013-14, 15 percent of  under 5 
children were wasted in both rural and urban areas.  
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Nationwide Rapid Survey on Children (RSoC) has been conducted by the Ministry of Women and Child 

Development and UNICEF in 2013-14. This was the first nationwide survey on child nutrition conducted in 

almost a decade after NFHS 3 in 2005. Both NFHS 3 and RSoC use different population sets and different 

methodologies, therefore they are not entirely comparable. But in absence of any recent data on malnutrition, it 

is used. 
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Figure 31: Changes in Stunting, Wasting and Underweight Among Children under 5 
years by Residence, 2005-06 & 2013-14 

 
Source: National Family Health Survey (NFHS-3) India 2005-06 and Rapid Survey on Children (RSoC) 
2013-14 
 
Figure 32: Changes in Stunting, Wasting and Underweight among Children under 5 
years by SC/ST, 2005-06 & 2013-14 

 
Source: National Family Health Survey (NFHS-3) India 2005-06 and Rapid Survey on Children (RSoC) 
2013-14 
 

The incidence of  malnutrition is high both among Scheduled Tribes and Castes 
compared with overall malnutrition levels in India. Figure 32 indicates that besides 
stunting, more under 5 children from Scheduled Tribes are wasted and 
underweight. The fall in the percentage of  children underweight has fallen more 
than other indicators for both groups during this period. About 42 percent of  
under 5 children are still stunted in both Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes, 
which explains the unequal life chances among them. As per RSoC 2013-14, only 
22 percent of  ST households and 30 percent of  SC household use improved 
sanitation facilities while 70 percent of  ST households and 58 percent of  SC 
households still practise open defecation. This highlights problem of  lack of  
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proper and adequate sanitation and clean drinking water facilities. 
 
Figure 33: Changes in Stunting, Wasting and Underweight among Children under 5 
years by Wealth Index, 2005-06 & 2013-14 

 
Source: National Family Health Survey (NFHS-3) India 2005-06 and Rapid Survey on Children (RSoC) 
2013-14 
 

The level of  malnutrition also varies with the wealth of  the household. The wealth 
index in NFHS 3 is constructed using data on different household assets and 
characteristics; and the households are divided into five quintiles according to the 
wealth index. Figure 33 shows the differences in the levels of  stunting, wasting and 
underweight across lowest and highest wealth index quintiles. During 2005-06, 
where 60 percent of  under 5 children from poorest households were stunted, only 
25 percent were stunted in richest households. Poor households experienced a 
remarkable fall in undernutrition between 2005-06 and 2013-14 with little or no 
change across richest households. Thus, it can be seen that malnutrition levels fall 
as one move from lowest wealth quintile to highest wealth quintile. In 2013-14, 
among under 5 children in poorest households, 51 percent are stunted, 17 percent 
wasted and 42 percent are underweight as compared with among under 5 children 
in richest households where 27 percent area stunted, 13 percent area wasted and 19 
percent are underweight.  
 

While economic status, education and health services are crucial factors linked to 
inequalities in nutrition outcomes, the social belonging of  a person aggravates it.   
Across most of  the malnutrition indicators, the situation of  Muslims is worse than 
that of  Hindus and India overall. Figure 34 shows the changes in the child 
malnutrition levels for Muslims against Hindus. During 2005-06, 50 percent of  
under 5 children from Muslim households were stunted compared with 48 percent 
from Hindu households. Though there has been some improvement during 2013-
14, it has been more in the case of  Hindus (39 percent) than Muslims (42 percent). 
The Muslims perform better than Hindus with respect to prevalence of  wasting in 
both 2005-06 and 2013-14. There is not much gap between Hindus and Muslims in 
the proportion of  under 5 children being underweight. A comparison of  nutrition 
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outcomes across caste and tribe groups and Muslims indicates that malnutrition 
levels are more worse for Scheduled Tribes followed by Scheduled Castes and then 
Muslims. 
 
Figure 34: Changes in Stunting, Wasting and Underweight among Children under 5 
years among Hindu and Muslim, 2005-06 & 2013-14 

 
Source: National Family Health Survey (NFHS-3) India 2005-06 and Rapid Survey on Children (RSoC) 
2013-14 
 
Figure 35: Changes in Open Defecation Practices, Institutional Deliveries and Vitamin A 
Provision among Children under 5 years, 2005-06 & 2013-14 

 
Source: National Family Health Survey (NFHS-3) India 2005-06 and Rapid Survey on Children (RSoC) 
2013-14 
 

There have been improvements in the habits of  defecating in the open, 
institutional deliveries and provision of  vitamin A supplements in 2013-14 over 
2005-06 but it was not sufficient enough across rural areas, Scheduled Castes and 
Tribes, Muslims and poorest households. Figure 35 shows that number of  people 
who practice open defecation has come down from 55 percent to 45 percent. 
Malnutrition in young children is strongly related to adverse toilet facilities. Also, 
the institutional deliveries have increased from 41 percent to 79 percent and 
provision of  vitamin A from 30 percent to 46 percent during this period. As 
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already mentioned, these indicators have not improved much in case of  vulnerable 
sections indicating skewed public health efforts. 
 

This regional and socio-economic disparity in children’s nutrition level and survival 
becomes a major reason for disparity in health, education and economic 
productivity thus proving to be a major obstacle in realising the much awaited 
demographic dividend. 
 

Economic Well-being 

 

India’s overall progress is marked by inequalities in economic well-being and 
human development across states and socioeconomic groups. While economic 
reforms accelerated economic growth, the growth dividends are not shared equally 
among individuals and groups. The IMF pointed out that India and China face the 
social risk of  growing inequality with Gini coefficient of  India rising from 45 in 
1990 to 51 in 2013 and of  China from 33 in 1990 to 53 in 2013. It is not difficult 
to see the correlation between the facts that the rising inequality and neoliberal 
growth regime go hand in hand. It is observed that these last 25 years have also 
seen a shifting of  government’s focus from social sector and a swelling in the ranks 
of  informalized and casualised labour. 
 

There are generally 4 distinct measures of  assessing economic class and material 
well-being. These are income, consumption, expenditure and assets.  For 
households of  unorganized workers, assessing income, expenditure and 
consumption are challenging tasks, and lend themselves to many inaccuracies. 
Measures of  absolute poverty examine the ability of  the household to provide 
oneself  with minimum calorific consumption, as a criteria for distinguishing the 
absolute poor from the rest. The attempt here is not only at measuring poverty but 
at understanding the relationship on the one hand of  poverty with socio–economic 
origins and gender, and on the other to evaluate the impact that poverty has on life 
chances, both of  survival and social mobility. While calorie consumption based 
indicators are predominant ways of  estimating absolute poverty, they hardly 
provide an understanding of  poverty beyond this limited ambition. There is also a 
great dearth of  nationally representative income estimates, also because of  the 
challenges of  assessing income in an economy dominated by informal sector. 
There is evidence to support the claim that consumption based measures of  
inequality often underestimate inequality. The reason for this is that the 
consumption does not necessarily keep pace with income and wealth and in fact 
tapers for the rich. Hence consumption based indicators are less satisfactory 
macro- indicators to understand wealth distribution and relative economic well-
being in society.   
 

We have chosen in this report to employ instead an asset based measure of  poverty 
rather than income based or consumption based one, for many reasons. Asset 
ownership status reflects better and more reliably the structural and permanent 
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nature of  poverty.  In the absence of  reliable information on household income or 
consumption, data on household infrastructure, building materials, and ownership 
of  certain durable assets can be used to measure inequality in living standards.32 As 
pointed out in a World Bank paper33, there are a number of  theoretical reasons 
why wealth inequality, which a carefully developed asset-index measure may better 
capture, may be of  more importance for development purposes than income or 
consumption inequality. It is the wealth distribution which determines investment 
in physical and human capital in economies with indivisible investments and credit 
market imperfections. Empirically, cross-country studies which examine the 
relationship between initial inequality and subsequent growth have found a 
stronger effect of  land and human capital inequality, than of  income inequality, 
suggesting that it is asset inequality which matters more. Also asset inequality 
represents the degree of  economic vulnerability that people have. In addition to 
these theoretical reasons for wishing to use wealth inequality, the paper also points 
to a number of  practical advantages of  using asset indicators rather than income 
and consumption to measure inequality. There is likely to be much less recall bias 
or mis-measurement in questions such as whether the household owns a television, 
than in recalling consumption expenditure over the past week for each expenditure 
item. Measurement of  income for self-employed and agricultural workers is 
notoriously difficult due to seasonality and accounting issues, while even 
consumption faces difficulty in the imputation of  rental values and in accounting 
for the service flow from durables. Information on the quality of  housing and 
ownership of  particular assets is much less seasonal and does not face these same 
measurement problems. In this context Filmer and Pritchett (2001) observe that 
long run economic status of  individual or household is depicted better by asset-
based measures as these measures do not get affected by the short term 
fluctuations in the economy. 
  
Therefore, in order to understand the true human cost of  the economic and 
demographic changes using criteria that are both pertinent to evaluate economic 
well-being and objectively verifiable with fewer pitfalls than those that income, 
consumption and expenditure carry, we decided to examine the changes in 
wellbeing in rural and urban areas in terms of  availability of  housing amenities and 
ownership of  household assets. Census of  India brings out a detailed dataset on 
housing, household amenities and assets. An analysis of  economic wellbeing is 
done using census 2001 and 2011 data on households with amenities such as 
electricity and latrine facilities and data on households possessing consumer 
durables like telephone, television, scooter/motorcycle and car. Also, a 

                                                           
32

Measuring Inequality with Asset Indicators forthcoming, Journal of Population Economics David J. 
McKenzie∗  Department of Economics, Stanford University 579 Serra Mall, Stanford, CA 94305-6072, 
USA 
Accessed at http://siteresources.worldbank.org/DEC/Resources/finaljpopmckenzie1.pdf 
33

Ibid. 
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disaggregated analysis is done across rural/urban and SC/STs to show unequal 
economic and living conditions among them as compared to overall population. 
 
Table 7: Household facilities and household assets, India 2001 & 2011 (percentage of  
households) 

  Rural Urban SCs STs India 

  2001 2011 2001 2011 2001 2011 2001 2011 2001 2011 

Household Facilities                     

Electricity 43.5 55.3 87.5 92.7 44.3 59.0 36.5 51.7 55.9 67.3 

Latrine Facilities within 
premises 21.9 30.7 73.7 81.4 23.6 33.9 17.0 22.6 36.4 46.9 

Household Assets                     

Telephone 3.8* 54.3 23* 82.0 3.4* 53.1 2.5* 34.8 9.1* 63.2 

Television 18.9 33.4 64.3 76.7 21.2 39.1 12.0 21.9 31.6 47.2 

Scooter/ 
Motorcycle/Moped 6.7 14.3 24.7 35.2 5.3 12.0 4.1 9.0 11.7 21.0 

Car/Jeep/Van 1.3 2.3 5.6 9.7 1.0 1.8 0.8 1.6 2.5 4.7 

None of the Assets  40.5 22.9 19.0 7.0 42.6 22.6 54.0 37.3 34.5 17.8 

Source: Census 2001 and 2011 
Note: * represents data only of  landline; data on household assets and amenities are not available for 
religious groups 

 

Above table reflects the percentage of  households using electricity as main source 
of  lighting. The percentage of  household population using electricity has increased 
by 12 percent points during 2001-2011. It can be observed that the percentage of  
SC and ST households which are using electricity as main source of  lighting is 59 
and 52 percent respectively as compared to 67 percent in India overall. 
 

The other important proxy measure of  economic wellbeing that we have selected 
is of  households having latrine facilities in their premises. This measure has a 
significant bearing on the level of  physical wellbeing in the household in terms of  
child’s health, mortality and reproductive health of  women. During 2001-2011, the 
percentage of  households with latrine facilities increased in rural areas from 22 
percent to 31 percent as compared to an increase from 36 percent to 47 percent in 
India overall. The lack of  Latrine facilities is distressing for STs as only 23 percent 
households have this facility in the premises. The rural-urban gap is still quite high 
with a 52 percentage point gap in 2001 and a nearly unchanged 51 percentage 
point gap in 2011. The gap has narrowed just by 1 point in 10 years. It is striking to 
note that about 70 percent of  the rural households, 88 percent of  ST households, 
67 percent of  SC households and 53 percent of  total households in India still do 
not have latrine facilities in their premises as per census 2011. 
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The possession of  household assets indirectly reflects the level of  economic 
wellbeing. There is a huge increase in the share of  population using telephones 
from 2001 to 2011, with more increase in urban areas of  59 percent points than 
50.5 percent points in rural areas. However, the rural urban differential is not as 
much in case of  television as we observed with regard to telephones. During 2011, 
around 77 percent of  the households in urban areas possessed television sets 
compared with only 33 percent in rural areas; whereas during 2001, 64 percent in 
urban areas possessed television compared with only 19 percent in rural areas 
(figure 35). In India more than 50 percent of  the households still do not possess 
television sets as per census 2011.  It can be observed that the gap among STs 
compared with all households in India has widened from 19 percent in 2001 to 26 
percent in 2011. 
 

With respect to modes of  transport, there have been slight improvements in the 
possession of  scooter and car between 2001 and 2011. During 2011, 14 percent of  
rural households possessed a scooter/moped/motorcycle and 2 percent 
car/jeep/van; compared with 7 percent scooter/moped/motorcycle and 1 percent 
car/jeep/van during 2001. Against this, households in urban areas possessed more 
cars and scooter compared to bicycles. Also, the inequality in the possession of  
these assets persists among SCs and STs.  

 

It is to be mentioned that about 34.5 percent of  the households in India did not 
possess any of  the above mentioned assets as per census 2001. This has reduced to 
half  with 17.8 percent not holding any asset as per census 2011. A large share of  
ST households (37 percent) followed by a similarly large share of  SC households 
(23 percent) are forced to live without any assets as per the census 2011 data.   
 
The states in India also vary considerably in terms of  household amenities and 
possession of  household assets so much so that there is a stark divide between 
levels in north and south. As per Census 2011, only 16 percent of  the households 
in Bihar had electricity compared with 95 percent in Kerala and only 23 percent of  
households in Bihar had latrine facilities within premises compared to 95 percent 
in Kerala. 11 percent households in Bihar had bathing facilities compared to 81 
percent in Kerala. With respect to household assets, 15 percent in Bihar and 77 
percent in Kerala possessed televisions, 56 percent in Bihar and 90 percent in 
Kerala had telephones. Also, more households in Bihar owned bicycles i.e., 49 
percent; whereas in Kerala many owned scooter/ moped i.e., 24 percent. About 26 
percent of  households in Bihar were assetless compared with only 5 percent in 
Kerala during 2011. 
 

An analysis of  changes in the household conditions and assets holds importance 
for credibility and accountability of  public policies. Despite the fact that these 
separate measures determine level of  wellbeing of  each individual, the assessment 
of  wellbeing in the society requires an aggregate measure while making 
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considerations for both population averages and inequalities based on their 
preferences and value judgements.34 NFHS constructs Wealth Index35 by 
combining household characteristics and assets using the principle of  factor 
loading derived by factor analysis in its construction. Households are divided as 
poorest and richest across the wealth quintiles from lowest to highest. Table 8 
shows intergroup disparity in the percentage distribution of  households by 
residence, caste group and Muslim using NFHS-3 (2005-06) and RSoC 2013-1436. 
During 2005-06, half  of  the population of  scheduled tribes belonged to poorest 
wealth quintile followed by 28 percent of  scheduled castes and 19 percent of  
Muslims. The economic status improved during 2013-14 but only significantly for 
scheduled tribes with fall by 10 percent points in number of  poorest households.  
 

The rural urban disparity has come down between 2005-06 and 2013-14 but the 
gap is still large in highest and lowest wealth quintile while it is lowest in fourth 
quintile. The rural areas have highest proportion (28 percent) of  households in 
lowest wealth quintile whereas urban areas have highest proportion (48 percent) of  
households in highest wealth quintile as per NFHS-3. During 2013-14, where 51 
percent of  households in rural areas belonged to bottom 40 percent, about 72 
percent of  households in urban areas were concentrated in top 40 percent.  In 
urban areas, only 12 percent of  households belong to lowest two wealth quintiles.  
As one moves across the wealth quintiles from lowest to highest, the proportion of  
households in rural areas starts declining. 
 

There has been improvement in the level of  wellbeing among Muslims too. During 
2005-06, 19 percent belonged to lowest quintile and 17 percent to highest quintile, 
whereas during 2013-14, 17 percent belonged to lowest quintile and 21 percent to 
highest quintile. Thus, economic wellbeing for Muslims is better than caste and 
tribe groups, indicating that the SCs and STs are even more economically 
marginalised.      

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
34

OECD 2013. Measuring Well Being and Progress. Brochure. OECD Statistics Directorate. 
35

The NFHS-3 wealth index is based on the following 33 assets and housing characteristics: 

household electrification; type of windows; drinking water source; type of toilet facility; type of flooring; 
material of exterior walls; type of roofing; cooking fuel; house ownership; number of household 
members per sleeping room; ownership of a bank or post-office account; and ownership of a 
mattress, a pressure cooker, a chair, a cot/bed, a table, an electric fan, a radio/transistor, a black and 
white television, a colour television, a sewing machine, a mobile telephone, any other telephone, a 
computer, a refrigerator, a watch or clock, a bicycle, a motorcycle or scooter, an animal-drawn cart, a 
car, a water pump, a thresher, and a tractor. 
36

RSOC 2013-14 is used for comparison as it also follows DHS pattern like in NFHS 2005-06 while 
wealth index is based on 39 assets and household characteristics. 
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Table 8: Change in Percentage distribution of  household population by wealth quintile 
by residence, caste group and Muslim, India, 2005-06 and 2013-14 

 Lowest Second Middle Fourth Highest 

 
2005-06 2013-14 2005-06 2013-14 2005-06 2013-14 2005-06 2013-14 2005-06 2013-14 

Rural 27.7 25.8 26.1 25.5 22.8 21.7 16 16.3 7.4 10.7 

Urban 3 3.8 6.4 8.3 13.8 16.2 28.9 28.4 47.9 43.3 

SC 27.9 25.6 24.6 25.5 20.8 21.1 16.6 16.3 10.2 11.5 

ST 49.9 39.5 23.6 23 13.4 17.3 8 12.6 5.2 7.5 

Muslim 
18.9 17 19.7 20.8 20.6 20 23.6 21.3 17.2 20.9 

Source: National Family Health Survey (NFHS-3), 2005-06 and Rapid Survey on Children (RSoC) 2013-
14. 
 

The fact that STs feature disproportionately high in the lowest wealth quintile 
doesn’t come as a surprise considering their inflated representation in rural 
indebtedness, landlessness, seasonal migration and casualised labour. These factors 
are discussed in greater details in subsequent chapters. 
 

This intergroup disparity in the wealth index is accentuated by the same North 
South divide that we have observed in several aspects of  mortality. The percentage 
of  households according to wealth index for Bihar and Kerala is shown in table 9. 
These two states are at different economic development and demographic 
trajectory which is reflected in the huge disparity in economic and social wellbeing. 
During 2005-06, 28 percent of  the households in Bihar belonged to lowest wealth 
quintile as compared to just 1 percent in Kerala It is observed that wellbeing in 
Bihar deteriorated with 36 percent in lowest quintile while in Kerala it improved 
with 0.7 percent in lowest quintile during 2013-14. Also, around 65 percent of  the 
households in Bihar belonged to lower two wealth quintiles whereas in Kerala 89 
percent of  the households belonged to upper two wealth quintiles during 2013-14. 
 
Table 9: Change in Percentage distribution of  household population by wealth quintile 
in Bihar and Kerala, 2005-06 and 2013-14 

 Lowest Second Middle Fourth Highest 

 
2005-06 2013-14 2005-06 2013-14 2005-06 2013-14 2005-06 2013-14 2005-06 2013-14 

Bihar 28.2 35.9 29.2 28.5 18.7 17.9 14.6 10.7 9.4 7 

Kerala 1 0.7 4.1 3.4 12.2 7.2 37.8 29 44.8 59.7 

Source: National Family Health Survey (NFHS-3), 2005-06 and Rapid Survey on Children (RSoC) 2013-
14. 
 

The slow improvement in the people’s material conditions which acts as a proxy 
for economic wellbeing makes the realization of  inclusive growth more elusive. 
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Poor levels of  economic wellbeing obstructs the capability to make choices leading 
to fall in health, education and economic productivity hence making it more 
difficult to attain the dividend. In this context, it is important to mention that long-
term economic wellbeing is strongly connected to the near-term experience of  
adolescents and young adults. Only in the context of  economic wellbeing for ‘all’, 
the skills and energy of  the young will make them agents of  social and economic 
progress37. 
 

Educational Attainment 

 

While India is undergoing rapid demographic transition, inequality in access to 

educational opportunities and lack of  government’s focus on public education 

become an obstacle in the path to realise the potential benefits of  demographic 

dividend. Disparities in level of  education determine the access and availability of  

qualitative education facilities, the lack of  which has economic implications in 

terms of  appropriate employment opportunities and resultant level of  economic 

development. High spending on public education along with improved level of  

educational attainment prepares young population with the skills required to move 

into formal sector employment, earning high wages and thus contributing to the 

dividend. 

 

The level and changes in educational attainment seems to be a key component 

explaining demographic dividend rather than just changes in the age structure. The 

conventional demographic dividend model (model A in the chart) assumes that 

changes in the age structure of  the population by exogenous fertility decline 

enhances productivity, conditional on enabling factors like good governance and 

investments in education. It is to be noted that the window of  opportunity for 

higher growth rate opens for a short period when demographic dividend is 

dependent on changes in age structure only. However, a virtuous circle of  

economic growth is created when education is the key trigger to attain sustained 

beneficial effects of  the demographic dividend by playing a dual role in bringing 

down fertility and increasing labour productivity simultaneously (model B in Chart 

1).38
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Bloom 2016. Demographic Upheaval ‘Finance and Development’ March 2016, Vol 53, No1, 
http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/fandd/2016/03/bloom.htm 
38Cuaresma et al. (2013) 
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Chart 1: Conventional Demographic Dividend versus Education-triggered Dividend 

 
Source: International Institute for Applied Systems Analysis 2014. 

Reproduced from http://www.agenta-project.eu/Jacomo/upload/media/popnet_winter_2014_final-

5.pdf 

 

Despite education being recognized as the ‘Fundamental Right’ of  the citizens  and 

Constitution guaranteeing free and compulsory universal elementary education for 

all, India is still far from achieving complete literacy. The poor education related 

outcomes of  our country can certainly be attributed to the inadequate allocation of  

budget in education sector as the share of  union budget in education hasn’t 

increased much since 1990s and has remained constant since 2006 - this has been 

studied in greater detail in later section of  this study. Suffice it would be to state 

here that this has socioeconomic implications as still a significant part of  the 

population cannot read and write. Education plays a role of  key enabler of  

demographic change, health and survival, economic wellbeing and better 

employment opportunities. Though enrolments in primary schools have increased 

substantially in recent years, poor retention and sub-standard educational quality 

reflects the weakness of  the education system. Lower completion of  middle, 

secondary and higher education levels makes it difficult to sustain continued 

economic development and reap the potential benefits of  demographic transition, 

which requires a dependable supply of  highly educated and skilled human capital. 

The more serious concern is even lower educational attainment levels across 

disadvantaged groups for whom factors like poverty/low economic well-being, 

lack of  access to health and nutrition facilities and absence of  assured employment 

after schooling comes in the way of  their access to education and performance. 

This section brings out the differentials in educational attainment across 

rural/urban, SC/STs, Muslims, gender and wealth deciles. 
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A comparison of  educational attainment levels39 in India between 2004-05 and 

2011-12 shows that the proportion of  population having completed/attained 

primary education remains at 14% whereas the proportion of  population having 

completed middle, secondary and higher education has seen some increase (figure 

36). This indicates that though lower percentage of  population have attained 

secondary and higher secondary education, there has been some improvement. But 

it is to be noted that 32% of  the population is still not literate as in 2011-12 

compared to 40% in 2004-05 and there is no change in the percentage of  

population which is literate but below primary. During 2011-12, percentage of  

population which is illiterate and is literate but below primary level makes together 

50% of  total population. This means that if  they can share in India’s growth story, 

it can only be in adding to its already mammoth reserve army of  cheap and 

footloose labour. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
39A person  who has successfully passed the final year of  a given level, then and only then will he/ she be 
considered to have attained that level of  education. (NSSO) 
The educational attainment levels are classified into not literate;  if  he/she cannot read and write a simple 
message in at least one language with understanding. Literate but below primary consists of  all those who 
are literate without formal schooling (EGS/NFEC/AEC/TLC and others) and literate with formal 
schooling but below primary. Primary education level covers all those who have completed Class I-V, 
Middle level covers Class VI-VIII and Secondary level covers Class IX-X (lower secondary level) and 
Class XI-XII (higher secondary level). The category ‘higher secondary and above’ consists of  all those 
who have done diploma/certificate course, graduation and post graduation and above. 
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Figure 36: Distribution of  population by completed level of  education in India, 2004-05 

and 2011-12   

                                   
Source: Estimates based on NSS 61st (2004-05) and NSS 68th Round (2011-12), Employment and 

Unemployment 

  

Educational attainment however differs and is more unequal across scheduled 

castes, scheduled tribes and Muslims as compared to India overall. The table 10 

reflects the educational attainment across different social groups such as SCs, STs, 

Upper Muslims and Lower Muslims. The Upper Muslims includes all Muslim 

(general category) population except those reporting their social group as OBCs, 

SCs & STs. On the other hand, the Lower Muslims includes all Muslims reporting 

their social group as OBCs, SCs & STs. The table shows that educational 

attainment across scheduled tribes is the lowest followed by lower caste Muslims 

and scheduled castes. During 2004-05, 53% of ST population, 49% of SC 

population and 47% of lower caste Muslim population was illiterate which came 

down in 2011-12 to 41% in STs, 38% in SCs and 39% in lower caste Muslims. On 

comparing educational attainment across different levels with India overall, it is 

seen that primary educational attainment among them is marginally higher than 

India overall whereas it is lower with respect to increase in education levels. The 

Upper Muslims have better education levels compared to rest of the groups and 

India overall with respect to primary level only. It is observed that there is a dearth 

of highly educated population with only 2.4% STs, 2.6% Lower Muslims, 3.1% 
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SCs and 3.7% Upper Muslims compared to 6% in India overall as in 2011-12 

which has ramifications in terms of low-end uncertain and unprotected 

employment they are getting into. 

Table 10: Changes in the percentage distribution of  population belonging to different 

social groups by completed level of  education, India 2004-05 and 2011-12 

Source: Estimates based on NSS 61st (2004-05) and NSS  68th Round (2011-12), Employment and 

Unemployment 

 

Gender Differentials in Educational Attainment 

 

India has made considerable progress in achieving ‘Education for All’ (EFA) goals 

dictated under UNESCO’s World Declaration in 1990. One of  the six goals is the 

achievement of  gender equality in primary and secondary education by 2015 by 

ensuring equal access and achievement of  quality basic education to girls. The 2015 

UNESCO’s EFA report brought out the progress made in the goals since 2000 and 

found out that India is leading in bringing down the number of  children who are 

out of  school. Also, the gender disparity in enrollment at primary, upper primary 

and secondary level is steadily coming down since 2000-11. It also found out that 

though India will achieve gender parity at primary level by 2015, the goal of  gender 

parity at secondary level education remains still far fetching. This is primarily 

because of  the poor learning outcomes at the primary level and the incapability to 

reach secondary level. Gender discrimination in access to education and 

educational attainment comes in the way of  empowerment of  women which 

becomes an hindrance in the way of  their contribution to growth process. 

Improving higher education is equally important as it has the potential to not only 

empower women with knowledge about health, child nutrition and work 

opportunities but also to make independent decisions. 

 

The gender gap in educational attainment between 2004-05 and 2011-12 has come 

down with more narrowing in middle and secondary level education (figure 37). 

The gender gap in primary education remains at 2 percent points in both 2004-05 

and 2011-12. There has been a fall in the percentage of  non-literates among both 
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males and females but fall has been more in case of  females from 49% in 2004-05 

to 39% in 2011-12. The gender gap in the non-literates has reduced from 17 

percent points to 14 percent points. With respect to educational attainment above 

higher secondary level, 8% of  male population have attained this level compared 

with 5% female population. However, the national level inequalities between 

gender hides the glaring inequalities that exist across different caste, tribes and 

religious groups. 

Figure 37: Changes in the percentage distribution of  male and female population by 

completed level of  education, India 2004-05 and 2011-12 

 

 
Source: Estimates based on NSS 61st (2004-05) and NSS  68th Round (2011-12), Employment and 

Unemployment 

 

Table 11 shows that gender gap in educational attainment across vulnerable 

categories has come down for all levels except secondary level and above between 

2004-05 and 2011-12 indicating slow improvements in female education beyond 

middle level. The gender gap in attainment of  primary education has come down 

during this period with the gap highest across ST category followed by SCs and 

lower caste Muslims. With respect to middle and secondary level, the gender gap 

has come down for both SCs and STs except lower caste Muslims. During 2004-05, 

gender gap in attainment of  middle level education has been highest for SCs 
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whereas in 2011-12, it was high for Muslims from lower caste. It can be observed 

that attainment of  education above secondary level among SC/ST and Muslim 

females is far below as compared to India overall. Also, across all categories, STs 

have maximum proportion of  female population which is both illiterate and literate 

but below primary level (80% in 2004-05 and 69% in 2011-12). This is one of  the 

reasons behind their poor health and nutrition outcomes and poor economic 

wellbeing due to their absorption in unpaid work. These inequalities in educational 

attainment perpetuates the income disparities making the agenda of  ‘growth with 

equity and social justice’ elusive.  

 

Table 11: Gender differentials in Educational attainment across various categories 

Source: Estimates based on NSS 61st (2004-05) and NSS 68th Round (2011-12), Employment and 

Unemployment 

 

Rural Urban Differentials in Educational Attainment 

 

The rural-urban disparities accentuate as one moves up along the education levels. 

Though there has been improvement in the educational attainment levels in rural 

areas, there is still lot more to catch up to the levels in urban areas. Figure 38 shows 

that while percentage of  non literates have come down from 46 percent in 2004-05 

to 36 percent in 2011-12 in rural areas but it is much high compared with urban 

areas where 25% in 2004-05 and 20 percent in 2011-12 were not literate. It is 

interesting to note that there exists no significant rural urban differential at primary 

and middle education levels. However, it is more significant at secondary and 

higher education levels. During 2004-05, 8 percent of  the rural population attained 

secondary education compared with 18 percent of  urban population which  

increased to 13 percent and 23 percent in 2011-12 respectively. Also, only 3 percent 

of  rural population attained education higher than secondary level compared with 

15 percent of  the urban population. Poor education outcomes in rural areas is a 

result of  economic and social deprivation, poor educational infrastructure and lack 

of  employment opportunities.     
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Figure 38: Changes in the percentage distribution of  rural and urban population by 

completed level of  education, India 2004-05 and 2011-12 

 
Source: Estimates based on NSS 61st (2004-05) and NSS  68th Round (2011-12), Employment and 

Unemployment 

 

Table 12 shows that the rural urban disparity in educational attainment is more 

pronounced across socially disadvantaged sections of  population. While the 

percentage of  non literates across all categories in both rural and urban areas have 

come down between 2004-05 and 2011-12, the rural urban gap in the percentage 

of  non literates is highest among STs followed by SCs and Muslims with 43% STs 

in rural areas not literate as in 2011-12. Also, there is an improvement in the rural 

areas in percentage of  population that is literate but below primary level across all 

groups. In case of  primary level, the rural urban gap has come down for SCs and 

STs so much so that primary education attainment in rural areas is more than 

urban areas in 2011-12. Increase in rural urban gap at higher education levels is 

true even for these disadvantaged groups with gap maximum for SCs at secondary 

level and above. The rural urban gap in the educational attainment of  upper caste 
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Muslims also exists with maximum gap at middle education level compared to 

other categories.   

 

Table 12: Rural-Urban differential in percentage distribution of  population belonging to 

different social groups by educational attainment levels in 2004-05 and 2011-12 

 
Source: Estimates based on NSS 61st (2004-05) and NSS  68th Round (2011-12), Employment and 

Unemployment 

 

Educational Attainment across Wealth Quintiles 

The level of  educational attainment increases sharply with increase in wealth status 

of  the household. During 2011-12, 46 percent of  population belonging to bottom 

wealth decile was not literate compared to only 11 percent in the richest decile 

(NSS 68th round). The gap between poorest and richest deciles widens at higher 

education levels when 5.8 percent attained secondary education and only 0.5 

percent attained higher than secondary education from poorest decile compared 

with 29.1 percent and 30.3 percent respectively from richest decile. 

 

Figure 39: Gender Differential in Educational Attainment across lowest and highest 

wealth decile, 2004-05 and 2011-12 
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Source: Estimates based on NSS 61st (2004-05) and NSS  68th Round (2011-12), Employment and 

Unemployment 

 

The above figure shows the gender gap in the educational attainment across lowest 

and highest wealth deciles. It is noticed that in poorest household, more females 

than males are illiterate which is 68 percent in 2004-05 and 53 percent in 2011-12. 

Though gender gap exists at both lower and higher income levels, the gap is more 

pronounced at lower income levels. As one moves from lower to higher income 

level, there is an increase in the proportion of  those who have attained secondary 

education and above for both males and females. The slow improvement across 

lowest wealth decile vis-a-vis highest in the attainment of  primary education and 

above for both males and females is a matter of  serious concern which demands 

immediate attention. 

 

Figure 40: Educational Attainment among SCs, STs and Muslims across lowest and 

highest wealth decile, 2004-05 and 2011-12 

 
Source: Estimates based on NSS 61st (2004-05) and NSS  68th Round (2011-12), Employment and 

Unemployment 

 

An even more disturbing picture is revealed when a comparison is done for SCs, 

STs and Muslims across lowest and highest income groups. During 2004-05, more 

than 60 percent of  SC, ST and Muslim population in poorest household were 

illiterate compared with less than 20 percent in richest household. Across all 

groups in lowest decile category, STs had maximum non literate population during 

2004-05 whereas in 2011-12, Muslims had maximum non literates. Though higher 

income groups among these sections have better education levels than lower 

income groups, it is still much below the national level. Therefore, it can be said for 
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these disadvantaged groups that economic deprivation not only excludes them 

from realizing equal life chances with denial of  education but in addition their 

belonging and identity doubly exclude them. This demands immediate policy 

correctives. 

 

Age specific educational attainment 

 

Educational attainment across different age groups is analyzed so as to capture the 

true extent of  inequity. The significance of  understanding education levels of  

children aged 0-14 is inter-generational impact on poverty. About 35 percent of  

the children aged 0-14 are not literate as in 2011-12 compared to 44 percent in 

2004-05. There has been an improvement in the attainment of  primary education 

from 15.7 percent in 2004-05 to 19 percent in 2011-12.  Also, the proportion of  

population which is literate but below primary has increased by 4 percent points 

from 34 percent in 2004-05. There exists rural urban and gender differential in the 

educational attainment of  children aged 0-14 with levels higher in urban areas and 

for males. During 2011-12, 37 percent females were not literate compared with 34 

percent males and 36 percent of  rural population were not literate compared to 33 

percent of  urban population. 

 

The educational attainment across adolescents have also improved from 2004-05 

to 2011-12 with fall in non-literates from 13 percent to 5 percent, increase in 

primary education attainment from 31 to 32 percent, secondary education 

attainment from 13 to 21 percent. However, adolescents from vulnerable groups 

have lower educational attainment levels compared to India overall with 14 percent 

adolescents from lower caste, 8 percent STs and 7 percent SCs still not literate 

compared with 5 percent in India overall. Also, only 14 percent adolescents from 

STs, 17 percent SCs, 16 percent from lower caste Muslims have completed 

secondary education in 2011-12 compared with 21 percent in India overall. This 

has implications on their productivity thus making it difficult to reap growth 

benefits. 

Table 13: Educational Attainment across age group 15-24, 2004-05 and 2011-12 

Education Level Male Female 

 2004-05 2011-12 2004-05 2011-12 

Not Literate 12.6 6.6 27.4 13.9 

Literate but below Primary 8.9 6.2 8.7 6.7 

Primary 16.2 11.8 14.1 11.9 

Middle 28.4 25.3 22.1 23.3 

Secondary 28.5 42.2 23.0 36.8 

Above Higher Secondary 5.4 8.0 4.6 7.3 
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Source: Estimates based on NSS 61st (2004-05) and NSS  68th Round (2011-12), Employment and 

Unemployment 

 

By 2020, India is expected to become world’s youngest country. Empowerment of  

the young population through education, skill building and employment can help 

them realise their potential, come out of  the poverty trap, and contribute to 

sustainable development. Educational attainment of  young men aged 15-24 

improved more than women between 2004-05 and 2011-12. The percentage of  

illiterates has come down from 13 percent to 7 percent in case of  young males and 

from 27 percent to 14 percent in case of  young females (table 13). There is not 

much difference in the percentage of  young population that completed just 

primary and middle level education among both male and female. About 42 

percent young men have attained secondary education compared with 37 percent 

young women and 8 percent young men have attained higher than secondary 

education compared with 37 7 percent young women. 

 

Table 14: Educational Attainment among reproductive women age group 15-24, across 

various categories, 2004-05 and 2011-12 

 
Source: Estimates based on NSS 61st (2004-05) and NSS  68th Round (2011-12), Employment and 

Unemployment 

 

Women's education is the most important variable, explaining fertility differences 

across the country and over time.  Educational attainment levels of  women from 

reproductive age group 15-49 is analyzed in table 14. The proportion of  non 

literates is highest among ST women (45 percent) followed by SC women (42 

percent) and Muslim women from lower caste (38 percent) compared to 32 

percent in India overall during 2011-12. Though there has been improvement in 
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the educational attainment levels across all the categories between 2004-05 and 

2011-12, the proportion of  population having attained higher than secondary 

education is still less. During 2011-12, 22 percent of  women from reproductive age 

group attained secondary education compared with 18 percent from rural areas, 16 

percent from SCs, 12 percent from STs, 18 percent from upper caste Muslims and 

17 percent from lower caste Muslims. This indicates that besides urban areas with 

32 percent women completed secondary education, all the other socially 

disadvantaged groups have lesser women with secondary education vis-a-vis India. 

Low educational attainment among women from these sections has severe 

implications in terms of  low age at marriage, increased maternal deaths, child 

malnutrition and low-end employment.      

  

Education Attainment and Employment 

 

Employment status is a function of  educational achievement. Educated and skilled 

workforce gets regular wage employment in the organised sector. As per NSSO 

2007-08 estimates, about 345 out of  1000 persons in labour force were not literate 

whereas only 245 were literate upto primary level, 167 upto middle level, 101 with 

secondary and 52 with higher secondary education. This skewed distribution of  

labour force across education levels is also evident across states with states like 

Rajasthan and Bihar having highest proportion of  labour force who is illiterate at 

515 and 481 (per 1000) respectively compared with Kerala with only 54 per 1000 

labour force who is illiterate. This is reflected in poor access to good quality 

employment in formal and productive sectors in Bihar compared to Kerala. The 

southern states have better access to good quality employment.As per India 

Labour and Employment Report 2014, Bihar ranks last in the Employment 

Situation Index (ESI) 2011-12 for 21 major states while Kerala is much ahead 

standing at 10th position.40 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
40Indicators used in the construction of  the Employment Situation Index (ESI) are percentage employed 
in regular formal work, work participation rate, percentage employed as casual labour, percentage of  self-
employed workers below poverty line, average wage of  casual labourers, unemployment rate for 
secondary educated and above, percentage of  unionized informal workers.    
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Table 15: Percentage changes in unemployment with increase in education level 

 
Source: World Development Indicators, World BANK41  

Note: Unemployment figures at various education levels are expressed in terms of  percentage of  total 

female/male unemployment 

 

Education level plays an important role in the participation of  young adults in 

labour force. However, there is a negative correlation between rate of  

unemployment and level of  education in India indicating that more education does 

not imply increase in employment. Out of  total unemployment during 1990, 38 

percent of  total unemployment among women was from those with tertiary 

education whereas among men 35 percent unemployment from those completed 

tertiary education. It is observed that female unemployment is higher with higher 

educational attainment whereas male unemployment is higher at both extremes of  

education spectrum. In 1990, improved education among women did not 

guarantee access to employment, reason could be lack of  interest or need to work 

as higher education was attained mostly by women from richer households. This 

trend of  increasing unemployment with education level, more in case of  women 

continued during 2000 (table 15). There has been shift in this trend in 2010 where 

unemployment falls with increase in educational attainment both among men and 

women. 

 

                                                           
41Original Source for 1990 and 2000: Employment office records. Coverage: Total. Coverage 
(unemployment): Registered unemployed (persons looking for work who are entered on the registers of  
an employment office at the end of  each month). Age: 14+. Reference period: December. Education: 
International Standard Classification of  Education, 1976 version. Primary includes less than primary. 
Original Source for 2010: Household or labour force survey. Coverage: Total. Coverage (unemployment): 
Total unemployed. Age: 15+. Reference period: July of  the preceding year to June of  the current year. 
Geographic limitation: Excluding Leh and Kargil of  Jammu and Kashmir districts, some villages in 
Nagaland, Andaman and Nicobar Islands. Education: Not available. Notes: Calculated by the ILO from 
microdata. 
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But there is enough evidence that suggests importance of  education in getting 

wage employment in formal sector with better average wages, working conditions, 

job security and non-wage benefits.  In India, gender gap in labour participation is 

lowest among young adults (25-29) at both extremes of  education spectrum.42 It is 

correct to say that  education and inadequate social investment  are relevant in 

explaining the exclusion of  women from employment and inclusive growth. The 

need is to increase public investment in skill development and generation of  

adequate technical high-end jobs. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
42Understanding Children’s Work (UCW) Programme 2013 
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2. 
A Growth that grows on Despair in the countryside, 

Distress Migration & Footloose Labour 

 

In the chapter above we witnessed the unequal life chances when it comes to 

survival and opportunities. It shows how the claims of dividend and youth bulge in 

the demographic transition experienced in India is in reality stunted by inequity. 

This, as we have seen, keeps a large section of the country’s populace – the 

vulnerables and the poor – out of the purview of the benefits of the “growth” 

story. Health, education and indices pertaining to economic well-being – all point 

towards the persistence of this gap keeping millions without the opportunities for 

secure and dignified living. This, in turn, ensures that the opportunity for 

demographic dividend far from being realized, is in fact squandered. But while 

speaking of demographic dividend, the picture will not be complete unless one 

delves into the employment aspect wherein again one can see the perpetuation of 

unequal opportunities. In the absence of dignified living and gainful employment 

one can fathom as to how the disadvantaged are further pushed into casualized 

uncertain, grueling work environs in the informal sector with no social security and 

protection.    

  

The Indian countryside, as we will observe here, has been transformed increasingly 

into a wasteland of near-terminal despair and increasingly impossible survival by 

forced integration with globalized markets, an uncaring state and a crushing 

indebtedness. The gap, in such circumstances, between existence in ‘normal’ 

conditions and what one may call ‘distress’ conditions has rather thinned. It is the 

massive reserve of the underemployed and unemployed amongst the agricultural 

labourers (including also unviable small and marginal farmers and artisans escaping 

another dying sector), who in their desperation to eke out a living are willing to go 

the distance in order to just survive. In order to stay alive, they will go to any 

corner of the country, to do any work, with any remuneration, on any terms. These 

are the floating footloose labourers who flock to cities and live invisibilized behind 

the epic growth story. In Jan Breman’s evocative words – ‘the hunters and 

gatherers of work’. 

  

These are the reserves that are mobilised for casual work through extra-legal or 

pre-capitalist means, using caste, kinship and religion. These are the vagrant 

populace that are ‘willing’ to work at any rate for any number of hours under 

conditions that the local labourers would never oblige to. For as long as the 
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countryside in despair can provide these teeming millions in circulation to be 

mobilised by sub-contractors at cheap rates using extra-economic means, the 

employers would never feel the dearth of labourers ready to work in sub-human 

conditions in open defiance of all legal safeguards that are mandatory. It is the rural 

despair, unproductivity, stagnation and indebtedness that sustain the model of 

rampant casualization and informalization of the labour market and the depletion 

of the organized employment avenues. It is because of this reserve pool which the 

wastelands of distress churn out that enables employers to sack with ease in case of 

demands for unionization or better conditions crop up from amongst the workers. 

There are always plenty ready to work for less and for longer. And it is precisely 

this sub-human exploitation and erosion of rights of the labourers that sustains 

today’s model of ‘market growth’. Hence the synonymy of ‘growth’ and 

casualization as has been observed at the outset of this chapter. So, the 

pauperization in the countryside, the casualization of labour, the erosion of their 

hard-earned rights are not the results of a flawed model of development. This 

particular model of development or ‘growth’ much rather is made possible by the 

despair in the countryside and increasing informalization of labour. 

  

The dream of Make in India therefore feeds on the nightmares of India’s 

countryside. And yet the governments of the day – erstwhile or present – continue 

with a consensus for a market-fundamentalist growth model. So while on the one 

hand governments remain apathetic (and actually complicit) to the open flouting of 

labour laws; on the other hand it seeks to further ‘reform’ to reduce labour 

protections further. India does need labour reforms, but not of the kind which 

reduces labour protections, but instead which extends protections more effectively 

to India’s large mass of unprotected workers toiling in conditions of extensive 

denial of basic rights as workers. 

 

 

So, behind the claims about a favourable ‘demographic dividend’ for India to reap 
with its teeming youth bulge, are difficult questions based on a bleak contemporary 
reality. Demography by itself does not pay dividends. It provides opportunities. 
But whether those opportunities would be realized or squandered depends on 
policy orientation. And it is here that the question becomes relevant that can we 
further sustain our potential growth without greater equity? Will there be any 
dividend to reap without it? The young people for sure are desperate today. 
Desperate legitimately to escape the drudgery and want, the toil and thrift, and the 
burdens imposed by gender, caste, class and religious identity which trapped their 
parents. Recent governments have claimed that the jobs that young people seek 
can only be accomplished through further hastening market-led economic growth. 



 
 

72 
 

But, as we have seen in this chapter, high market-led economic growth, in fact, is 
only made possible through a pauperization of the countryside, heightened 
exploitation of the already marginalized, a circulatory seasonal vagrant labour force, 
and the consequent informalization of labour that is casual and unprotected. 
Growth, has entailed accelerated but unequal expansion of wealth with no 
expansion of decent work for India’s poor and aspiring youth. 

A shrinking countryside: 

Advocates of free markets, opposed to building an interventionist developmental 
and welfare state, have long argued that accelerated market led economic growth in 
India has lifted millions out of want in ways that direct state support could never 
have done. They suggest that poverty is vanishing in India, and those who still 
advocate large-scale public action in support of the poor are caught in a time-warp, 
failing to recognise that the lives of India’s poor have altered dramatically in the 
quarter century of neo-liberal reforms. The recently released preliminary results of 
the Socio-Economic Caste Census (SECC) of 2011 however tell a very different, 
and profoundly worrying tale.  

The picture of rural Indian life today that emerges from what is probably the 
world’s largest study ever of household deprivation is sobering and sombre. It 
evokes a massive hinterland still imprisoned in persisting endemic impoverishment, 
want, illiteracy and indeed hopelessness. It tells a story which every thinking and 
caring Indian must heed. With hand-held laptops, official enumerators were 
commissioned to ask members of all households in the country a few basic 
questions, including what they owned, how they earned a living, how much they 
earned, and how far they had studied. Their findings tell us first that in three in 
four rural households no one earns more than 5000 rupees a month. More than 
nine out of ten rural households have no one earning over 10000 rupees a month. 
This forces more in each household to work – even the children and the old. The 
wages in turn are depressed considering that multiple heads per household are at 
work. Then again, the aspect of economic deprivation is yet again made evident if 
we are to look at asset ownership in rural households. As per the census 2011 data, 
23 percent of the rural households do not possess any assets43 so to speak. 

The SECC survey also reveals that 56 percent rural households own no land. 
Around half of the rural households report that they depend primarily on manual 
labour to survive. Economist Prabhat Patnaik observes in Outlook: ‘Our share of 
cultivators has actually fallen since 1951. A whole set of people who might have 
been independent peasants…have been pushed into the ranks of agricultural 
labour’. ‘They have no rights, no security of income, they are subject to the worst 
kind of drudgery because it is all manual work: they cannot be organised. It’s just a 
miserable state of existence’.  

                                                           
43

 Following are the assets that are captured by the census - Radio/Transistor, Television, Computer/Laptop, 

Phone, Bicycle, Scooter/Motorcycle/Mope, Car/Jeep/Van 

http://www.livemint.com/Opinion/38tuZShjftafBaQtvlf5nI/Harsh-Mander--Formal-industry-informal-work.html
http://www.livemint.com/Opinion/38tuZShjftafBaQtvlf5nI/Harsh-Mander--Formal-industry-informal-work.html


 
 

73 
 

The table below brings to fore the stark reality of a constantly decreasing share of 
cultivators in India while the share of agricultural labourers has progressively been 
swelling over the decades since 1961. The decadal decreasing number of farmers 
presents the disturbing reality of Indian agriculture. 

Table 1:  Population and Agricultural Workers in India 

Year Cultivators Agricultural 

Labourers 

1951 71.9 percent 28.1 percent 

1961 76 percent 24 percent 

1971 62.2 percent 37.8 percent 

1981 62.5 percent 37.5 percent 

1991 59.7 percent 40.3 percent 

2001 54.4 percent 45.6 percent 

2011 45.1 percent 54.9 percent 

Source: Agricultural Statistics at a Glance 2014, GoI, Ministry of Agriculture 

SECC mandated officials to survey every single household in the country, which 
contributes to its importance and credibility. It is a census, not an estimate. All 
large official surveys however tend to neglect invisible populations, such as forest 
dwellers, nomadic communities, footloose distress migrants, bonded workers, and 
people stigmatised by their vocations, sexuality or ailments. These populations are 
invisible to state officials because of their extreme vulnerability and powerlessness, 
and as a survival strategy they are often also forced to hide from the state. 
Moreover, although rules required that the survey results be ratified in open 
community meetings, this was rarely done. Far from over-stating the situation, 
therefore, it is likely that it in fact the SECC significantly underestimated levels of 
poverty and deprivation in the countryside. 

The number of farmer suicide since 1995 has crossed 3 lakhs according to the 2014 
National Crime Records Bureau (NCRB). A report by a rural journalist P Sainath 
reveals that on an average at least ten farmers have killed themselves every day for a 
straight ten years in the rich state of Maharashtra. While in certain states like 
Chattisgarh, farmers’ suicide accounts for nearly a quarter of all suicides, at an all 
India level, the data stands alarmingly at 11.4 percent of all suicides as per NCRB. 
As governments hotly contest these figures, this epidemic of terminal despair 
shows no signs of abating. Palagummi Sainath calculates that ‘suicide rates among 
Indian farmers were a chilling 47 per cent higher than they were for the rest of the 
population in 2011’.44 In some states, they were well over 100 per cent higher. A 
                                                           
44

 “Farmers’ suicide rates soar above the rest”, P. Sainath, The Hindu, May 18, 2013 
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farmer in Andhra Pradesh is three times more likely to commit suicide than anyone 
else in the country, excluding farmers. And he is twice as likely to do so when 
compared to non-farmers in his own state. The odds are not much better in 
Maharashtra, which has recorded the maximum number of farmers’ suicides for 
over a decade. He reports further that the adjusted farmers’ suicide rate for 2011 is 
in fact slightly higher than it was in 2001, and that too after the numbers of persons 
in agriculture has declined, and after states have tried hard to fudge numbers.  

The UPA government after it came to power in 2004 commiserated with the 
survivors of farmers who had committed suicide in Andhra Pradesh, and promised 
a ‘new deal’ to Indian farmers. And yet, all that they got was a ‘relief package’ of 
soft loans to which they would qualify only after a farmer has committed suicide, 
and a ‘moratorium’ on past loans that is unenforceable because the farmers remain 
dependent on the same usurious private sources for credit in the future. It seemed 
that even the state would extend some relief only to farmers who proved their 
eligibility for support by taking their own lives! The same neglect of agrarian 
distress has been carried forward by the succeeding regime. Not surprisingly, then, 
farmers’ suicides continued unabated during the decade when the UPA 
government was in power, from 2004-14, and also under the present NDA 
government. What does this monumental neglect translate into? 

Between one and two thousand people are leaving ‘krishi’ (farming) forever, every 
day for the last decade, as India’s rural sector is fast becoming a wasteland of 
despair. The critical concern is that there is no assured return in farming, thanks to 
both the vagaries of weather and market. But facilities for both loans from the 
government and marketing assistance are decreasing chronically. The government’s 
extension system is broken and in the absence of land improvement measures, the 
entire burden falls on the female family member, as men migrate to the cities. 
Osmanabad, where the government had launched its so called ‘zero-suicide plan’45, 
saw 20 farmer suicides in the three weeks of February 2016. Such measures remain 
cosmetic in the face of the fact that only four percent of the government’s budget 
is being allocated on agriculture and allied services that provides livelihood to more 
than 50 per cent of its population. Even out of this four per cent, a major share is 
allocated for fertilizer and pesticide subsidies that benefit small numbers of large 
farmers in prosperous regions.  Also India spends only about 2.9 percent of 
country’s GDP on agriculture and allied services. A detailed analysis of 
government spending on agriculture and allied services shall be discussed in next 
chapter.  

                                                           
45

 In 2015, the Maharashtra government selected Osmanabad for a “zero-suicide district” plan that aimed to 

check suicides by farmers. Since then, the number of such suicides has in fact gone up by over a fourth — from 
136 between August 2014 and August 2015, to 172 between August 2015 and August 2016, according to 
officials at the Aurangabad divisional commissionerate that keeps tracks of suicides in the eight districts of 
Marathwada region. In ‘zero suicide’ district of Maharashtra, farm suicides up by a fourth,  The Indian Express, 
http://indianexpress.com/article/india/india-news-india/zero-suicide-district-of-maharashtra-osmanabad-
drought-farmer-suicide-marathwada-2994766/ 

http://indianexpress.com/article/india/india-news-india/zero-suicide-district-of-maharashtra-osmanabad-drought-farmer-suicide-marathwada-2994766/
http://indianexpress.com/article/india/india-news-india/zero-suicide-district-of-maharashtra-osmanabad-drought-farmer-suicide-marathwada-2994766/
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It is not just the monsoons that can fail a farmer. With globalization, they have 
been thrust into the harsh winds of global markets. Even a good harvest can be 
calamitous for them, if global prices, of which they have no advance knowledge, let 
alone any kind of control over, unpredictably crash. In theory, the government still 
guarantees procurement of their produce at a minimum assured price but, in 
practice, mandis only purchase from large farmers in prosperous regions. The 
small farmer, desperate for cash, is forced to sell his or her harvest to the 
moneylender who purchases at whatever price he chooses, often reselling later at 
much higher prices in the mandi or on the open market. Matters are aggravated by 
private ownership of seeds and an unequal market where farmers are forced to 
take loans to pay for agricultural inputs, including genetically modified seeds, 
fertilizers, chemicals and the like. Due to the higher costs, the ownership of farms 
has become more concentrated, with farmers who face poor years unable to repay 
loans and being forced to commit suicide.  
 

The Green Revolution helped the country expand food production by many times 
but also brought along certain costs, both environmental and social. Water aquifers 
are falling alarmingly, with estimates in Punjab showing that 75 percent of available 
ground water has been overexploited; chemical inputs and industrialization has 
caused harm to the natural environment; soil has become increasingly saline, and 
less fertile; land degradation in general is high due to erosion and waterlogging. 
Arable land, soil, water and biodiversity have been rapidly shrinking because of the 
pressures of pollution, population growth, urban sprawl and climate change. The 
Indian Council of Agricultural Research estimates that out of a total geographical 
area of 328.73 million hectares, 120.40 million hectares is affected by various types 
of land degradation.46 Chemical fertilizer use has increased from 1.1 million tonnes 
in 1966-67 to 27.7 million tonnes in 2011-12.217 While fertilizer use increased by 
over twenty-five times, the gain in foodgrain production was only threefold. 
 

Farmers battle an endemic agrarian crisis, the whims of the market, recurring 
droughts and floods, an agro-ecological crisis, paltry public investments in small-
farm agriculture, all superimposed on a hinterland of inter-generational 
pauperisation. Every year, the farmer had to beg for loans for digging wells and 
tubewells, to buy seed, fertilizers, pesticides, and other inputs. Earlier, nationalized 
or cooperative banks would give him credit, today he is turned away from their 
doors. The private moneylender charges 3 to 5 percent rates of interest 
compounded monthly, but at least he is there in time of need. Much of the credit 
he extends is in kind, as seeds and other agricultural inputs. These are often 
spurious or overpriced, but he had no option but to buy them and thereafter many 
are not left with any other option but to take to the noose under the crushing debt-
burden. 

                                                           
46

 “Changing Landscapes”, Down To Earth, 24
th

 February, 2015, 

http://www.downtoearth.org.in/news/changing-landscape-48700 
  

http://www.downtoearth.org.in/news/changing-landscape-48700
http://www.downtoearth.org.in/news/changing-landscape-48700
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The ‘growth’ years in fact has seen a phenomenal growth in rural indebtedness.  It 
is understood that some debts respond to cash flow issues, some are investments 
in people or livelihood, while some aid social mobility but there are others that are 
dreadful loans. Indebtedness should not always necessarily be an indicator of 
deprivation. However, when debts are being incurred in an agrarian economy that 
is saddled in crisis with diminishing returns and uncertainties of market, the 
indebted are being increasingly pushed to take the noose. The incidence of 
indebtedness among all rural labour households, defined as the percentage of 
indebted households to total rural labour households, increased from 25.0 per cent 
in 1999-2000 to a towering 47.3 percent in 2004-05. The average debt per indebted 
rural labour household (Rs.10,259) in 2004-05 recorded an increase of 69.6 percent 
over the level of debt (Rs.6,049) in 1999-2000.47 An analysis of total outstanding 
loan by its nature reveals that about 97 per cent of the debt raised by the rural 
labour household was contracted and a small proportion of the total debt (i.e. 3 per 
cent) was inherited. This only suggests that the contributing factors were more 
recent in origin than generational passing of debts. The average outstanding debt 
per farmer household was higher in the state of Punjab followed by Kerala, 
Haryana, Andhra Pradesh and Tamil Nadu – all relatively developed and better 
banked states. And in these states except for Kerala, large proportion of the debt 
was incurred for productive purposes. But if this is the condition of those who 
could borrow for productive purposes, there also exist a large section who are too 
poor to even be eligible for loans. Money lenders continued to remain the major 
source of debt (44.2 percent) followed by the banks (16.5 percent). Other sources, 
such as shopkeepers (6.1 percent), friends & relatives (12.8 percent) and co-
operative societies (9.3 percent) are also significant contributors of the loan to the 
rural labour households.  
 
Figure: 1 Incidence of indebtedness across SC, ST and OBC households, 1999-00 and 
2004-05 

 
Source: rural labour enquiry report on indebtedness among rural labour households (2004-05) 
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The burden has been most crushing on the already disadvantaged and deprived 
who fill the ranks amongst the landless labourers. The incidence of indebtedness 
grew from 25.30 percent to 48.04 percent in case of the SC Households; from 
22.60 percent to 46.67 percent in the case of OBC Households and from 22.90 
percent to 39.39 percent in case of ST Households over the high ‘growth’ period 
from 1999-2000 to 2004-2005. The average amount of debt per Scheduled Caste 
Households, at all-India level, during 2004-05 increased to Rs.3,767 from Rs. 1,283 
during 1999–2000. If this is the picture of the rural labour households, the picture 
of the agricultural labour households in particular was in fact marginally worse. 
The incidence of indebtedness amongst ALHs was 48.40 percent in 2004-05 while 
that among RLHs was 47.30 percent. The incidence of indebtedness among the 
SC, the ST and OBC of ALHs was reported at 49.41 percent, 41.20 percent, and 
47.25 percent respectively. This state of being ought to have a strong bearing on 
health indices of the vulnerable populace - SCs, STs, women, et al as was dealt in 
the preceding section. Can we have policy provisions meant to address such 
deprivations in health and education, without calling into question the policies 
pertaining to the agriculture sector?  
 

Historically, the Indian economy has been characterized as an agrarian economy 
with a small manufacturing sector and hence an overwhelming share of agricultural 
employment in the total work force. This share remained static over a long period 
despite the fact that the structure of the GDP underwent a transformation under 
the regime of booming ‘growth’, resulting in the share of agriculture in GDP 
declining consistently over the years. Despite a near-zero employment elasticity in 
the agriculture sector, indebtedness and stagnation, additions to the labour force 
(surplus labour) had to willy-nilly fall back on this sector, thereby swelling the 
ranks of the disguised unemployed and the underemployed in Indian agriculture. 
These processes resulted in low productivity and low income levels of the 
agricultural labourers pushing them towards near-distress conditions. This process 
is connected with the phenomenon of distress migration to the cities on the one 
hand and the incidence of recruiting agricultural workers from longer distances 
thereby keeping wages low and maximizing control.  
 

The lesson that Finance Minister Arun Jaitley drew from grim SECC findings of 
persisting endemic rural poverty was predictably to call for a further hastening of 
India’s economic growth. This would mean administering more of the familiar 
medicine of market fundamentalism: reducing public spending further on 
education, health and agriculture, combined with further weakening labour 
protections and safeguards against land acquisition. Instead we must heed the 
resounding message of the SECC, as also of the unending epidemic of farmers’ 
suicides and the continuing distress exodus from India’s countryside: that India 
does not shine for its teeming villages. This challenge requires an entirely different 
set of prescriptions: much greater public spending on rural infrastructure, 
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watershed development and small-farm agriculture, farmers’ income protections, 
MNREGA, education and health, and reviving land reforms. Without these, rural 
India, still home to a vast majority of Indians is fast becoming a wasteland of 
distress and despair.  
 

Informalization & Jobless Growth 

 

In the shadows of India’s fairy tale ‘economic growth’ is another story, of jobless 
growth, stagnant wages and the growing informalization and casualization of the 
work force. This excludes the large majority of young people from reaping the 
promised benefits of growth. Instead they are left with no option but to join the 
teeming ranks of the underemployed, casualized, informalized or seasonal 
migratory labour market in India.  
 

The promise of reforms was that the withdrawal of the state making way for the 
market would usher in an expansion of the economy, higher output growth and 
hence creation of new employment opportunities, which would result in a fall in 
the levels of poverty and inequality. A sober assessment of the growth story must 
include the admission that it did not translate into creating employment 
opportunities that were even nearly commensurate to the requirements of an ever-
growing work-force, and neither did it ensure decent work. Instead, a bourgeoning 
labour force competes for meagre opportunities to eke out a living with practically 
no legal safeguards and labour rights.  
 

Even as per the government’s own reluctant admission, ‘the economy has indeed 
experienced high rates of growth in the post reforms period [but,] the optimism on 
employment creation, however, has not been realized to the fullest extent.’48 In the 
decade 1999-00 to 2009-10, while GDP growth accelerated to 7.52 percent per 
annum, employment growth during this period was just 1.5 percent, below the 
long-term employment growth of 2 per cent per annum, over the four decades 
since 1972-73.49 As per the Annual Survey of Industries data released last year, the 
‘growth’ boom was accompanied by stagnant or even declining real wages for the 
workers. However, the increasing mechanization that was seen in this period which 
required workers to upgrade their skills, should have translated into higher wages 
which clearly has not happened. Within this 30-year period, real wages increased 
moderately between 1983 and 1996 and then declined between 1996 and 2007. 
Growth in productivity outpaced wage growth throughout this period. Even ILO 
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 “25 years after liberalisation: India must realise that wealth isn't development unless it is shared” 
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figures affirm that India’s real wages fell 1 per cent between 2008 and 2011, while 
labour productivity grew 7.6 per cent in the same period.   
 
 

In 2012-13, only 16.5 percent of the workers in the country were wage/salary 
earners.50 In another estimate, about 78 percent of households had no wage/salary 
earning members. To the contrary, the proportion of casual labourers in the 
workforce is supposed to be a considerable and ever-rising 30.9 percent. Of the 
rest, 49.5 percent were self-employed and 3 percent were contract workers. Among 
the workers in AGEGC  ([ag]ricultural sector [e]xcluding only [g]rowing of [c]rops, 
market gardening, horticulture and growing of crops combined with farming of 
animals) and non-agricultural sectors, as high as 72 percent were found to be 
working in informal sector enterprises.  
 

Although labour law prohibits the appointment of contract workers for perennial 
tasks, these years saw sharp growth in contract and casual work, at the expense of 
regular employment. The share of contract workers in total organised employment 
rose from 10.5 percent in 1995-96 to 25.6 percent by 2009-10, while the share of 
directly employed workers fell from 68.3 percent to 52.4 per cent in the same 
period. Even regular workers were appointed increasingly on short-term contracts, 
with little or no social security, as termination of their employment was not legally 
barred because they were contract and not regular employees. This is how the 
increasing informality in the organised labour market has blurred distinctions 
between formal and informal labour. This is what one may call ‘reform by stealth’, 
i.e., even without changing laws, fewer and fewer workers enjoy protections of 
secure employment and social security as mandated by law on paper.   
 
 

Today written job contracts with formal agreements and associated legal 
responsibilities (at least on paper) are already an endangered or near extinct variety 
of employing workers. As per government estimations, labour relations - where 
they exist - are based mostly on casual employment, kinship or personal and social 
relations rather than contractual arrangements with formal guarantees. About 82 
percent of the employed persons in AGEGC and non-agricultural sector were 
reported to be working without any written job contract. About 93 percent of the 
casual workers do not have any written job contract while the figure for the same 
amongst contract workers was 68.4 percent. Even amongst the supposedly more 
formal wage/salaried employees, about 66 per cent of employees reported to be 
working without a written job contract.  
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49.5 per cent persons are estimated to be self employed under the Usual Principal Status Approach followed 
by 30.9 per cent as casual labour. Only 16.5 per cent were wage/salary earners and the rest 3.0 per cent 
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Labour relations – in such a context – is based on casual employment, kinship or 
personal and social relations rather than contractual arrangements with formal 
guarantees. Michael Anderson has dealt extensively with the limits of a formally free 
labour market that has proliferated in India. Beyond the realms of the formal/legal, 
it is the ever-presence of extra-legal modes of mobilization and disciplining that 
has received further fillip with the larger trend towards informalization and 
casualization. He contends that for employers in India, the creation of a formally 
free labour market had hardly any impact as their system of control relied not on 
legal contracts but on the authority of the labour intermediary/middlemen and on 
holding wages in arrears. For all practical purposes, it was the sardar or jobber or 
labour contractor, rather than the manager or owner, who was the real employer of 
labour. They not only possessed the power to hire or fire at will but often 
controlled access of the workers to credit, housing, shops, and medical care as well. 
Where labour relations were determined primarily by relations of hierarchy and 
deference, feudal mechanisms, or paternalistic ‘mai-baap’51 idioms; the terminology 
of the law found little social use. One only needs to venture into the ‘high growth 
sector’ of construction today to witness this murky terrain, almost entirely powered 
by unprotected, unorganised workers at dirt wages and unsafe and unhealthy 
environments, in open violation of the law. The lack of government spending on 
education, for instance, can be identified as one of the factors feeding the vast 
reserve of casual labour as identified in the earlier section. Simultaneously, on the 
effect end of the picture, the growing informalization ought to have its bearing in 
further aggravating the vital health indices when it comes to the most vulnerable 
who dominate the casual labour market.   
 

Such is the extent of informalization in the labour market that the boundaries 
between the formal and the informal has largely been blurred, as the figures 
suggest. The informal sector contributes around half of the GDP of the country, 
and its dominance in the employment front is such that more than 90 per cent of 
the total workforce has been engaged in the informal economy. If employment in 
India is divided into four categories: (a) Formal employment in the formal sector, 
(b) Informal employment in the formal sector, (c) Formal employment in the 
informal sector, and (d) Informal employment in the informal sector; then the 
Indian economy is dominated by far by the last category (d) constituting around 86 
per cent of employment (as of 2004-05). Employment growth in the organized 
sector has registered a continuous decline between 1972-73 and 2004-05.52 
Kompier cites the 2009 report of the official National Commission for Enterprises 
in the Unorganized Sector, which found that the ‘vast majority of jobs created in 
recent years have been in the informal sector, in the absence of a legal framework 
for labour protection and social security. Out of every 100 workers, the report 
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paternalist hierarchies instead of definitive wage contracts between employer and labourer. It is a mechanism 
wherein capital taps into the existing feudal hierarchies to keep wages depressed.   
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revealed, around 90 per cent work in the informal economy producing half of 
India’s economic output. This implies that out of current total workforce of 
around 475 million, around 400 million workers, considerably larger than the total 
population of the USA, are employed with little job security, no protection for 
health (sick or maternity pay), retirement benefits or any formal entitlements to call 
upon the protection of the labour law regime.53  
 

Industry, however, continued to complain about the Indian government’s less than 
satisfactory efforts to introduce what it called labour ‘reforms’, and labour reforms 
were one of the promises of the avowedly industry-friendly government. The term 
‘reform’ is misleading, because what is sought is not a better deal for the labouring 
class but, rather, the further weakening of the already infirm framework of labour 
regulation in our country. This would perhaps attract more investment, but would 
damage further the promise of assured, dignified and safe work for the aspirational 
young. Leo Panitch noted in The Guardian: ‘For most of the 20th century, the word 
‘reform’ was commonly associated with securing state protection against the 
chaotic effects of capitalist market competition. Today, it is most commonly used 
to refer to the undoing of these protections.’54 

 

 

High among the expectations from the avowedly industry-friendly governments 
was that they would muster the political will to ‘reform’ labour laws to render these 
more ‘flexible’. The rigidities of the current labour regulatory regime, it was alleged, 
were major hurdles to attracting private investment to manufacturing. Greater 
freedom to hire and fire workers, a less intrusive labour welfare supervisory regime 
and reduced power of unions would, it was argued, actually benefit workers, as 
greater private investment would result in higher economic growth and, therefore, 
more jobs. 
 

In this light, the labour law amendments introduced in June 2014 by the newly 
elected Raje government in Rajasthan were widely seen as establishing the template 
for ‘labour reforms’ to be undertaken nationally. These amendments firstly reduced 
the application of the Contract Labour Act to companies with more than fifty 
workers, against the then current twenty. This statute prohibited engagement of 
contract labour in tasks requiring perennial work in the production process, and 
prescribed a mechanism for the registration of contractors. The amendments 
likewise reduced the protections of the Factories Act only to units employing 
twenty workers with power supply and forty workers without power supply, down 
from the existing norm of ten and twenty workers respectively. This, in effect, 
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reduced the protections of workers with health, safety and welfare standards which 
their employers were earlier legally bound to ensure.  

 

The legal changes further exempted factories employing 300 (up from the current 
100) workers from the protections of the Industrial Disputes Act, which protects 
rights of collective bargaining, and raised the minimum numbers of workers 
required to register a trade union from 15 to 30 per cent.  Labour economists 
estimate that after this amendment around 57-60 percent workers in the formal 
sector could be fired, or be made subject to suppressed wages and degraded work 
conditions. The cumulative impact of these amendments has been to free more 
employers from even the poorly enforced and modest obligations they currently 
hold for ensuring the job security, health and social protection of their workers. 
 

So, contrary to the promises of more jobs and more opportunities for the teeming 
youth in India, the reality has been more and more uncertainty, lesser job creation 
and far lesser security. Currently nine out of ten workers are in the informal sector, 
deprived of any kind of labour protections, working in conditions of oppressive, 
indecent and often unfree work. Therefore the ‘vexing’ and ‘obstructive’ labour 
regime against which formal industry so chafes covers only a minimal section of 
India’s workforce, and that too very weakly and ineffectively. Atul Sood, Paaritosh 
Nath and Sangeeta Ghosh demonstrate that the share of contract workers in total 
organized employment rose from 10.5 per cent in 1995-96 to 25.6 percent by 
2009-10, while the share of directly employed workers fell from 68.3 percent to 
52.4 percent in the same period.55 Employment growth in the organised sector has 
in fact registered a continuous decline between 1972-73 and 2004-05. During 1999-
2000 to 2004-05, most of the growth of 4.7 per cent per annum in non-agriculture 
employment, was in the unorganized sector. The organized sector employment had 
last seen an increase (at a rate of 1.2 per cent per annum) in the period 1983 to 
1993-94. But, it declined steadily at the rate of 0.03 per cent per annum in the 
period 1994-2007, and this decline is attributed primarily to a decline in 
employment in PSUs. The deceleration in organized sector employment and low 
share of regular employees in total employment contributes to this process of 
casualization. 
 

The brunt of this casualization is of course borne by the most oppressed sections. 
That is, if a worker is a SC, ST or a Muslim, the worker would be considerably 
more likely than others both in rural and urban locations to end up with a casual 
job instead of a contractual one. Muslims in general seem to be the worst sufferers 
of rampant casualization amongst all the oppressed categories. Amongst them 
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urban Muslims seem to be more pronounced in their proportion in casual labour. 
And then again, it is the Lower Muslims who are more likely to be casual workers 
than even SCs and STs. 76.8 and 70.7 percent of SCs and STs working in urban 
areas in the years 2004-05 were in casual employment. Amongst all others, the 
proportion was 63.9 per cent. And the corresponding figures for the Upper and 
Lower Muslims were a staggering 81.4 and 86.6 percent. And this again mounted 
to 86.6 and 90.2 per cent respectively in 2011-12. The participation of Muslim 
workers in salaried jobs, both in the public and the private sectors, is quite low. 0he 
participation of Muslims in regular jobs in urban areas is quite limited compared to 
even the traditionally disadvantaged sections of SCs and STs. their participation in 
formal sector employment is considerably less than the national average. The 
participation of Muslims in the professional and managerial cadre is miserably low. 
In the absence of written contracts, Muslim workers are highly vulnerable and 
hardly enjoy social security and other benefits at work. Muslim regular workers get 
lower daily earnings (salary) in both public and private jobs as compared to other 
SRCs (socio-religious communities). Muslims tend to be relatively more vulnerable 
in terms of conditions of work as their concentration in informal sector 
employment is higher and their job conditions (contract length, social-security etc.) 
even in case of regular workers are inferior as compared to other SRCs. Among 
urban male workers (other things being the same), the probability of Muslim 
workers taking up regular work is the lowest. A substantially larger proportion of 
the Muslim households in urban areas are in a very low (less than Rs.500/-) 
expenditure bracket. Incidence of poverty among Muslims in urban areas is the 
highest with a Head Count Ratio of 38.4 per cent followed closely at 36.4 per cent 
for SCs / STs, whereas 22.7 per cent of India’s population was poor in 2004-05. 
 
 

The toll of informalization is again unfairly borne by the women as a steady 
widening of gender gap is visible over the years. If one compares the estimates of 
NSS 2004-5 and NSS 2011-12, one finds that in informal sector in the urban area 
the relative share between men and women shifted from 81.3 per cent and 18.7 
percent to 83.1 per cent and 16.9 per cent. If one includes both the urban and the 
rural in the informal sector, again it shifted from 71.5 per cent and 28.5 per cent to 
77.7 per cent and 22.3 per cent. This marks a significant pushing out of the women 
from the labour market under casualization. Even the marginal share of migrants 
for employment in the female population declined from 1.9 per cent in 1993 to 1.2 
per cent in 2007–2008. NSS employment data for the period in question also 
showed a fall in female work participation rates in both rural and urban areas. 
Between 2004 – 05 and 2011 - 2012 while Labour Force Participation Rate for 
women in rural areas dropped from 39.3 to 27.1. For urban women the decline was 
from 21.8 in 2004 – 05 to 19.3 in 2011 -2012. The decline was sharper for women 
in rural areas and specifically for women belonging to the age groups of 15 years to 
29 years. In 2004 – 2005 work force participation of women in the age group of 15 
to 29 years was reported to be 30.9 and in 2009 – 2010 the same fell to 23.3. The 
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diminishing scope for gainful employment in agriculture led to loss of employment 
for both women and men. But the employment elasticity in the construction sector 
seems to have mitigated the situation for men while for whatever reasons this 
sector hasn’t absorbed as many women yet.  
 

The expectations of expanding employment opportunities generating demand for 
women workers under a liberalized policy regime (the so-called feminization of 
labour) and expecting this to fuel migration further are not borne out by the NSS 
data on either employment or migration. A society undergoing vast economic 
reforms since over two decades while simultaneously being deeply entrenched in 
patriarchal structures is bound to have its cumulative effect on women. The 
household is not a unit where one can assume there to be equitable distribution of 
resources. In such a context, being pushed out of the labour market, or the steady 
informalization and the resultant erosion of legal protections (like, for instance the 
right to maternity leave), can accentuate the woman’s vulnerability in an already 
unequal society.  
 

In this context, it is not an exaggeration or an ‘extreme view’ to say that India’s 
high noon of growth was characterised by a near no job creation. Between 2004-05 
and 2009-10, when growth averaged 8.43 percent, only 2 million new jobs were 
added for 55 million people who joined the workforce, compared to over 60 
million new jobs during the previous five-year period. Thus very few jobs have 
been added, mostly of low quality, whereas employment opportunities in public 
enterprises, the formal private sector, and agriculture actually declined. 
 

It is worth noting here that casualization of labour is far more pronounced and 
increasingly disconcerting in the rural agricultural hinterland. If an astounding 86.2 
percent, 86 percent, 87.8 percent, 89.3 percent and 76.3 per cent of SCs, STs, 
Upper Muslims, Lower Muslims and Others were in casualized labour in the 
countryside in 2004-05; the corresponding figures in 2011-12 were an even higher 
90.3 per cent, 87.2 per cent, 89.4 per cent, 93.7 per cent and 80.4 per cent. And this 
is where we ought to emphasize that the true or holistic picture of the ‘growth’ 
story of India is inconceivable without venturing into the wastelands of despair 
that lie just beyond the shine of the metropolis.  
 

Hunters and Gatherers of Work 

 

Those in their millions being forced to look for work - often seasonally - beyond 

their stagnant countryside hardly ever have a notion of ‘choice-margin’ wherein 

they engage in a marginal calculation involving free choice between two 

possibilities. Rather the reason behind this form of distress labour migration lies in 

subsistence agriculture itself. A labourer moving from agriculture to wage labour 

hardly ever makes a rational choice between different possibilities. Making a 

significant and relevant distinction between a peasant and an agrarian proletariat 
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(or landless agricultural labour), [1] [U2] Leela Chakraborty contends that while the 

aforesaid choice-margin may be relevant for a peasant, it does not apply to the 

latter who constituted the main force of migrant workers in India. The size of this 

proletariat, as revealed by the SECC, is that 56 per cent rural households own no 

land and are dependent only on manual labour, significantly higher than levels that 

prevailed at Independence. For most such migrants who are members of the 

agrarian proletariat, the choices are more often than not between to either barely 

subsisting working with bare hands or dying of slow invisible starvation. 

  

These are the migrant workers toiling in the prosperous rice, wheat, sugarcane and 

cotton farms of Punjab, Haryana, Western UP and Maharashtra, construction 

workers building high-rise structures in cities across the country, semi-bonded 

workers in brick kilns which pockmark the country, workers building roads in 

conflict- endemic frontier states, and so on. Often boys barely in their teens set out 

to distant lands to earn some money to keep their families alive. This is evidenced 

by the major clustering of the age group of 16-40 years among the migrants. But 

now increasingly families migrate along with women and children, interrupting 

children’s schooling, forcing women to bear and raise children on dusty city streets 

and shanties, and leaving behind old people in the village to starve, beg or die. 

Many of the older generation are even forced to migrate to work in brick kilns or 

as agricultural labourer. 

 

Seasons of despair and desolation:  

Of a total of around 740 million internal migrants in the world, an estimated 400 
million of them labour in India; almost twice the 221 million of them in China.56 
Thus, more than half of the internal migrants in the world reside in the shadows of 
‘shining India’, and it is their dirt-cheap labour that helps in many ways to sustain 
the shine. 

It is not that the subcontinent is new to migration. The mines, the plantations, the 
factories had through the years of colonial rule been fed by famine, depleting forest 
rights, land-settlements policies and consequent distress migration. There was also 
a time in the early 20th century when metropolises like Calcutta, Bombay, or 
industrial centres like Kanpur invited and sheltered lakhs of such impoverished 
migrants as the aspirant industrial workforce. The conditions of these masses of 
labour in the yesteryears of colonial India was abysmal. But certainly there has 
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been an epochal jolt – a marked shift in recent decades – in which there has been a 
noticeable worsening in the lot of these millions living in the long dark shadows of 
growth. The twin phenomenon of rural distress and rampant casualization of 
labour has meant a drastic swell in both their ranks and uncertainties.   

Expelled from an agriculture sector that is being starved and poisoned into a 
wasteland of despair, these are the teeming millions of young people, desperate 
men, women and children, mostly young, the hidden faces of India’s youth bulge, 
who are hopeful that they would be able to build a new future in the cities. But 
they are increasingly unwelcome in the cities that they throng to, forced to 
confront a hostile state that treats them as illegitimate citizens of the city. Even as 
the city consumes their dirt-cheap labour through growing informalization, they 
are condemned to living rough on city pavements, or in illegalised shanties without 
tenure, clean water, sanitation or even a roof and walls that protects them from the 
elements. Trapped in low-end unprotected work, these are India’s nowhere people 
– neither gainfully employed in the countryside, nor in settled decent work in cities.  

There is an in-built assumption promoted by the ‘growth’ story that this massive 
human tectonic from village to cities is actually sign of good health, that it is an 
inevitability and is in fact a symptom of India’s ‘successful’ growth policy. Former 
UPA Finance Minister P. Chidambaram said in an interview that his dream for 
India is a country in which 80 percent live in cities. However, there is much in 
these assumptions that need to be interrogated, not just about the inevitability, 
sustainability and desirability of this transition, but also the exact facticity on which 
such assumptions rest. We do need to ask that if it is their unprotected drudgery 
and enforced footloose existence that feeds this ‘development’ paradigm, then 
whose ‘development’ are we talking about? We do need to ask that if millions of 
young aspirations for a better dignified living are to be sacrificed at the altar of 
‘growth’, then who is earning the dividend out of India’s so called demographic 
dividend?  

The swelling reserve of the footloose: 

The despair in the countryside, the considerable failure of land reforms, the 
incumbent landlessness, compounded by the crushing debts in the era of 
globalization, has made agriculture increasingly unsustainable as a year-long and 
decently paying employer. Growth in real wages in agriculture was 5 percent in the 
1980s, but fell to 2 percent in the 1990s, and virtually zero in the 2000s.57 The 2011 
census shows that the percentage of the country’s population engaged in 
agriculture is shrinking. An estimated 10 million people who have abandoned rural 
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India for ever in the last decade but still 58 percent of the country is employed 
within the agricultural sector.58

 

As agriculture plays an increasingly small role in the GDP of India (only 14 
percent), there are fewer incentives for farmers to stay in agriculture, and as the 
costs of inputs increase, agriculture is increasingly getting concentrated in the 
hands of small group of dominant caste feudal-landholders who have the capital 
and the influence to afford to remain in agriculture. Today 84.87 percent of the 
total holdings belong to marginal farmers who own less than one hectare (10,000 
square metres), and just 7 percent own more than two hectares as per data on 
household land ownership from NSSO. Tribal people are over-represented among 
the landless, Scheduled Castes among marginal land-owners, and ‘upper’ castes 
among medium and large landholders. Across the country, in every State, 
landholdings have decreased in size, almost halving in the last 20 years. The 
‘growth’ years that saw drastic cuts on government budget on agriculture59 were 
accompanied also with steady diminishing in the size of average land-holding.  In 
1992, the average rural household was a small landholder with over one hectare of 
land, as compared with a marginal land-holder as of 2013 with 0.59 hectares of 
land.  

Migration, one may assume, maybe relatively rare among agricultural households, 
but in fact is very highest among households with marginal landholdings unable to 
provide the family much income; over 75 per cent of all migrants come from 
marginal landowning households.60 That is to say while more amongst the landless 
are prone to migrate, the contribution of marginal landholders to the total migrants 
is higher. Internal mobility is critical to the livelihoods of the vast number of 
landless labours and also the vast numbers of partially employed workers in rural 
sector. These are the people from rural areas who generate a continuous stream of 
out migrants destined for cities – numbering it seems around two million a year.61  
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Figure 2: Land holding pattern in India 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: As per data on household land ownership from the National Sample Survey Office, “Rural 
landholding almost halved over 20 years”, December 17th 2015, The Hindu 

It is this marginal farmers along with the landless – whose ranks have proliferated 
over the ‘growth’ decades - who are swelling the ranks of the migrant casual 
workers. Many of them living under crushing debt are prone to get locked into a 
debt-migration cycle through some form of labour bondage, where earnings from 
migration are used to repay debts incurred at home or in the destination areas, 
thereby cementing the migration cycle and resulting in conditions of neo-bondage 
in informalized settings propped up on caste/kinship equations.62 

Table 2: Number of migrants and migration rate, Census figures 1981-200163: 
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Over time, the Census shows an increase in urban migration and in inter-state 
migration. Total urban migration as a percentage of total migration increased from 
28.7 percent in 1981 to 29.5 percent in 1991 and further to 32.85 percent in 2001 
(as calculated from the above table). As a correlate, rural-ward migration declined. 
The NSS results for the more recent period (1999–2000 to 2007–2008) show that 
among the total migrants, there was a noticeable increase in rural-urban and urban-
urban migration streams. Rural-urban migration increased from 18.8 percent of 
total migrants to 19.5 per cent of all migrants between 1999–2000 and 2007–2008, 
respectively. In absolute terms, net rural to urban migration has risen from about 
11 million during 1981–1991 to 14 million during 1991–2001 and to about 19 
million during 2001–2011 at the all-India level. About 35 per cent of India’s urban 
population is constituted of migrants according to latest NSS Survey 2007–
08.64Both the Census and NSS confirm an increase in long-distance (inter-state) 
migration in recent years. Census results show that inter-state migrants as a 
proportion of total migrants declined marginally from 12.02 percent in 1981 to 
11.82 percent in 1991 and then increased to 13.31 per cent in 2001. The NSSO 
specifically shows an increase in inter-state migration between 1999–2000 and 
2007–2008 in the two urban streams; in the rural-urban stream, the percentage of 
inter-state migrants increased from 19.6 percent to 25.2 percent. But there is a 
need to look at the trend much more closely to derive nuanced conclusions.65 

There is a debate on the exact contribution of migration to urban growth. Some 
have argued that owing to policies promoting ‘exclusionary urbanisation’, there is 
in fact a declining trend in the same. They show that the three mega cities of 
Mumbai, Kolkata and Delhi have demonstrated low rates of growth in the last 
decade and hence it is not that the cities are going to be inundated by poorer 
migrants as predicted by the likes of Chidambaram. Recent UN projections have 
also, in fact, downwardly revised their projections of urban growth in India.66 
Perplexing it may sound when confronted with this contradictory set of datas. But 
the answer to the riddles probably lies in closer observation.  

The urban environment and the policy environment, both have contributed to 
inhospitably raising the costs of urban migration for the poor. Within total urban 
migration, the component of urban-urban migration has increased. Since 1992–
1993, labour market changes along with changes in urban environment have 
tended to increase the relative magnitude of the migration of the better off. The 
poor are finding it more difficult to get a toehold in the urban areas.67 So, who 
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after all are filling this gap between the rising ranks of rural destitute and the 
faltering ranks of permanent migrants to the cities? They are the phenomenally 
swelling seasonal or circulatory labour migrants who remain virtually invisibilized, 
informalized and unenumerated – the footloose migrants who make their ends 
meet by adding up both their seasonal remittances and the income from the 
shrinking agriculture sector. The latter, in a pre-capitalist labour relation, is also 
used to justify lower wages helping to keep the labour cost low and thereby 
contributing to the ‘growth’ of super-profits. 

As per NSSO data68, an estimated 12.24 million people are seeking work for 2-6 
months. Of these, 77 percent are resident in rural areas. The NSS results are 
suggestive of some increase in seasonal migration in recent years, but since the 
results are not strictly comparable, there is no firm evidence of this. While most 
migrants were from rural areas, more than two thirds migrated to urban areas. 
Some estimates show that about 35–40 million labourers – almost half the number 
of casual labourers outside agriculture – and 10 per cent of agricultural labourers 
(about 9 million) could be seasonal migrants.69 The linkages between casualization 
and seasonal migration becomes evident as some studies have estimated that 90–95 
percent of casual workers are migrants. The majority of the seasonal and 
temporary migrants are casual workers (31 percent) or self-employed (26 percent) 
in urban areas. About 23 percent of them are regular workers, 11 percent were not 
in the labour force and 8 percent were reported to be unemployed. The casual 
workers and self-employed seasonal and temporary migrants are found to be most 
vulnerable to the vagaries of the labour market as they are made to work with no 
social protection (NSSO, 2010).70 

Seasonal migratory labour is preferred in a large number of industries, but the 
largest sectors are agriculture, construction, brick-kilns, textiles, mines and quarries, 
large-scale and plantation agriculture, sericulture, head-loaders and coolies, rice 
mills and other agro-processing, salt pans, rickshaws and other types of land 
transportation, leather manufacture, diamond cutting and polishing and other 
unorganized industries that have a seasonal nature, while circulatory labour is 
concentrated in many other industries including textiles (power-looms and 
garments), manufacturing, domestic and other support services, land transport, 
head-loaders and others.  

Most seasonal/short-duration circulatory migrants are in casualized work, but in 
some sectors, they could be counted as self-employed (for example, rickshaw 
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pullers or head-loaders) or regular workers (for example, garment workers). The 
‘growth’ years has made the construction sector emerge as the principal industry 
employing short-duration out-migrants almost entirely as casual labour. The out-
migrants constituted 36.2 percent of those employed in the construction industry, 
followed by agriculture (20.4 percent) and manufacturing (15.9 percent). The 
nationwide employment data show that in 2009–2010, there were an estimated 
91.4 million casual workers in agriculture and 58.6 million casual workers in non-
agriculture. Of the latter, 32 million were employed in the construction industry 
alone.  

Figure 3: Percentage distribution of short-duration migrants by industry in principal 
destination, 2007–2008 as per NSS 64th Round:71 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The quantitative change over time for seasonal migration in recent decades are 
difficult to establish in the absence of firm data. However, micro-studies that are 
based on resurveys indicate an increase in seasonal migration over time. 
Deshingkar et al. (2008) in their study of villages in Andhra Pradesh and Madhya 
Pradesh between 2000–2001 and 2006–2007 indicate an increase in seasonal 
migration. The percentage of households involved in seasonal migration grew from 
40 per cent to 52 per cent over the survey periods. Mosse et al. (1997) also report 
an increase in seasonal migration in the Bhil villages studied by them. As seen 
above, labourers in the construction sector are principally seasonal migrants, and 
the total number of such workers alone has increased by 26.5 million in the decade 
2000–2010. This of course is clear evidence of the increasing currency of seasonal 
migration in the ‘growth’ years.  

The increasing preference for seasonal migrants is of course related to the cost-
cutting ‘free’-market mantra of growth. The employers are under this regime ‘free’ 
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from any responsibility, social security, certainty and legal guidelines that could 
determine working hours/conditions. Migrant workers best suit this search for 
cheap labour who have virtually no claims of social or wage security from their 
employers. And the larger the reserve of these vagrant footloose, the better. The 
employers also find it easier to discipline migrant labour (that is, the transaction 
cost of dealing with them is low). And finally, the desperate lot of migrant workers 
with virtually no organization or bargaining leverage are often more ready to work 
in areas, where local labourers are sometimes unwilling to work, because of 
preferences or because the hazardous or arduous nature of the work. Studies show 
that the seasonal and migrant labour supply is highly flexible in terms of work 
intensity, payment regimes, working hours and so on. Migrant labourers work for 
long and odd hours. Moreover, the payments are not given on time. Piece rates are 
mostly prevalent, which provide greater flexibility to employers. It has been 
pointed out that migrants in the urban informal sector often receive lower wages 
compared with non-migrants. The low wage structure of the seasonal workers are 
the result of instability of demand, segmented labour markets, unregulated nature 
and dominance of labour contractors and vulnerability of workers. 
 

Figure 4: Distribution of female labour migrants by type of migration (village and sector 
sites combined):72 

As per CWDS survey 2009-10 
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Figure 5: Distribution of male labour migrants by type of migration (village and sector 
sites combined): 

As per CWDS survey 2009-10 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Both the above figures show a large share of circulatory longer duration, 
circulatory shorter duration, irregular short -term, short term seasonal and medium 
term migrants for both men and women. 

As has been observed already, The National Commission for Rural Labour 
(NCRL) Report, 1991, suggests that labourers and farmers with little or no land 
have a high propensity to migrate as seasonal labourers. There is a preponderance 
of illiterates among seasonal migrants. Data on individual migrants from micro-
surveys show a significant clustering of migrants in the 16 to 40 years age group, in 
particular among poorer semi-permanent or temporary labour migrants. ST and SC 
migrants are more often involved in short-term migration (NSS 2001). Both 
macro-data and field studies show that seasonally migrant labour belong to the 
most poor and deprived sections of society such as the Scheduled Castes (SCs) and 
Scheduled Tribes (STs) and Other Backward Classes (OBCs). These migrants are a 
product of individual and household livelihood deficits (generally due to absence 
of assets) and regional resource and livelihood deficits as discussed in the previous 
chapter. Scheduled Tribes are especially involved in short-duration migration; 18.6 
per cent of such migrants were short duration compared with only 6 percent of 
long-term migrants. Similarly a higher proportion of Scheduled castes were short-
duration migrants. Migration provides subsistence to the workers and their 
families, but exposes them to a harsh and vulnerable existence, in which working 
and living conditions are poor. Jobs in the urban informal sector are highly 
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segmented based around people of same caste, religion and kinship.73 
 

The same conclusions as above were arrived at a macro study by the Centre for 
Equity Studies which undertook a study74to investigate the lived experiences of 
internal migrants to vulnerable occupations to Delhi, one of the most powerful 
magnets for such migration in the country. 74 percent workers were below the age 
of 40 years. If it is the demographic dividend and the bulge of the youth that the 
“growth”-fundamentalists are talking about, then the stark reality is that the most 
youthful profession amongst the migrants to Delhi was waste picking, in which 
around half the workers were below 30 years, including many below the age of 20. 
65 percent of the migrants had never been to school. The highest ratios of non-
literacy was found in domestic work dominated by women; and in construction 
labour. More rickshaw pullers and other casual workers were found to have studied 
at least in primary school. Only 8 percent had completed class 12, and a negligible 
0.4 percent beyond that. Muslims constitute 12 percent (Sachar Committee Report, 
2006:6) of rural populations in India. Muslim migrants tended to dominate 
domestic work and rickshaw pulling, followed by waste picking. Likewise, SCs 
tended to be most in rickshaw pulling and domestic work. 94 percent of the 
respondents of the CES study were landless and 52 percent were indebted. If 
contractors provide ‘assistance’, it is often, as the study found, with many strings 
attached, indeed forms of disguised debt bondage. So, what they mostly relied 
upon was social/caste network for debts, shelter, food, et al on arrival.75 

In traditional out-migration endemic rural areas of central and tribal regions, such 
as Andhra Pradesh, north Bihar, eastern Uttar Pradesh, the incidence of families 
with at least one out-migrant ranges from 30 percent to 70 percent. Deshingkar et 
al. (2008) in their survey of villages in Madhya Pradesh find that 52 percent of 
households were involved in seasonal migration in 2006–2007, mainly to the 
construction sector. Mosse et al. (2005) find that in 42 Bhil villages studied by 
them in central-western India, at a conservative estimate, about 65 percent of 
households (up to 95 percent in some villages) and 48 percent of the adult 
population are involved in seasonal migration, overwhelmingly for casual urban 
construction work.76 
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The relative share of women’s participation in migration is difficult to gauge, but if 
looked into closely, we do derive certain disturbing trends. Adding to the 
undercounting of women’s economic activities, an underestimation of female 
labour migration appears to be inbuilt into the macro-data. Several decades of 
macro-data on migration has for instance presented a largely unchanging picture of 
women’s migrating for mainly social (largely marital) reasons and men’s for 
economic reasons. So, it is male migration that has been used as the primary 
indicator in development-oriented discussions on migration instead of a gendered 
analysis.77  

The pattern displayed by male migrants are distinct from that of female migrants. 
For male migrants, rural-to-urban migration stream was the most dominant one 
which shared nearly 39 per cent of total male internal migrants, while for female 
rural-to-rural migration stream shared nearly 70 per cent of the total internal 
female migrants.78 Even in the latter, the the NSS migration surveys show a fall in 
employment-oriented migration rates of women, from 3.3 percent in 1993 to 0.3 
percent by 2008 in rural areas. In urban areas, employment-oriented migration by 
women has always been marginal, but even this marginal share declined from 1.9 
percent in 1993 to 1.2 percent in 2008. The employment survey that was 
conducted in tandem with the 2007–2008 migration survey seems to reveal that 
between 2004–2005 and 2007–2008, some 13.3 million women were pushed out of 
the paid and unpaid workforce, and around 1.8 million from the paid workforce.79  

The share of female migrants in migration-based employment is found to be even 
lower (15 percent) than the share of all female workers in the total paid workforce, 
which stood at 22 percent by 2008. The only sector wherein there has been a 
concentration of women migrant workers is agriculture. Its 34.3 percent share in 
female labour migration was almost half the 65 percent share of agriculture in the 
country’s income-earning female workforce in 2007–2008. But that apart, there is a 
clear male domination in the overall migrant work-force. 95 percent of all migrant 
workers in trade were male. Same is the story in manufacturing where men 
commanded 88 percent of migrant jobs in manufacturing. In 2008, migration for 
construction too seemed to be overwhelmingly male, with the share of women 
being just 10 percent. This relatively greater male bias in migration employment 
implies that the pattern of labour migration may itself be playing a role in 
enhancing gender biases in employment. 

An intersectional analysis of the categories of women and other oppressed 
categories give a clearer picture of the labour market and the labour relations 
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prevailing therein.  59 percent of migrant women workers from STs and 41 percent 
from SCs accounted for short-term and circulatory migration. More than 22 
percent of SC women migrants were in brick making, while 28 percent of ST 
women migrants were construction workers. While paid domestic work loomed 
large in the occupational profiles of all caste categories. Same can be said about 
textile-based manufacturing except for ST migrant women workers.80 
 

Table 2: Dwindling share of women workers in industry 

   

Source: Calculated by the author using Census projections on population & NSS data round 61 & 68 
(EU); (The share of women are projected to dwindle further to 12.1 percent in 2021-22 & 9.1 in 2026) 

So, the alarming devaluation of women’s traditional work with the endemic 
stagnation and despair in agriculture is today confronted with constrictions and a 
narrow range of options in paid employment opportunities for women. The crisis 
in the countryside is not being adequately compensated by any diversification in 
other opportunities for women. Far from the celebrated assumption of ‘growth’ 
and globalization ushering in feminization of labour and migration, the reality 
depicts quite the opposite. The predominance of temporary and circular migration, 
in fact, indicates structural limitations to the migration enterprise in effecting 
durable sectoral/occupational shifts away from agriculture and the degradation of 
semi-feudal social relations, more so in women migrant workers.81  

The price of ‘growth’ – impact on migrant families: 

When one delves into the human cost of living in the shadow of ‘growth’, it’s a 
grim reality that uncovers itself from behind the shine of the celluloid and bill-
boards. Millions of adolescents and young people today are not in the ranks of 
those who can realistically hope for a ‘good life’ during their youth, or even their 
lifetimes, to force open the doors of the life which is possible through secure and 
decent employment. Far `from aspirational, they still walk the thin and precarious 
road to uncertain survival. Sajjad Hassan in the India Exclusion Report of the 
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Centre for Equity Studies writes movingly of one teenaged Dinesh Manjhi.82 His 
‘life has run in fast motion—at 19, he is brother to two sisters and a younger 
brother, son to his 55 year old mother, and the breadwinner to all. Father died a 
year ago, to sudden disease, that the family is still unclear about. But Dinesh’s early 
tryst with adulthood began much before his father’s demise. It was at least seven 
years ago that—forced by dirt poverty at home—his father first took Dinesh along 
to Gurdaspur, in the western state of Punjab, to help with errands on the farm that 
he himself worked on as seasonal worker. Work was hard, but it added the valuable 
extra to what the father saved to bring back home every season. When Dinesh is 
not labouring on farms in Punjab, he is at home, in Dumri village, eking out a 
living as a construction labourer, in neighbouring Muzaffarpur town (in Bihar), 
earning between Rs. 100-150 a day, on days he is able to find work. His younger 
brother, Mukesh, 15, is following in Dinesh’s footsteps—picking up the skills of 
construction labour, even though the work is hard and hazardous. But that is still 
better than opportunities in Dumri itself, as farm work is available at most for 15-
20 days a year, during (paddy or wheat) harvest time, at about Rs. 100 a day.’83 

This life—of wretched poverty and hard, soulless, low-paid labour, often in 
unfamiliar lands—is what millions of young people of nineteen or even fifteen 
years of age still look forward to. Decades of freedom and high growth have done 
nothing to change the destinies of young people like Dinesh Manjhi. The world for 
him is not shining or aspirational. And there is little successive governments are 
doing—or even promising to do—to ensure that Manjhi’s daughter or son can 
look forward to life with more robust hope.   

Therefore, it would be a great mistake and injustice to imagine that all of India’s 
young population realistically aspire to a better life. The majority still remain tied 
down to the hopeless lives of their parents and grandparents. Millions of young 
men still have no option except to join the enormous labour force tied down to 
bare survival through distress migration. They are an enormous reserve ready to do 
any work, on any terms however oppressive — so as to take food to the stomachs 
of their loved ones; never with the intention to settle down, but to return to their 
native villages and towns once a job is completed or a working season comes to an 
end.  

Just for instance, more than a hundred thousand people migrate every year from 
the hunger belt of Bolangir, Odisha, after taking a small consumption advance 
from local labour contractors. Most end up annually in brick kilns on the outskirts 
of Hyderabad city, which has an insatiable appetite for building materials. The 
whole family works for sometimes 18 hours a day, housing and child-care and 
educational services are negligible, arrears of wages are paid only at the end of the 
year to prevent escape, and any assertion is met with outright violence. Bilasini’s 
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husband Khirasindhu in 1998 took an advance of 5000 rupees from the labour 
contractor, and in return the couple and their three children set out to work in a 
brick kiln in distant Hyderabad for eight months. The wages were 60 rupees for a 
thousand bricks, what one entire family could produce after a 15 hour workday, 
working out to only 20 rupees per person per day. Her husband died one day, and 
she returned penniless and further burdened by their unpaid debt. Such are the 
contrasting reality of the hands that bake the bricks that go into building the Hi-
Tech dreams of Cyberabad and its promise of ‘growth’. The plight of these 
millions of hands and their shadowy lives are largely invisibilized behind the glam 
and glitz of ‘development’, their drudgery is either carefully hidden or have been 
thoroughly normalized so much so that it doesn’t prick our ‘collective conscience’.  

Such is the extent of this normalization under a neo-liberal common-sense that the 
ethical-line of what is acceptable and what isn’t has had an epic shift. For instance, 
migrants are not only employed largely in informal sectors but are also housed in 
informal settlements - the slums. In India, every fifth urban resident lived in slums 
as per the 2011 census. In the Municipal Corporation of Greater Mumbai, about 
half of the population lives in slums. And in these slums, as in Dharavi, exist 
thousands of tiny industrial units wherein part-production is outsourced by the big 
corporates and multinational companies. Incentive being access to dirt-cheap 
unorganized informal migrant labour as also scuttle all requirements of labour laws, 
safe-guards and checks on working conditions/hours. Dharavi not only recycles 
plastic, paper and scraps but also manufactures leather, metal, paper products, 
clothing, processed food, provides catering and printing services, houses tailors, 
carpenters and potters. Products like plastic tags, suitcase wheels, paper files and 
leather goods are marketed in the international market. Even high-tech products, 
like surgical thread, are produced from the intestines of goats in some areas of 
Dharavi. Over 5,000 small scale industries and 1,500 single-room factories generate 
a yearly turnover of half a billion US dollars and sustains a growth based on 
dehumanizing working conditions of the migrant workers with no protection. The 
leather industry alone employs some 200,000 workers in Dharavi. Daily 
commuting to Dharavi, it seems is even greater than those who leave it to work in 
the city.84 

But then again the slum dwellers would consider themselves sheltered when 
compared with the homeless living on the streets in the cities physically brutalised. 
Denied all elementary public services, and illegalised and even criminalised by a 
hostile state. The 2001 Census estimated that the population of Delhi was 13.85 
million, which would suggest that the homeless population was at least 1.5 lakh 
people, but probably more considering the difficulties in enumerating this fluid and 
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invisible lot of people. Study85 shows that a significant proportion of these migrant 
homeless population maintain active links with their families back home. The 
majority of these homeless people survive through casual, unprotected, uncertain 
and hard labour, through a range of occupations like daily wage work, construction 
labour, pulling rickshaws, carrying and pushing loads, domestic work and street 
vending, professional blood donation and sex work, etc.86 Overall, the urban poor 
populations as is evident is very heterogeneous, comprising homeless, slum 
dwellers, single men, women and children as well as families, short and long term 
migrants, various unorganised livelihoods, and people from various corners of the 
country and region. They are unwelcome, treated as less-legitimate residents of the 
city, stigmatised for their own poverty and forced into a dehumanizing 
environment wherein the reach and quality of implementation of the government 
welfare schemes are often paradoxically the most feeble and insufficient.87 Despite 
their proximity to the spectacles of grand growth story, they reside on its dark side. 
We may still recall the huge colourful screens that were installed around the slums 
in the city of Delhi just around the Common Wealth Games to literally block/hide 
them from the gaze of the world. What best example of this than the dark reality 
of labour that was eclipsed behind the extravaganza of the Commonwealth Games 
right at the heart of the country’s capital. It would be insightful in this instance to 
take a closer peek into their conditions of work as they came, toiled and 
disappeared in silence and neglect.  

At its peak, in 2008-09, an estimated one hundred thousand workers had converged on 
the metropolis, driven often by desperate poverty from several of India’s rural backwaters: 
Bihar, Jharkhand, eastern Uttar Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh, Odisha, West Bengal and 
Chhattisgarh. Government agencies were cynically complicit in withholding from them their 
legal rights, of fair wages, decent living conditions and safe and secure work conditions. 
These agencies contracted the construction to large global building companies, and these sub-
contracted them to a series of intermediary agencies which, in turn, further continued 
downward cycles of sub-contracting. At the bottom of this pyramid were the labour 
contractors, who recruit desperately poor workers from India’s impoverished rural 
backwaters. Rarely were these workers employed for more than a few months, after which 
they were replaced by a fresh batch from an unending army of impoverished men in a 
stagnant dead-end rural economy. It was a clear strategy to not allow them to organize or 
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demand their elementary legal rights. The stark truth is that the manicured glitter of Delhi 
manufactured for display to international guests, was constructed by forced labour.  

 

A study of the Commonwealth Games construction projects by the CWG-CWC found that 
64 per cent of the workers were casual and 10 per cent were on contract.88 This meant that 
three out of four workers were bereft of the obligations that their employers would owe to 
their regular employees. Most workers reported being paid well below the statutory minimum 
wages, let alone fair wages. The minimum wages prescribed by law were 151 rupees a day 
for unskilled workers, but they were paid an average of only 114 rupees. Many worked 
extra hours, but almost none reported getting double wage payment for over-time as 
prescribed by law. They were paid in cash, illegally without pay slips, so there was no record 
of their employment or wages. This resulted in large illegal earnings by employers. Activists 
calculated, for instance, that in the CWG Village alone, employers earned an extra 60 
million rupees by withholding minimum wages. Workers were paid only for the days they 
actually worked, and they were denied paid weekly holidays. Wages were often paid late, 
and a part of the wages withheld by contractors to prevent workers from leaving employment 
prematurely. Women were rarely employed, and where they were, they were paid less than 
men. Even teenaged boys were found working on some sites. 

 

There are more than 260 laws on the Indian statute books, designed to secure fair wages, 
decent work and living conditions for workers, but none of these have illuminated the lives of 
the workers who rebuilt the capital city. Well before the glittering launch of the Games, their 
ramshackle labour settlements were cleared and the workers despatched back to the 
hinterland from which they were recruited.  
 

The process of migration entails eventual disenfranchisement as families, including 
children, are uprooted from their homes year after year. They lose the limited 
welfare measures they are entitled to as they are forced to give up on the facilities 
of the public distribution system or public health care in their native place. 
Considering a large share of them are from the vulnerable groups - the SCs or STs 
- distress migration and its consequent effects only adds to the dismal health 
indices pertaining to them as observed in the chapter before. Several of them even 
lose out on their entitlement papers like caste certificates, election cards, BPL 
cards, old age pension cards and so on. In the entire process, the lives of children 
are particularly affected. They are forced to drop out from schools or at times are 
even forced to skip the immunization drive for young children that take place 
during the migration season. Seasonal migrants migrate alone (male only, female 
only, or child only) or quite often in family units (husband, wife, children). When 
migration takes place as a family unit, each part of the family unit, excluding 
infants, contributes to family subsistence in one way or another – in work or as 
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part of the household ’care’ economy. For children, this translates into unusual 
harshness and deprivations.89

 

Of the nearly 1.5 lakh people sleep on Delhi streets, most are migrants who work 
and sleep here because they have to support families back home, in their villages. 
They find jobs in city with much difficulty and cannot afford to rent a room for 
they would have nothing left to send home if they do. This is an enormous human 
cost. There are other costs too; hunger is one of them. Nearly 230 million people 
sleep hungry in this country even today. Most of them live in rural areas. The 
burden of debt, wage labour and malnutrition are the consequences.  
 
 

The bigger question is of the prevailing neo-liberal economic policies that generate 
massive growth but few jobs. If the young are being pushed out of agriculture, they 
should at least be welcomed into the city. They should get assured decent work in 
cities and not have to sleep on the footpaths or the slums without the means of 
earning an adequate livelihood. But the migrant into the city is treated as an 
unwelcome even illegal interloper, even though they are the ones who build and 
clean the city. These are hard times for children born into a ‘kisan’ family in India’s 
villages. Where should these children look for their future and destiny?  
 
Sehba Farooqui, who heads the Delhi unit of All India Democratic Women’s 
Association (the women’s wing of the CPI (M)) has found that Delhi’s slums are 
full of women who undertake a range of tasks on piecework from major garment, 
toys and cosmetic companies.90 They work bent over in the dimly lit and ill-
ventilated, crowded shanty rooms for ten hours each day, roping in their children 
and aged parents. She reported and we confirmed in our own visit to their homes 
that what they collectively earned was shockingly sometimes as low as 30 rupees a 
day, on an average, sometimes an eighth of the statutory minimum wages. Indeed 
every labour law was brazenly violated in these tiny shanty homes, for wages, hours 
and conditions of work and social security, and child labour had returned through 
the backdoor. But no company was held responsible by a supine, indeed complicit 
state.  

The meso-level primary survey by the Centre for Women’s Development Studies 
(CWDS) research project on ‘Gender and Migration’, shows the predominance of 
the temporary in contemporary labour migration, including medium-term and 
circular labour migration. The overall concentration of SCs and STs as has been 
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observed in this mass of footloose migrant circulatory labour force in which casual 
labour in agriculture, construction and brick making predominate, is revealing of a 
certain reality. It is a reality that depicts that the glittering claims of neo-liberal 
growth and the consequent informalization which is fed increasingly by the 
seasonal vagrant migratory labourer is in fact sustained by the perpetuation of the 
same old feudal hierarchies and semi-bondage labour relations. These extra-legal 
modes of recruitment and organization of labourers proliferate so as to slash 
labour-costs and enforce most inhuman working conditions. And the same is aided 
and abetted by the governments of the day either by its apathy or by its increasing 
complicity in further eroding whatever is left of the formal legal domain of labour 
rights. In the garb of ‘growth’, this turn towards the market has ensured a vicious 
concoction of caste/feudal relations and market exigencies which exposes our 
oppressed to the worst vagaries and uncertainties. The ‘dividend’ that such giant 
‘growth’ entails for the ‘youthful bulge’ in our demography is a life of bulging 
inequity, unrestrained exploitation and drudgery. 
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3. 
Social Sector Expenditure in India: A comparative 

perspective 
 

The strongest finding of our study of demographic trends in India in the 21st 
century is one of great and persisting, if not growing inequality. It is a story of 
highly unequal life chances for persons at the lower rungs of the social and 
economic order, of growing gender gaps in life chances even with growing wealth 
and education, of agriculture turning into a wasteland of despair, of jobless growth, 
and of a growing army of young workers desperate for any work on any terms in 
any corner of the country.  

Exactly twenty-five years back, on 24 July 1991, Finance Minister Dr Manmohan 
Singh rose in Parliament to present a budget speech which was to alter the 
destinies of India and its people in fundamental ways. Quoting Victor Hugo- ‘no 
power on earth can stop an idea whose time has come’ - he declared that ‘the 
emergence of India as a major economic power in the world happens to be one 
such idea. Let the whole world hear it loud and clear. India is now wide awake. We 
shall prevail. We shall overcome’. 

The ‘structural reforms’ that Dr Singh announced, and which every successive 
government with varying urgency and priority has since advanced, made way for 
global private enterprise to enter and increasingly occupy the commanding heights 
of the Indian economy. Until then these were dominated by the state. The reform 
package opened the economy to global competition; it stressed on fiscal 
consolidation and discipline for macroeconomic stability; it liberalised trade and 
capital markets; it dismantled the notorious licence-permit raj that stymied local 
enterprise by rent-seeking; and it facilitated and expanded competitive private 
provisioning of public goods like health, education, public transport and 
infrastructure.  

There were three main promises of economic reforms. The first was that these 
would unfetter the economy and spur economic growth and development. The 
second was that growth would crank up manifold the creation of wealth and jobs, 
and through this would erase poverty, hunger and want. And the third was that 
reforms would significantly reduce corruption and rent-seeking by ending licensing 
and bureaucratic regulation of private enterprise.  

This study attempts to take each of these promises, and assess with the hindsight 
of a quarter-century what indeed was accomplished and what were the intended 
and unintended consequences of these reforms. So far, the preceding chapters has 
already evaluated the continuing trend of growing inequity in the domains of 
health, education, economic well being, agriculture and employment opportunities. 
Now we will see how government spending in education, health, social protection 
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and agriculture/employment has in relative terms has not improved, if not 
plummeted. With this trend in government spending, the possibility of reaping a 
potential demographic dividend is far-fetched.  

The legacy of that moment remains highly contested. A quarter-century later, India 
is indeed a major economic power, altered in fundamental ways from the country 
that India was 25 years earlier. With a GDP of 2 trillion dollars, it has edged itself 
among the ten largest economies of the world. But in what ways have economic 
reforms - launched with this historic budget speech - contributed to changing the 
lives of India’s dispossessed millions? As we look back, it is important today to 
draw up a careful balance sheet of what the promises were and what was actually 
accomplished after India changed course so fundamentally twenty-five years ago. 

There is no doubt that reforms did hasten economic growth to rates that were 
double, and even at times three times the pace of growth that the country had 
settled into until then in four decades since India’s freedom. Twenty-five years later 
India is the fastest growing economy in the world. It has also created 
unprecedented levels of wealth (however unequally distributed), so that today India 
is home to the third largest population of dollar billionaires in the world. The ranks 
of middle-class Indians have grown, as they have transitioned from lives of 
customary austerity to substantial improvements in their material well-being, from 
habitual thrift to unrestrained consumption. This massive enlargement of wealth 
has also meant that governments in India at all levels – union, state and local – 
have far greater resources in absolute terms available to them for public investment 
and spending than they did in the past. However, because of official reluctance to 
expand India’s direct tax base significantly, public spending as a share of gross 
domestic product remains one of the lowest in India among comparable countries. 

This is where we feel that the good news of economic reforms ends. Reforms did 
stimulate high economic growth and yield greater wealth creation. But this wealth 
was very unequally distributed, raising sharply levels of economic inequality in a 
country that was already historically profoundly unequal. Levels of absolute 
poverty have no doubt declined, as have malnourishment and hunger. But the 
question to ponder is whether these have declined fast enough. Even neighbouring 
Bangladesh with half India’s per capita income has been able to eliminate want and 
malnourishment far more successfully than India.  

In India, from 2 resident billionaires with an income of 3.2 billion in the mid-90s 
their numbers grew to 46 and combined wealth to 176 billion in 2012, and their 
share in GDP rose from 1 to 10 percent. A recent report by Oxfam titled ‘Even It 
Up’ observes that income concentration at the top fell in the first three decades 
after Independence, but since then for the top 0.01 per cent real wages grew 
annually at 11 per cent. By contrast, the rise in real household expenditure for the 
rest of the population rose by only 1.5 per cent. In agriculture, growth in real 
wages was 5 per cent in the 1980s, but fell to 2 per cent in the 90s, and virtually 
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zero in the 2000s.  If judged by the median developing country poverty line of 2 
dollars a day on purchasing power parity, more than 80 per cent rural and just 
below 70 per cent urban inhabitants in India continue to be impoverished. 

As Oxfam Director Byanyima observes, ‘A child born to a rich family, even in the 
poorest countries, will go to the best school and will receive the highest quality 
care if they are sick. At the same time, poor families will see their children taken 
away from them, struck down by easily preventable diseases because they do not 
have the money to pay for treatment’. The unfairness of this unequal world is 
indeed enhanced because the majority of richest persons are born into their wealth. 
Children and grandchildren of the rich will largely replace their parents and 
grandparents in the steep economic ladder, as much as children and grandchildren 
of the poor will remain impoverished, regardless of their potential and hard work.   

In India, the brunt of unequal birth  is faced by people belonging to vulnerable 
castes, tribes, women and Muslims. In the countryside, poverty rates are 14 percent 
higher for Adivasis and 9 percent for Dalits, compared to non-scheduled groups. 
In urban areas likewise, the poverty of Dalits and Muslims is 14 percent higher 
than the others. 

We worry not just about the rapid pace of growing inequality. Amartya Sen in his 
new book of essays, The Country of First Boys, writes of the ‘overarching division 
between the privileged and the rest’ and ‘the silence with which it is tolerated, not 
to mention the smugness with which it is sometimes dismissed’, which should keep 
us awake at night. Even more worrying than the facts of inequality is the 
indifference, the absence of outrage, among people of privilege about the 
monumental levels of preventable suffering that surrounds them. As argued in the 
book ‘Looking Away: Inequality, Prejudice and Indifference in New India’, 
historical ideas of caste and class that justify inequality have been topped up in 
neo-liberal times with the belief that greed is good. This has resulted in a 
particularly uncaring middle-class, and the exile of the poor from their conscience 
and their consciousness. The Oxfam report calculates that if even a tax of 1.5 per 
cent was imposed on the wealth of all the world’s billionaires, it could get every 
child into school and deliver health services in all the poorest countries of the 
world, saving an estimated 23 million lives. It estimates that if India just stops 
inequality from rising, it could end extreme poverty for 90 million people by 2019. 
If it reduces inequality by 36 per cent, it could eliminate extreme poverty. 

One promise of reforms which have been most belied is that reforms and 
galloping growth would unleash millions of jobs. If they actually did so, it is 
claimed by reform votaries that then this would not just lift people out of poverty. 
It would also make increasingly irrelevant state withdrawal from supplying basic 
public goods like health and education, because people would be able to buy these 
competitively in the market. However, as we observed in this paper, the reality of 
what was accomplished in the years of high noon of economic growth in India was 
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certainly the accelerated but unequal expansion of wealth and not the expansion of 
decent work for India’s poor. On the contrary, we had seen the reverse: the 
shrinking of decent work in the sunshine years of high growth coupled with 
bourgeoning of informal/casualized work. As Coen Kompier establishes in the 
India Exclusion Report 2013-14 undertaken by the Centre for Equity Studies, ‘very 
few jobs have been added, mostly of low quality, whereas employment 
opportunities in public enterprises, the formal private sector, and agriculture 
actually declined’. In the decade 1999-00 to 2009-10, ‘while GDP growth 
accelerated to 7.52 per cent per annum, employment growth during this period was 
just 1.5 per cent, below the long-term employment growth of 2 per cent per 
annum, over the four decades since 1972-73. Only 2.7 million jobs were added in 
the period from 2004-10, compared to over 60 million during the previous five-
year period.’  
 

The third big promise of economic reforms – that the dismantling of the 
proverbial license-permit raj would help greatly reduce corruption and rent-seeking 
- has also been belied spectacularly. Far from reducing corruption, official 
malfeasance has risen incrementally. In the eighties, the Bofors scandal alleging a 
kickback of around 80 crore rupees for the purchase of Swedish weapons had 
fatally shaken the union government of the time. Today we routinely observe 
crony capitalism involving losses to the public exchequer sometimes of amounts 
that have so many zeroes that it is confusing to even count! The culture of public 
life has changed dramatically. For the first half-century after Independence, 
accepted norms for probity in public life required that public officials kept a careful 
public distance from private business. Today they are so closely bound together by 
the hip that it is routine for people in high office to benefit from and share the 
opulent life-styles of the super-rich, and they pass this off as contributions to 
nation-building. One particularly tragic outcome of this contemporary era of crony 
capitalism is the highly accelerated dispossession, actively facilitated by state 
authorities, of India’s most impoverished tribal communities, by big industry 
hungry for the coal and mineral reserves over which they forested habitations lie. 
 

Another outcome of the new age of crony capitalism is very high public subsidies 
for big business, reflected for instance in the over five lakh crore rupees of 
revenues foregone to industry in every budget, and this at the expense of adequate 
public funding of health care, education, water, sanitation and social protection, 
and the farm sector. This has led development economist Jean Dreze to describe 
India as a world champion of social under-spending! In particular, out-of-pocket 
expenditure on health care is twice the levels of public spending, a disgraceful 
record unmatched by most countries. Our public schools are shamefully under-
resourced with trained and motivated teachers and basic infrastructure, and only 
seven per cent people are still able to complete their college graduation. Nine in 
ten persons are in informal employment, and they are deprived of any or adequate 
pensions in their old age. 
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Many believe that the retreat of the Indian state away from the principle of primary 
public responsibility for health, education and social protection of its 
disadvantaged populations, and from redistributive taxation since the 1990s, was 
part of the package of economic reforms driven by the ‘Washington Consensus’ of 
the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF). But even these 
institutions have begun to acknowledge that they may have been drastically wrong. 
In 2014, the president of the World Bank, Jim Yong Kim, admitted that the 
assumption that people in poor countries should pay for healthcare was wrong; 
‘There’s now just overwhelming evidence that those user fees actually worsened 
health outcomes. So did the bank get it wrong before? Yeah. I think the bank was 
ideological.’ In any honest assessment of economic reforms in India, it is 
imperative that we admit that the movement away from public provisioned health 
and education has been a mistake that has resulted in enormous avoidable human 
suffering and loss for millions of our people. But there is little evidence of such 
soul-searching.  
 

In a similar self-critical tone, Christine Lagarde, managing director of the IMF has 
said, ‘In far too many countries the benefits of growth are being enjoyed by far too 
few people. This is not a recipe for stability and sustainability.’ She went on, ‘Let 
me be frank: in the past, economists have underestimated the importance of 
inequality. They have focused on economic growth, on the size of the pie rather 
than its distribution. Today, we are more keenly aware of the damage done by 
inequality. Put simply, a severely skewed income distribution harms the pace and 
sustainability of growth over the longer term. It leads to an economy of exclusion, 
and a wasteland of discarded potential.’ She compares rising inequality in the US 
and India. ‘In the US, inequality is back to where it was before the Great 
Depression, and the richest 1 per cent captured 95 per cent of all income gains 
since 2009, while the bottom 90 per cent got poorer. In India, the net worth of the 
billionaire community increased twelvefold in 15 years, enough to eliminate 
absolute poverty in this country twice over.’ She argues that distribution of wealth 
matters, and contrary to prevailing economic orthodoxy until now, redistribution 
policies are not counterproductive for growth, ‘because if you increase the income 
share of the poorest, it has a multiplying effect on growth…but this does not 
happen if you do so with the richest’. 
 

A fair and sober assessment of the impact of 25 years of economic reforms in 
India therefore requires on the one hand an acknowledgment of its contribution to 
unleash the potential of the economy for growth and the creation of wealth. On 
the other hand, it is both callous and disingenuous to ignore the evidence that 
growth by itself is no guarantee of a better life for people of social and economic 
disadvantage, which surely should be both its primary objective and the paramount 
yardstick for evaluation of its success. The unequal distribution of wealth, crony 
capitalism, low public investments in health, education, social protection and 
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infrastructure, and the chronic neglect of small-farm agriculture continue to 
shackle millions into hunger, want, low-end uncertain employment, distress 
footloose migration, damaged health and survival chances, and denial of quality 
education that could harness young people’s full potential. 
 

Twenty five years ago, when Dr Manmohan Singh spoke to the nation of an idea 
of which he was convinced the time had come, he called for freeing ourselves from 
one set of orthodoxies. But his prescriptions have had mixed results, many of its 
promises are unrealized, and millions still live wretched lives of avoidable suffering 
with oppression and want. In the long dark shadows of the glitter of economic 
reforms are the unequal distribution of wealth, crony capitalism, low public 
investments in health, education, social protection and infrastructure, and the 
chronic neglect of small-farm agriculture. These continue to shackle millions into 
hunger, want, low-end uncertain employment, distress footloose migration, 
damaged health and denial of education that destroy the full potential of many 
millions of young people, still trapped in Rohith Vemula’s haunting description of 
the ‘fatal accident’ of their births. 
 

The radical prescriptions of 1991 have become the powerful new orthodoxies of 
today, canons which have conquered not just India but most of the world. New 
voices in many parts of the world – such as of Bernie Sanders in the United States 
and Jeremy Corbyn in the United Kingdom - are speaking out against these 
orthodoxies. Today in India we need to summon even much greater courage than 
twenty-five years ago to liberate ourselves from these new dogmas. Only then will 
we muster the political and moral will to change course once again, to recognise 
that all people deserve decent work, health care, education and social protection; 
that markets cannot assure them these; and that wealth is not development unless 
it is shared.  But to change course, more than courage we need compassion.    
 

As this study has demonstrated, the youthful bulge that India currently enjoys 
creates a demographic opportunity, which does not automatically translate itself 
into a demographic dividend. For this, we need to ensure much greater public 
spending in people, in their health, education and social protection; we need to 
invest far more in agriculture, and to stimulate growth from below by including 
more people in the market by raising effective demand in the hands of millions. 
 

In this last section of the study, we will look carefully at the changes overtime in 
India’s public spending especially in social sector (Education, Health, Social 
Protection) from an internationally comparative perspective, and demonstrate that 
India can and must spend more on these sectors, and in agriculture, without which 
it will continue to squander a great part of its potential demographic dividend.  
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It is interesting to observe that in the past 15 budget speeches91 the term 
‘inequality’ appeared only twice. The term got mentioned in the budget speech of 
2008-09 and again in the budget speech of 2016-17. However, according to a 
recent report92 published by New World Health - India is the 12th most unequal 
country in the world. Also, as per the Credit Suisse Global Wealth Databook93 
2015, the richest 1 percent of India owns 53 percent of the country’s wealth and 
the share of the top 10 percent is 76.30 percent. 

These contrasting realities of India make it a unique and a challenging country to 
be governed. We believe that India must strengthen and expand the welfare state 
for greater justice, but even to realize its growth potential by reaping the full 
demographic dividend. In simple terms, a welfare state should ensure the equitable 
distribution of resources and opportunities among its citizens in order to maximize 
their well-being and happiness. Such a state collects adequate taxes from the better-
off sections of the country through different means to fund the necessary levels of 
public spending. The process of collection and distribution of resources is 
understood through the planning and budgeting processes of a country.  

In India both the central and the state governments collect funds through taxes, 
duties, grants and loans, rents on services etc., and prepare their annual financial 
statement which is also called the ‘budget’, that provides us the details of the 
expected receipts and estimated expenditure of governments for a definite period 
of time. The terminologically incomprehensible and vague nature of the budget 
documents makes it extremely difficult for common people to engage themselves 
with this important aspect of governance and exclude them from using budget as a 
tool to make government more accountable.  

Budget also reflects the priorities and ambitions of a government. Given the 
unique diversity of India it gets even more important to understand if the priorities 
of the government are set are equitable and just or not? Who are getting 
benefitted? Who are excluded? How much is spent on different activities that the 
government is undertaking? What has been the fund utilization pattern and if it is 
in harmony with the objective of reaping the demographic dividend? These are the 
questions that one can explore by conscientiously engaging with the planning and 
budgeting processes of a government.  
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Government revenue and expenditure  

Neighbouring Countries 

This section discusses the revenue and expenditure as a proportion of GDP for the 
last three years for the governments of five neighbouring countries of India namely 
– Bangladesh, Bhutan, China, India and Sri Lanka. It also discusses the social 
sector spending in these countries as a percentage of GDP. It can be seen in the 
figure below that the revenue generated and expenditure incurred by the 
government of India is less than that of Bhutan and China. China is as populated 
as India still it has managed to generate revenue between 28-29 percent of its 
GDP. Indian government’s revenue on the other hand is still below 20 percent of 
its GDP.  

Figure 1: Govt. Revenue and expenditure (percentage of GDP) 

Source: IMF World Economic Outlook Database, 2015 

The expenditure of China is maintained as per its revenue whereas India spends 
more than it generates that makes the difference in the revenue generated and 
expenditure of the government, highest for India among these five countries – 
which is more likely to enhance its debt burden and which may further adversely 
affect the budgetary allocation in the social sector and other essential services.  

BRICS  

In case of BRICS nations India turns out to be the lowest performing country both 
in terms of revenue generated and expenditure incurred as a percentage of GDP.  
It can be observed from the figure that both Brazil and Russia are able to generate 
approximately 34 percent of revenue as their percentage of GDP. All the countries 
except India are maintaining the difference of approximately 3-4 percent between 
their revenue generated and expenditure incurred. It is evident that the countries 
like Brazil, Russia, China and South Africa are able to spend more because they are 
generating more revenue as compared to India. 
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Figure 2: Govt. Revenue and expenditure (percent of GDP) 

Source: IMF World Economic Outlook Database, 2015 

It is crucial to understand that more revenue generation by the government makes 
room for more expenditure in the social sector. Unfortunately, the overall social 
sector spending as percentage of GDP couldn’t be collected for these countries. 
Also, different countries have different determinants of social sector spending 
which becomes a constraint in undertaking a cross country comparison of overall 
social sector spending, for it may cause inconsistency of information. However, the 
following sections of this paper will discuss the cross country comparison of public 
expenditure as percentage of GDP in vital social sectors such as Education, 
Health, Social Protection and Agriculture.  

Social Sector financing in India 

When we speak of the social sector, this consists of services that are directed 
towards the overall development and welfare of the society. This sector includes 
services provided by government departments such as Education, Health and 
Family Welfare, Nutrition, Youth Affairs and Sports, Arts and Culture, Drinking 
Water and Sanitation, Social Security, Housing and Urban Development, 
Information and Broadcasting, Labour and Employment, Welfare of SC/STs and 
OBCs and other social services. This section examines the social sector budgetary 
allocation in India since 1990 as a percentage of GDP; it also gives a cross country 
comparative overview of overall government revenue and government expenditure 
in South-Asian and BRICS nations as a percentage of their GDP. 

According to UNDP Human Development Report 2015, India is ranked 130 in 
HDI out of 188 countries, behind other developing countries such as China, Sri 
Lanka, Brazil and South Africa. Despite this consistent poor ranking of HDI 
India’s focus on social sector hasn’t been adequate for many years. The figure 
below reflects the change in the expenditure in the social sector in India since 1990 
as a percentage of GDP. 
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Figure 3:  India’s Budgetary Spending on Social Sectors (Percentage of GDP) 

Source: Compiled and calculated by the author from Indian Public Finance Statistics 2014-15 

The data reflect the disappointing state of expenditure on the social sector overall 
in India. It can be observed that in the last 25 years the overall budgetary spending 
on social sector as a percentage of GDP has increased by only two percentage 
points - despite significant levels of poverty and hunger. Also, the contribution of 
the union government in the social sector spending hasn’t increased substantially; 
in the past 25 years the contribution of the union government has increased by a 
meagre 0.3 percent of GDP. Also, the contribution of the union government has 
constantly declined since 2008-09. The current proportion of budget that is being 
spent on the most vital of the human development indicator in India is 
significantly lower than that of many developing countries.  

Sector-wise allocation of funds 

As mentioned earlier social sector constitutes many important sectors that are 
central to human development - for instance Education, Health, Drinking Water 
and Sanitation, Social protection, Housing etc. For the purpose of this paper four 
areas such as Education, Health, Social Protection and Agriculture are taken into 
consideration, because these we regard to be the most critical sectors for public 
investment to realize India’s demographic dividend and ensure more equitable life 
chances. We examine here the change in their respective budgetary allocations with 
time, to get a cross country comparative analysis between South Asian and BRICS 
nations. Although agriculture comes under economic services but for a country like 
India where majority of the population are still dependent on agriculture for their 
survival, it is important to understand and assess the priorities of the government 
with respect to agriculture sector and sensitivity of our decision makers towards 
those who are completely dependent on this sector for their livelihood. Therefore 
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this part of the paper also discusses the public expenditure in agriculture and allied 
services and its comparison with other nations.  

Education 

Education can be one of the most effective instruments of change and equity, as it 
can ensure greater equality of opportunity, and at its best also encourage the 
scientific temper for enhancing well-being and free and critical thinking. However, 
the dismal condition of our government schools is a reflection of our 
unsatisfactory efforts in the direction of improving our education system - despite 
our finance ministers invoking education reforms in their budget speeches almost 
every year. Shortage of both physical and human resources in government schools, 
poor quality of teachers, unconducive atmosphere in schools for girls, Dalit, tribal 
and Muslim children and children with disability, no-provision for clean drinking 
water and also lack of functioning toilets, poverty, migration have been found as 
major roadblocks in delivering decent education to the children of our country.  

A report published by ASER in 2014 stated that the learning levels of students of 
both the government and private schools aren’t improving. Human development 
report 2015 by UNDP raises serious concern about miserable condition of 
education in terms of expected years of schooling and mean year of schooling in 
India. According to the report the expected year of schooling for female and male 
in India is 11.3 and 11.8 years respectively, which is lower than its neighbours like 
China, Sri Lanka, Nepal and also other developing nations like Brazil, Russia and 
South Africa. Similarly the mean year of schooling for female in India is 
disappointingly as low as 3.6 years, which for male is 7.2 years. The report also 
reveals that there are only 27 percent of women above the age of 25 years who 
have at least some secondary education, the figure for male is almost double (56.6 
percent). Although India claimed to have achieved around 74 percent literacy rate 
but the human development report and other similar studies such as ASER puts a 
question mark on our achievements in education sector since independence.  

In order to improve the quality of education service delivery it is very important to 
allocate sufficient resources – financial, physical and human - in this sector. The 
figure below reflects the trend in the budgetary spending on education by the 
union government, state government and the total spending as percentage of 
GDP. 
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Figure 4: India’s Budgetary Spending on Education (Percent of GDP) 

Source: Compiled and calculated by the author from Indian Public Finance Statistics 2014-15 

It can be observed that the share of union government in education budget hasn’t 
increased much since 1990s. Also it has remained constant for almost a decade 
since 2006. The total public spending on education since 1990 has seen a rise of 
only 0.62 percent of India’s GDP. The poor education related outcomes of our 
country can certainly be attributed to the inadequate allocation of budget in 
education sector.  

Interestingly the share of education in the overall social sector expenditure has 
decreased over time since 1990 – from 51.4 percent in 1990 to 46.2 percent in 
2014(BE). The figure below reflects the decrease in the total expenditure on 
education as percentage of social sector spending.  

Figure 5: Total Expenditure on education (percent of social Sector expenditure) 

Source: Compiled and calculated by the author from Indian Public Finance Statistics 2014-15 
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Neighbouring Countries and BRICS – Public spending on Education  

If we compare the performance of India with respect of its neighbours in terms of 
public expenditure on education as percentage of country’s GDP, we find that 
India is behind countries like Nepal, Bhutan and China in its financial priorities 
towards education sector. Similarly among BRICS counties the trend for the past 
15 years hasn’t been commendable for India. Among BRICS countries India has 
consistently been the lowest performing nation in terms public expenditure in 
education. Education has a positive correlation with other development indicators 
such as employment, income, health, housing etc., and in order to ensure holistic 
development for all, it is very important for our government to set its priorities 
right. 

Figure 6: Total public Expenditure on education (percent of GDP) 

Source: UNDP (2013): Human Development report 2013 - The Rise of the South; BRICS Joint 
Statistical Publication 2015; Statistics of Russia 2015 

The share of education budget distributes across multiple schemes and programs 
being run by the union government. The table below shows the schemes being run 
by the union government and the change in the budgetary allocation of those 
schemes and programs in the last two years. The table presents the actual 
expenditure in respective schemes for the 2014-15, the budget estimate (BE) and 
revised estimate (RE) for the year 2015-16 and also the budget estimate(BE) for 
the year 2016-17.  
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Table 1: Budgetary Allocation for Select Schemes in Education (in Rs. Crore) 

Schemes  2014-15  
2015-16 
(BE)  

2015-16 
(RE)  

2016-17 
(BE) 

NEM-Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan (SSA)  24,097 22,000 22,015 22,500 

NEM-Rastriya Madhyamik Shiksha Abhiyan 
(RMSA)  

3,398 3,565 3,565 3,700 

NEM-Rashtriya Uchchatar Siksha Abhiyan 
(RUSA)  

417 1,155 1,055 1,300 

NEM-Teacher Training and Saakshar Bharat  1,158 1,397 1,203 879 

Scheme for providing Educaton to Madrasa 
and Minorites  

119 376 336 120 

Kendriya Vidyalaya Sangathan  3,243 3,278 3,278 3,795 

Navodaya Vidyalaya Sanghatan  2,013 2,061 2,285 2,471 

Mid-Day Meal (MDM)  10,523 9,236 9,236 9,700 

IIT and IIM 4,273 4,949 4,463 5,714 

Source: CBGA: Connecting the Dots - An Analysis of Union Budget 2016-17 

It is clear from the above table that most of the schemes have experienced a 
budget cut in 2016-17 (BE) as compared to the actual expenditure in the financial 
year 2014-15. SSA which is mainly directed towards the primary education has seen 
a reduction of about Rs 1500 cr. whereas the allocation for higher education has 
been increased from Rs 417 cr. in 2014-15 to Rs 1300 cr. in 2016-17 (BE). This 
certainly reveals about the priority of the government and should create concern 
about the state of primary education in our country. Similarly the allocation 
amount for MDM has also been reduced by approximately 9 percent. It is evident 
that government is investing relatively more on higher education and paying less 
attention on improving the condition of our primary education. Public funded 
higher education is critical to enable young people from disadvantaged 
backgrounds to achieve their potential, but this has to be built on a robust 
foundation of public supported universal elementary education.  

Illiterate and educated below primary level together still make up 50% of the 
country’s population. SCs and STs still feature abysmally large in remaining 
uneducated or undereducated. The over-representation of such vulnerable 
populace in the vast reserve of unskilled casualized workforce is hence neither 
surprising nor unconnected. How would such budget cuts in the education sector 
in such a context ameliorate this condition is a crying question when one talks of 
reaping demographic dividends.  

Health and Family Welfare  

In the established federal arrangement of India health is a subject in the state list of 
the Indian constitution (Schedule 7, list II clause 6), which implies that the primary 
responsibility of delivering health services lies with state governments. However, the 
central government also contributes resources for improving the public health system 
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of the country by initiating new schemes and sponsoring various existing schemes 
related to public health and family welfare.  

The ailing state of healthcare in India gets evident from a recent incident94 of an 
impoverished man named Dana Manjhi of Orissa who was forced to carry his wife’s 
dead body for 12 kilometres after the hospital refused to provide him an ambulance, 
to carry his wife’s dead body, back to his home. Such is the condition of our 
healthcare and apathy of health service providers towards powerless people. This is 
only the one of many such incidents that the disadvantaged section of society 
experience on regular basis. There are stories of women delivering95 their child outside 
health centres because the health centres weren’t equipped enough to carry out the 
delivery process and because of which the women didn’t get sufficient medical 
attention on time. Such is the state of healthcare in our country. Lack of resources 
and insufficient funds to cater the demand of the public healthcare system is often 
cited as the excuse from people who are responsible to deliver public healthcare 
services to people. Those who cannot afford expensive private hospitals or cannot 
purchase costly insurance policies for themselves and their family members are largely 
dependent on relatively cheaper public health facilities for their healthcare needs. 
Improper healthcare service for the poor pushes many of them back into poverty 
because of high out of pocket expenditure which further adds to their debt burden. 
The miserable state of public healthcare system in India forcefully increases the 
reliance of people on the private practitioners who charge huge amount from them as 
their consultation charge – which doesn’t include the cost of medicines. Lack of 
resources – financial, physical, human etc., is directly related to the amount of fund 
that government allocates towards public health delivery.  

Public health commentator Vikram Patel says: ‘Put simply, India’s healthcare system is 
one of the greatest stains on the conscience of our modern State, for it is one of the 
most regressive in the world. At one end of the healthcare spectrum, people get 
pampered in hospitals, which could comfortably double-up as luxury hotels, receiving 
unnecessary interventions aimed primarily at recouping the investments of their 
promoters, while at the other end, people who desperately need medicines or 
surgeries are denied their basic right to life’. He observes that India lags behind in 
human development, even ‘Iraq, which despite a decade-long conflict enjoys a higher 
life expectancy than India’.  The solution, he says, is ‘Universal health coverage, a 
national healthcare system which integrates both the public and private sectors, 
operating with a common set of standards and regulations, where all citizens are 
guaranteed accountable and quality care which is free at the point of delivery is one 
practical concept among many others’96. 
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The answer on how to go about this is also patently clear from countries around the 
world, which have fixed their healthcare systems in recent decades: This section 
examines the state of healthcare financing in India and the trend in the past few years 
in the budgetary allocations for health and family welfare. A comparison with 
neighbouring countries and BRICS nations is done in order to highlight the position 
of India and the seriousness of our political representatives toward gravest of the 
human development issues.  

The figure below reflects the budgetary expenditure since 1990, of health and 
family welfare which includes water supply and sanitation budget also. It can be 
observed from the figure that the share of union government in public healthcare 
financing in India has remained constant for the past 25 years. The share of 
government is also much below the satisfaction level. The overall public spending 
in health has increased from 1.42 percent of GDP in 1990 to 1.54 percent of GDP 
in 2014-15 (BE) - this is after when India’s GDP has grown, country’s overall 
wealth has increased, and per capita income has seen a tremendous rise since the 
economic reforms of 1991.  

Figure 7: India’s Budgetary Spending on Health and Family Welfare (percent of GDP) 

Source: Compiled and calculated by the author from Indian Public Finance Statistics 2014-15 

It is disheartening to see (figure 8) that the share of health and family welfare in the 
overall social sector is declining since 1990 – from 23.9 percent of the total social 
sector expenditure to 19.4 percent of the total social sector spending. This 
unfortunate trend is contrary to what the current public healthcare system is 
demanding. It also reflects the reality of the misplaced priorities of the India 
government. After 69 years of independence India hasn’t been able to provide a 
decent public healthcare system to its people. It is understood that merely 
increasing the amount of allocation is not going to solve the problem of public 
healthcare system, but it is certainly the first step towards satisfactory public health 
service delivery to the people who are highly dependent on it and who also are the 
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majority of the Indian population. It is unfortunate to experience that from the 
celebrated economic reforms of 90s to millennium development goals (MDGs) 
and current sustainable development goals the state of public healthcare system in 
India has remained abysmal - hitting people who are positioned at the bottom of 
the economic pyramid of our society. 

Figure 8: Total Expenditure on health and family welfare (percent of social Sector 
expenditure) 

Source: Compiled and calculated by the author from Indian Public Finance Statistics 2014-15 

The below figure attempts to position India among its neighbours and BRICS nations 
in terms of public health expenditure, as percentage of country’s GDP. It can be 
observed that the situation is terrible in India. Among its neighbours India is far 
behind China, Bhutan, Nepal and also Sri Lanka in terms of public health spending. 
India is also occupying the lowest position among BRICS nations in its financial 
responsiveness towards public healthcare system. Brazil, Russia, China and South 
Africa, are much above India in financing their public healthcare system. Also, basic 
health related indicators like IMR, MMR, malnutrition level etc., are worse in India as 
compared to other south Asian countries such as Bangladesh, Sri Lanka etc. The 
public health infrastructure isn’t well placed and it is in crisis because of inadequate 
human resource, especially in the rural areas. It is time that our political 
representatives realise the role of a good healthcare system in the overall development 
of a country and its economy. An anaemic woman cannot give birth to a healthy child, 
a malnourished child cannot become a responsive citizen, and an unhealthy labour 
cannot be industrially productive. Therefore the attention is needed to be directed 
towards providing sufficient healthcare services to people and also by ensuring that 
everyone has access to safe drinking water and sanitation facilities.  
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Figure 9: Total public Expenditure on Health (percent of GDP) 

 Source: WHO Global health expenditure database 
(http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SH.XPD.PUBL.ZS); BRICS Joint Statistical Publication 
2015; Statistics of Russia 2015 

The table below presents the change in the budgetary allocations of few health 
sector schemes being run by the union government. NHM, PMSSY, PSBY and 
JAS are the schemes for which the actual allocation for the financial years 2012-13, 
2013-14 and 2014-15, and also the revised estimate for the year 2015-16 along with 
the budget estimate of the year 2016-17. 

Table 2: Allocations across select Schemes in the Health Sector (in Rs. crore) 

Schemes  
2012-13 
(Actual) 

2013-14 
(Actual) 

2014-15 
(Actual) 

2015-16 
(RE) 

2016-17 
(BE) 

Natonal Health Mission 
(NHM)*  

18,046.70 18,633.80 19,751.40 19,122.01 19,037 

Pradhan Mantri Swasthya 
Suraksha Yojana 
(PMSSY)** 

989 1,273.20 822 1,621.00 2,450.00 

Rashtriya Swasthya Bima 
Yojana 
(RSBY)*** 

1001.7 887.5 550.6 658.8 1,743.70 

Jan Aushadhi Scheme#  1.7 15.2 -  16.9 35 

Source: CBGA: Connecting the Dots - An Analysis of Union Budget 2016-17 

Note from the source: The figures include the North East Region (NER) component 
*the figures for 2016-17 include only the NHM component of the umbrella programme “NHM including 
AYUSH NACO and 17 Medical Research” as mentioned in the NITI Aayog report. Thus, figures do not 
include “Human Resources in Health & Medical Education”, “National Mission on AYUSH including 
Mission on Medicinal Plants” and “National AIDS & STD Control Programme” 
**PMSSY is the scheme for “establishment of AIIMS type super-speciality hospitals-cum-teaching 
institutions and upgrading of State Government hospitals”  
***the figures include the allocations for RSBY under both the Ministry of Health & Family Welfare and 
Ministry of Labour & Employment. Since 2015-16, RSBY has been divided into two distinct components 
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- Social Security for the unorganised workers and provision for health services. The card would be 
provided by Ministry of Labour and Employment and the health services would be provided by Ministry 
of Health & Family Welfare.   
# the Jan Aushadhi scheme is under the Department of Pharmaceuticals, Ministry of Chemicals & 
Fertilisers 

The National Health Mission (NHM) which consists of National Rural Health 
Mission (NRHM) and National Urban Health Mission (NUHM) is a national level 
program to ensure effective healthcare for everyone and primarily for people living 
in rural areas. Under this initiative the government runs various initiatives for 
children, women and to improve healthcare systems in the country. The budget for 
NHM is shared between central and the state government. The core strategies of 
NHM as per the government documents are - decentralized village and district level 
health planning and management, appointment and training of ASHA workers, 
mainstreaming of AYUSH, improved management capacity of health systems, 
improved intersectional convergence and strengthening the responsibility of 
Panchayati Raj institutions (PRIs) to increasing community ownership in the 
effective delivery of healthcare services. Although the absolute amount for NHM 
has increased between 2012-13 to 2016-17 it is important to note here that the 
amount allocated in the BE of 2016-17 is less than that of actual amount spent on 
NHM in the year 2014-15 and also the revised estimate of the previous financial 
year i.e., 2015-16. The allocation for other three schemes  i.e., Pradhan Mantri 
Swasthya Suraksha Yojana, Rashtriya Swasthya Bima Yojana and Jan Aushadhi 
Yojana has increased as compared to previous years allocations.  

Increase in the allocation amount is certainly a welcome step but the next big 
challenge that comes before the implementers of the programs is the utilization of 
the allocated funds. The Comptroller and Auditor General of India’s (CAG) report 
has mentioned that in 2014-15 there were nearly 70 percent savings (or unutilised 
funds) under the head “Establishment of AIIMS type Super-Specialty Hospitals-
cum-Teaching Institutions and upgrading of State Government Hospitals”97. 
Therefore now it is a double challenge before India. One is to allocate sufficient 
amount in different health care schemes that are meant to benefit the most 
disadvantaged of our society and also to make sure that the allocated amount is 
spent judiciously in order to bring necessary changes in the healthcare system of 
India. 

Social Security and Protection 

The contribution of labour in an economy cannot be overstated as workers are the 
backbone of a productive economy. However, the labour force in general and 
those who are part of the unorganized sector in particular need some sort of social 
security in terms of better living conditions, healthcare, pension provisions etc., to 
remain productive in their lives and to continue to effectively contribute in the 
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growth of an economy. Apart from workers there are other sections of our society, 
for instance – senior citizens who are approximately 8 percent of our population, 
persons with disability, children and widows – who need sufficient support system 
from the state. Many of these people are also workers, although there work in most 
often invisible, under-valued, unpaid or low paid. The government budget for 
social security is meant to cater people who are disadvantaged and need social 
support to live with basic dignity and security. This section discusses the past year 
trends and the current situation of public expenditure on social security along with 
labour and employment in India.  

The total combined budget of social security, labour and employment of the union 
government, state government is presented in the figure below. The figure reveals 
the expenditure on Social Security & Welfare, and Labour and Employment in 
India as percentage of GDP since 1990. It can be observed that the share union 
government in the social security spending has remained constant except a small 
increase in the share for a brief period (2006-07 to 2008-09) in between. On the 
other hand the share of states has increased from 0.69 percent in the year 1990-91 
to 1.33 percent in 2014-15 (BE).  

Figure: 10: Public Expenditure on Social Security & Welfare, and Labour and 
Employment in India (percent of GDP) 

Source: Compiled and calculated by the author from Indian Public Finance Statistics 2014-15 

Neighbouring Countries  

As enunciated in a report published by the International Labour Organization 
(ILO)98 in 2003 a well-designed system of social protection contributes in enabling 
people to enhance their well-being and security by protecting them from life’s 
dreaded vulnerabilities and threats. It also provides access to the basic survival 
needs to all citizens of a country, and helps unleash fuller human potential.  
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The ILO publishes reports on the state of social protection related schemes and 
provisions in countries across the world. The figures below indicate the state of 
public spending on social protection in the neighbouring countries of India and 
also the BRICS nations, as a percentage of their GDP. The figures also reveal how 
the expenditure on social protection is distributed between children, people in their 
active ‘working’ age, and senior citizens.   

Figure 11: Public social protection expenditure, latest available year (percent of GDP) 

Source: Compiled by the author from World Social Protection Report 2014/15 - Building economic 

recovery, inclusive development and social justice 

It can be observed from the below figures that the India is performing poorly 
consistently for all these age categories among most of its neighbours, and also 
especially China. When India is spending only 2.46 percent of its GDP on social 
protection related schemes, countries like China, Bhutan, Sri Lanka and Bangladesh 
are respectively spending 6.83, 4.77, 3.14 and 2.56 percent of their GDP on social 
protection.  

India also lags behind China and Sri Lanka in taking care of its senior citizens in 
terms of public spending on social protection for elderly people. The social 
protection report 2014-15 by ILO reveals that only 24.1 percent of the elderly 
population receives some kind of old-age pension benefits. The number is way 
lower than countries like China (74.4 percent), Nepal (62.5 percent) and 
Bangladesh (39.5 percent).  
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Figure 12: Old-age effective coverage: Old-age pension beneficiaries (as  percent of 
population above statutory pension age) 

Source: World Social Protection Report 2014/15 - Building economic recovery, inclusive development 

and social justice; Note: the data is for the latest available year – which is mentioned in the parenthesis 

Similarly for children, the situation in India isn’t satisfactory either. Except 
Pakistan, all other countries are spending more than India on their children as a 
percentage of their GDP, in order to provide them state support to enhance their 
survival chances, education and well-being. 

If we compare the public spending on social protection for BRICS nations we find 
that India is the laggard, compared with all other nations viz. Brazil, Russia, China 
and South Africa, in its spending commitments on social protection. Brazil, Russia 
and China are spending huge proportion 29.29 percent, 15.97 percent and 9.79 
percent respectively - of their GDP. India on the other hand allocates only 2.56 
percent of its GDP on social protection expenditure. 

As is evident social spending on labour in India has remained highly inadequate. 
However, while stating this it ought to be kept in mind that over here we are 
referring to a miniscule number of dwindling formal workforce. 9 out of 10 
workers are working in the informal sector with no social protection whatsoever. 
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Figure 13: Public social protection expenditure BRICS, latest available year (percent of 
GDP) 

Source: Compiled by the author from World Social Protection Report 2014/15 - Building economic 

recovery, inclusive development and social justice 

In case of older people among the BRICS nations, India’s commitment towards the 
social protection of its senior populations as reflected in public spending as a 
percentage of its GDP has been abysmally low. This is not even 1 percent for 
people who constitute 8 percent of India’s population. However, only 24.1 percent 
of people of statutory pension age are getting some kind of old-age pension 
benefits in India - the number is way lower than countries like Brazil (86.3 percent), 
Russia (100 percent) and China (74.4 percent) and South Africa (92.6 percent). 

Figure 14: Old-age effective coverage: Old-age pension beneficiaries (as a percentage of 
population above statutory pension age) 

 

86.30% 
100% 

24.10% 

74.40% 
92.60% 

Brazil (2009) Russia (2011) India (2011) China (2011) South Africa (2012)

Old-age effective coverage: Old-age pension benefciaries (as %age of   
population above statutory pention age)  



 
 

126 
 

Source: World Social Protection Report 2014/15 - Building economic recovery, inclusive development 

and social justice; Note: the data is for the latest available year – which is mentioned in the parenthesis 

It is projected that the youth bulge will eventually fade and there will be an increase 
in elderly population. However, a second phase of demographic dividend would be 
possible if adequate social protection is ensured today for our aging population 
absence of which will only bring more hardships and lack of opportunities for them 
in future.  

MGNREGA 

MGNREGA was established in the year 2005 under the act ‘The national rural 
employment guarantee act’. The scheme is initiated to grant legal rights to people 
particularly in the rural areas, who are unemployed. This scheme entitles an 
individual to demand 100 days of employment per year. Under this scheme if the 
work is not provided in the legally stipulated time frame, then the person is entitled 
to an unemployment benefits. MGNREGA is acknowledged as one of the largest 
rights-based integrated employment and social protection initiatives in the world as 
it covers close to 50 million rural households – approximately 30 per cent of rural 
households – in 201299. The figure below presents the actual expenditure on 
MGNREGA for the financial years 2010-11 to 2014-15 and revised estimate (RE) 
and budget estimate (BE) for the year 2015-16 and 2016-17 respectively. 

Figure 15: Union Budget Allocations on MGNREGA (Rs. In Cr) 

Source: Compiled by the author from GoI Budget Book Vol-II, Department of Rural Development, 
available at www.indiabudget.nic.in; CBGA: Connecting the Dots - An Analysis of Union Budget 2016-17 

The Finance Minister claimed he had allocated the highest ever resources to 
MGNREGA in the 2016 budget. However, allocations have actually fallen 
significantly in real terms from the peak of 0.6 percent of GDP in 2010-11 to 0.26 
percent of GDP in 2016-17. Also, if the 2010-11 allocations are adjusted for 
inflation, allocations in 2016-17 should be higher than 66000 crore rupees to 
actually qualify as the highest ever. The allocations made in the current budget are 
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38500 crore rupees. Of these, as much as 12,590 crore rupees are required to meet 
this record high of pending liabilities at the end of the financial year 2015-16. 
Therefore, the amount of resources required to meet wage demands in the current 
year are only 25,910 crore rupees. 
 

What does this huge bill of pending liabilities represent? It means simply that 
workers have not been paid wages for work done, often for several months. If 
wages are delayed so extensively, then a precariously surviving impoverished 
person cannot rely on MGNREGA to extend wage and social protection in 
normally lean times - even less in times of acute distress during drought scarcity. In 
effect, by deliberately delaying fund releases to states, the central government 
ensures that fewer and fewer workers actually demand work under the programme. 
This is, under the law, a demand-led programme, in which the central government 
is legally bound to provide all the resources needed to meet demands for work up 
to 100 days per rural household. Chronically delayed payments amounts to a killing 
of demand for work, and thereby subversion of the purposes of the law. 
 

Agriculture and allied services 

According to Census 2011, approximately 54 percent of India’s population is 
engaged in agriculture and allied services. Agriculture also contributes 17.4 percent 
of country’s gross value added (current price 2014-15, 2011-12 series). We have 
already observed the depth of the chronic agrarian crisis, and seen that the failure 
of land reforms, extreme mounting indebtedness, landlessness and unviable 
holdings, unequal integration with global markets, and the agro-ecological crisis are 
some of the reasons for this crisis. It is aggravated by extremely low public 
investments in agriculture.  

We therefore place very high stress not only on higher social spending but also 
greatly enhanced public spending in agriculture, to protecting farmer incomes, 
promoting small farm sustainable agriculture and building rural infrastructure.  

The bottom line is that in order to reverse the decades old agrarian crisis, the 
problems pertaining to the agriculture and the distress experienced by people 
associated with farming – the government needs to invest more in policies that are 
favourable to farmers, especially small farmers, farm workers and artisans in rain-
fed regions of the country. The figure below reveals the share of the union 
government and state governments as a percentage of GDP in the overall 
budgetary spending on agriculture and allied services in India. It is evident that in 
the sector on which at least 54 percent of our population are dependent, and a 
sector that contributes to 17 percent of our gross value added - the overall 
government spending is just 2.92 percent of country’s GDP. Although there has 
been an increase in both the union and the state share in spending on agriculture 
and allied services since 1990, it is still woefully inadequate for the farming 
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community which is in such grave distress: distress that if not addressed could 
become terminal, with calamitous human and social consequences.  

Figure 16: India’s Budgetary Spending on Agriculture and Allied services (percent of 
GDP) 

Source: Compiled and calculated by the author from Indian Public Finance Statistics 2014-15 

The table below looks at a few schemes run by the Ministry of Agriculture and 
Farmers’ Welfare. The table contains the actual expenditure data for the financial 
year 2014-15, budget and revised estimate data for the year 2015-16 and the budget 
estimate data for the year 2016-17 for the mentioned schemes.  

Table 3: Allocations across select Schemes under the Ministry of Agriculture and 
Farmers’ Welfare (in Rs. crore) 

Schemes 2014-15 
2015-16  
BE 

2015-16 
RE 

2016-17 
BE 

Pradhan Mantri Fasal Bima Yojana*  2,598 2,589 2,955 5,501 

Rashtriya Krishi Vikas Yojana  8,443 4,500 3,900 5,400 

Krishonnat Yojana (In which)  9,823 9,056 8,884 7,580 

Natonal Food Security Mission (NFSM)  1,873 1,300 1,137 1,706 

Paramparagat Krishi Vikas Yojana  NA 300 250 297 

Pradhan Mantri Krishi Sinchai Yojana  NA 1,800 1,550 2,340 

Pradhan Mantri Krishi Sinchai Yojana **  2,319 3,530 6,040 3,427 

Source: CBGA: Connecting the Dots - An Analysis of Union Budget 2016-17 

Notes from the source: Note: * PradhanMantri Fasal Bima Yojana includes existing National Agriculture 
Insurance Scheme (NAIS), Weather-based crop insurance scheme, Modified National Agricultural 
Insurance Scheme (MNAIS) being implemented through Agriculture Insurance Corporation and Coconut 
Palm Insurance Scheme; ** These are provisioned under Department of Land Resources and Ministry of 
Water Resources, River Development and Ganga Rejuvenation; NA-Not Applicable. Source: Compiled 
by CBGA from Union Budget documents, various years. 
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It can be observed that except the Pradhan Mantri Fasal Bima Yojana and Pradhan 
Mantri Krishi Sinchai Yojana, the allocated amount under all other schemes has 
decreased since 2014-15. It is interesting to note that the allocation for an 
insurance scheme has doubled in the past two years. The amount under the 
National Food Security Act has also seen a reduction of more than Rs. 100 crore 
between 2014-15 and 2016-17.  

The figure below attempts to compare the government expenditure on agriculture 
as percentage of total government outlays for the year 2000 and 2014. 

Figure 17: Government expenditure on agriculture (percent total outlays) 

Source: FAO Statistical Pocketbook 2015, Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 
Rome, 2015 

Although the government expenditure on agriculture as percentage of total outlays 
has increased in India, it is still behind countries like Bhutan, Bangladesh and 
Nepal. The chronic agrarian crisis, mounting suicides, indebtedness and swelling of 
the ranks of the agrarian labourers feeds the pool of those forced to migrate, often 
seasonally - in search of work under any conditions in the growing casualized 
sector. 

Budgets for different marginalized communities 

SCs and STs 

According to the census 2011 data the proportion of SCs and STs in the country’s 
population is 16.2 and 8.2 percent respectively. 

Our report reflects the highly unequal life chances for SCs and STs across all 
aspects of social and economic life. In addition, the Ministry of Rural 
Development recently published the results of the socio- economic caste census 
(SECC). The data primarily reveals the status of schedule caste and schedule tribes 
in India. The SECC data highlights few harsh realities in which SC and ST 
population of India are living. The data reveals that in 83.55 percent rural SC 
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household the monthly income of the highest earning member is less than Rs 
5000, and in 11.74 percent the income is between Rs 5000 and Rs 10000 – which 
means that in the 95 percent of the rural households the monthly income of the 
highest earning member is less than Rs 10000. The data also highlights that 
approximately 55 percent of the rural SC households derive major part of their 
income from manual casual labour and approximately 5 percent of the households 
have members with salaried jobs either in public or private sector and 
approximately 18 percent of the household have un-irrigated land. Similarly the 
data for rural ST household shares that in approximately 87 percent of the 
households the monthly income of the highest earning member is less than Rs 
5000 and approximately 96 percent of the rural ST households have highest 
earning member with monthly income less than Rs 10000. The report also 
highlights that as much as 43 percent households own un-irrigated land. 

SCs and STs are among the most disadvantaged communities in India. The 
persisting reality of backwardness of these communities rings an alarm for a need 
of special and timely attention in order to deal with the issues of exclusion and 
discrimination of these communities – both at the policy and the societal level. 
India’s Planning Commission in 1970s introduced special plan strategies – the 
Schedule Caste Sub plan (SCSP) and Tribal Sub Plan (TSP) for directly benefitting 
these communities. These sub plans were aimed to channel funds for the 
development of these communities to levels of budget expenditure that at least 
matched their proportion in the overall population of the country.  

Figure 18: Government expenditure on SCSP and TSP  

Source: CBGA: Connecting the Dots - An Analysis of Union Budget 2016-17 
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allocations of previous years appears more. However, a report100 prepared by 
Centre for Budget and Governance accountability states that “the outlays in the 
Scheduled Caste Sub Plan (SCSP) have also witnessed a steep decline since 2014-
15 (BE) when it was around Rs. 43,000 crore. This is primarily owing to (i) overall 
decline on the Union Government’s Plan outlays on social sector schemes, and (ii) 
Reduced share of the Union Government in majority of CSS which are reported in 
SCSP.” It usually happens that the actual amount spent on a program or scheme is 
usually less than the budget estimate for that year. Paying attention to the budget 
estimate of a year reveals a lot about the real intension of the government. 
Underutilization of funds, bring down the actual amount spent on a particular 
program - it should be a serious concern apart from the poor budgetary allocation. 
It is also important to make sure that in order to handout ‘incidental’ benefits to 
these communities the actual budgetary commitment doesn’t remain inadequate. 

A report101 by John Kumar on the Special Component Plans (SCP) in Tamil Nadu 
also reveals the lop-sidedness of the claims of increased allocation under the SCSP 
and the TSP. The report states that “what had been so far general / common 
program meant for all (poor/marginalized) people’ , have been brought and shown 
under the SCP with a certain proportion of fund culled out of general schemes, 
and categorized with the budget code of the SCSP and the TSP”. This is a sad 
reality of how these sub plans have been subverted not just in terms of poor 
allocations but also how expenditures are ‘booked’ that have no relation with the 
welfare of these communities. 

It is also to be noted as evidenced in earlier chapters that only budgetary 
allocations for the SCs and STs would not suffice to address their physical & 
economic deprivation as long as they are concentrated in insecure employment 
with no social protection as is the trend today. 

Muslims 

Muslims suffer being treated as ‘the Other’ in their own land, and experience 

everyday discrimination because of their religious identity, that too in a country 

whose Constitution prohibits discrimination on the ground of religion and grants 

freedom of religion to its citizens. Muslims of India faces diverse issues at the 

social, economic and political level. The poverty among Muslims is higher as 

compared to other communities and the literacy rate is below the national average. 

According to census 2011 Muslims in India are the largest religious minority in the 

country with 14.23 percent of the total population. Also, India is the third largest 

Muslim populated country in the world, next to Indonesia and Pakistan. The 

population of Muslim is almost about 70 percent of the total religious minority 
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population in India. Although there are some government programs that are 

targeted specifically towards the Muslim community, most developmental 

interventions are directed towards all minority communities, which are 

conceptualised in terms of religious minorities. 

Schemes for religious minorities are largely designed and funded by the 

Government of India, and implemented by state governments. There are many 

welfare schemes which the government of India has launched and that are 

implemented at various levels by the concerned ministries, with primary aim of 

countering poverty, deprivation and exclusion among minority communities in 

India. For instance; the Multi-Sectoral Development Program, Pre-matric and 

Post-matric scholarship schemes, Matric-cum-means based scholarship, Maulana 

Azad National fellowship, Naya Savera, Nai Udaan, Padho Pardesh, Schemes for 

leadership development of minority women, Nai Manzil and Skill development 

initiatives for minorities are schemes directed particularly towards the betterment 

of religious minority communities. 

The table below reflects the trend in the budgetary allocations, expenditure and the 

utilization of fund given to the Ministry of Minority Affairs (MoMA) from 

financial year 2007-08 to 2013-14. 

Table 5: Status of Fund Allocation and Utilisation under Ministry of Minority Affairs (in 

Rs. Cr.) 

Year 
Allocation 

Expenditure Utilisation* (in %) 
B.E R.E 

2007-08  500 350 196.7 39.3 

2008-09  1000 650 619.1 61.9 

2009-10  1740 1740 1709.4 98.2 

2010-11  2600 2500 2080.9 77.3 

2011-12  2850 2750 2292.3 80.4 

2012-13  3155 2218 2157.9 60.4 

2013-14  3531 3131 3026 86 

       Source: CBGA - Of Bold Strokes and Fine Prints Analysis of Union Budget 2015-16;  
       Note from the Source: *Utilisation has been reported taking into account BE figures 

When on one hand budget estimate (BE) reveals the seriousness and intention of 

the government to spend on a particular program, the utilization pattern tells us 

about the efficiency of the government to spend the amount for the advancement 

of the communities for which the amount was earmarked. If we look at the above 

table we find that the utilization pattern since 2007-08 has been consistently 

disappointing, despite the inadequate budgetary allocation to the MoMA - the 

ministry which is responsible for the development of nearly 20 percent of our 
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population. The MoMA noted that poor utilisation in 2012-13 has primarily been 

due to a delayed start in implementation of major schemes such as pre-matric 

scholarship and MSDP for select minority concentrated districts (MCDs)102. 

The below table shares the scheme wise allocation in the 12th plan and also the 

expenditure details in the 12th plan corresponding to each schemes.  

Table 6: Scheme-wise Plan Allocation and expenditure by MoMA in 12th Five Year Plan 

(In Rs. Crore) 

Scheme 
12th Plan 
Proposed 
Allocation 

Total Allocation 
and  Expenditure 
in 12th Plan 

Total Allocation / 
Expenditure as Percentage 
of Proposed Allocation for 
12th FYP 

Maulana Azad Education 
Foundation 

500 499 99.8 

Free Coaching and Allied 
Scheme 

120 159.07 132.5 

Merit-Cum Means  1,580 1,472.46 93 

Pre-Matric Scholarship  5,000 4,798.97 95.9 

Post Matric Scholarship  2,850 2,393.42 83.9 

Maulana Azad National 
Fellowship 

430 258.33 60 

NMDFC  600 377.64 62.9 

MSDP  5,650 4,499.33 79.6 

Source: CBGA - Connecting the Dots an Analysis of Union Budget 2016-17 

The above table shares the expenditure percentage for the 12th plan in each scheme 

that comes under the MoMA. It can be seen that for none of the scheme the 

allocation is 100 percent of the proposed allocation except for free coaching and 

allied services. The Maulana Azad National Fellowship has the lowest allocation as 

compared to the amount proposed in the 12th plan. Similarly for NMDFC and 

MSDP the percentage allocation is much below the proposed allocation in the12th 

plan under these schemes.  

MSDP is a program which aims to improve the condition of education, health, 

drinking water, sanitation and access to basic public services in the minority 

concentrated districts (MCDs). Only 80 percent of the proposed amount was 

allocated in five years of the 12th plan period. The allocated amount under all the 

above mentioned schemes is less than the actual requirement of the minority 

communities given the significant size of their population in the total population of 

the country.  
                                                           
102

 CBGA - Of Bold Strokes and Fine Prints Analysis of Union Budget 2015-16 



 
 

134 
 

A study conducted by Centre for Equity Studies, Delhi in 2011 revealed that the 

programs directed towards the betterment of a disadvantaged socio-religious group 

aren’t being implemented properly and the benefits aren’t reaching the intended 

Muslim communities. The study found out that a substantial part of the MSDP 

and Prime Minister’s fifteen point programs aren’t reaching settlements of Muslim 

communities. For instance, if a construction of ITIs or Anganwadi centers is to be 

done, the lack of data and an absence of a robust system create doubt that these 

will be built in the Muslim populated regions. Apart from that the underutilization 

of funds allocated under these schemes is another point of serious concern. In 

2010-11 merely 42.5 percent of the total allocated amount under MSDP was 

utilized103.  

It is understood that the social discrimination that Muslims are facing in India 

cannot be merely be corrected by increasing the budgetary allocation for them. 

However, the improvement in their economic well-being through efficient 

distribution of wealth to these communities can prepare them to confidently tackle 

the issues of social discrimination and exclusion that they face on daily basis. 

Considering the fact that around 88 percent of the Muslims are employed in 

casualized work, we cannot think of lasting improvement without questioning the 

regime of informalization in the realm of employment. Therefore it is crucial for 

the government to come up with more and more programmes and schemes 

targeted at Muslims communities, who constitutes 70 percent of minorities in 

India. The present state of budget for minorities, distributes the share across 

communities that shifts the attention from Muslims – who are the most 

disadvantaged of the minority communities in India.  

Women  

The word “Gender” in “Gender Budgeting” that is directed mainly towards an act 
of women empowerment is certainly a reflection of our binary understanding of 
gender and its acceptance among the decision makers – in which we deny that 
gender is a complex idea - and we continue to live with the traditional belief system 
in which, the idea of gender remains rooted in the binary of “male” and “female”.  

However, despite the skewed understanding of gender, in initiatives such as gender 
empowerment and gender budgeting, it is highly crucial to understand the priorities 
and attention of our government towards the issues that concerns women in our 
society - and gender budgeting is one of the tools to explore the budgetary 
provisions by the government directed specially towards the development and 
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empowerment of girls and women in our society. It also tells us about if the 
government is responding adequately to the needs of women in our society.  

According to the human development report 2015 India falls in the group five of 
gender development index that means it is among the countries with low equality 
in HDI achievements between women and men. The female literacy rate in India is 
65.46, which is lower than the male literacy rate of 82.14 in India. Female literacy 
rate is even lower in case of women of SC and ST communities. The other findings 
from the HDR report are presented in the table below. 

Table 7: Gender Inequality Index - HDR 2015 

Gender Inequality Index (Rank) 130 

Maternal Mortality Rate (deaths per 

1,00,000 live births) 

190 

Adolescent birth rate (births per 1,000 

women ages 15-19) 

32.8 

Population with at least some secondary 

education (% ages 25 or older) – Female 

27% for female and 56.6% for Male 

Labour force participation Ratio 27 for female and 79.9 for male 

Source: Human Development Report 2015 

The promise of feminization of workforce that the growth regime came with has 
been called into question as evidenced in the data analysed in the preceding 
chapters that shows a contrary trend of widening gender gap. That apart, a recent 
report104 by Factly reveals that India is at the 103rd position out of 140 countries in 
terms of representation of women in parliament with merely 12 percent 
representation as against to the global average of 22.4% - India is behind Nepal, 
China, Pakistan and even Bangladesh. India ranked 13th out of 18 Asian nations, 5th 
out of 8 SAARC countries and 4th among BRICS nations in women representation 
in the parliament. The table below reflects the India’s rank in different indicators 
of gender inequality.  

Table 8: India’s Rank in Gender Inequality, 2013 

Indicator Rank 

Economic Participation and Opportunity 124 

Educational Attainment 120 

Health and Survival 135 

Political Empowerment  9 
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 https://factly.in/women-in-parliament-where-does-india-figure-among-the-rest-world/ 
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  Source: CBGA Major Dimensions of Inequalities in India: Gender 

Amidst such a depressing and stark social, economic and political inequality 
between both the sexes in India government of India introduced the gender budget 
statement first time in the year 2005-06. It is aimed to highlight the proportion of 
the union budget which is earmarked for women. The table below examines the 
past few years trend in the gender budget in India. The information is collected 
from the gender budget statement (statement 20) published by the union 
government every year.  There are two parts of the statement – the schemes with 
100 percent funds earmarked for girls and women are reported in Part A of the 
statement whereas programs with at least 30 percent amount earmarked for girls 
and women are reported in Part B of the statement. In this paper we are only 
presenting the change in the allocation in the past few years in Part A schemes of 
the gender budget statement (GBS).  

Figure 19: Change in the allocation in the past few years in Part A schemes of the gender 
budget statement 

Source: Gender Budget Statement GoI 2016 

The above figure reveals that the amount earmarked in the union budget for 
programs that are directed 100 percent directed towards girls or women, is 
constantly declining since 2011-12. Is has been brought down from 1.55 percent of 
total union budget in the year 2011-12(RE) to 0.94 percent of the total union 
budget in 2015-16 (BE). Also the amount allocated in the Part A of GBS has 
remained almost constant in terms of percentage of GDP of India.   

An analysis105 done by CBGA, Delhi raise serious doubts about the way schemes 
are reported in the Part B of the GBS. The analysis states that: 

“For schemes reported in Part B, no rationale is provided for why certain proportions of the 
schemes’ total allocations are being reported in the GBS by concerned departments/ministries. 
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Though some schemes have clear guidelines for ensuring benefits to women (such as 
MGNREGA and Nehru Yuva Kendra Sangathan), based on which reporting is done under GBS, a 
number of schemes report a blanket 30-50 percent of their total allocations in Part B. These 
schemes do not provide clear guidelines to justify their inclusion or any information on 
beneficiaries / programme objectives to substantiate such proportions (such as Sarva Shiksha 
Abhiyan, Integrated Child Protection Scheme).” 

Moreover, the Nirbhaya fund which was introduced in the year 2013-14 and had a 
total corpus of Rs 3,000 crore remained unutilized in the first two years. This 
indeed reflects the seriousness of the government in making some sensitive efforts 
towards the issues that emerge from crime against women. However, in the 
Revised Estimate of 2015-16 Rs 150 Crore is allocated in the budget of ministry of 
home affairs for schemes meant for women’s safety and in the Budget Estimate of 
2016-17 and Rs 500 Crore is allocated for the schemes under the Ministry of 
Women and Child Development106. 

Children 

Children are the most vulnerable of all and also they are the most excluded section 
of our society – in terms of representation in the democratic processes of our 
country. Children below the age of 18, constitutes 39% of our population. India is 
one of the signatories of the United Nations Child Right agreement 1989. Also 
India adopted a multisectoral and multidimensional approach to secure the rights 
of children by releasing a National Policy for Children, 2013 (NPC 2013). NPC, 
2013107 identified four priority areas for focused attention, 1) survival 2) health and 
nutrition 3) education and development 4) protection and participation. On the flip 
side, India is also a country where the incidents of child labour, child trafficking 
and physical and sexual violence against children are prevalent.  

The HUNGaMA (hunger and malnutrition) report 2011, published by the Naandhi 
Foundation reveals that every third malnourished child in the world is an Indian. 
Also, according to NFHS-3 data, about 48 percent children under five years of age 
are stunted. In the backdrop of prevalent child abuse and depressing health and 
child protection indicators – it is essential to pay sufficient attention – both at the 
policy and social level – to provide a dignified and respectful life to every child of 
India.  

In order to tackle issues related to children government has initiated many targeted 
interventions in different sectors such as; Education, health & Nutrition, child 
protection etc. The below table reflects the total budgetary allocation as percentage 
of GDP on the welfare of children. The table presents the change in the total 
allocations for schemes focused on children - between the year 2012-13 to the year 
2016-17.  

                                                           
106 CBGA.  Connecting the Dots An Analysis of Union Budget 2016-17 

107
 http://pib.nic.in/newsite/PrintRelease.aspx?relid=118660 
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Figure 20: Total Budgetary Spending on Child Focused Schemes (in percent) 

Source:  CBGA.  Connecting the Dots An Analysis of Union Budget 2016-17 

It can be observed in the above figure that the total expenditure in child focussed 
schemes as percentage of union budget has declined since the year 2012-13. Also, 
the allocation as percentage of GDP has remained constant during this period. If 
we look at the change in the expenditure data for individual schemes earmarked 
for children between the years 2012-13 to 2016-17, we find that almost all the 
important schemes have seen a cut in their respective allocation. The table below 
gives us the scheme-wise detail of change in budgetary allocations under given 
schemes that are being run by the government for the welfare of children.   

Table 9:  Budgetary Allocation under Select Schemes for the Welfare of Children (in Rs. 
Crore) 

Sector Schemes 2012-13 RE 2013-14 RE 2014-15 RE 2015-16 RE 2016-17 BE 

Education  
SSA  25,555 26,608 24,330 22,015 22,500 

MDM  11,500 12,189 11,051 9,236 9,700 

Development  

ICDS  15,850 16,312 16,562 15,584 14,863 

National 
Nutrition 
Mission 

83 200 20 65 360 

Protection  
NCPCR  11 13 14 11 19 

ICPS  273 270 450 402 397 

Source:  CBGA - Connecting the Dots: An Analysis of Union Budget 2016-17 

The table reflects that there has been a reduction in the allocation of key schemes 
for children such as SSA, MDM and ICDS since 2012-13. One of the reasons cited 
for this is the increased devolution to states under the 14th finance commission 
(FFC) recommendations; still a decreasing trend can be seen in the allocation of 
budget under these schemes even before the FFC recommendation was brought 
into picture. However, it is important to make sure that the states don’t continue to 
keep it to this level and maintain the allocation to an adequate level by earmarking 
sufficient funds for 39% of India’s population.  
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4. 
The Way Ahead: Investing More in People 

It is sometimes argued that India cannot afford the public spending required to 
ensure universal quality education, health-care and social protection, and the 
strengthening of Indian agriculture, which are the principal recommendations of 
this paper. However, this ignores that the amount of public resources available for 
public investment is not simply a given, but is the result of conscious public 
choices. As pointed out by Rajeev Malhotra and Sridhar Kundu in the India 
Exclusion Report 2015 of the Centre for Equity Studies, ‘The magnitude of tax 
revenue and the manner of its mobilisation, in terms of its composition and 
incidence on different segments of the population, is of a direct consequence to 
the development process and human wellbeing in a society…(A) high tax-GDP 
ratio with moderate tax rates (and a broad tax base) could spur growth through 
improved scope for provisioning of public goods in the economy. It could also 
support State capacity to create a social protection floor and, if required, specific 
entitlements, especially for the poor and the vulnerable of a society to help create 
more equal outcomes in the society. Similarly, a progressive tax system, where 
taxes levied take into account the ability of an individual to pay, is a potent 
redistributive tool, which could potentially support a more inclusive and an 
equitable development process’.  

‘In India’s case’, the report points out, ‘unlike some other emerging economies, 
neither is the tax–GDP ratio adequately favourable to create the required fiscal 
space for augmenting the supply and quality of public goods and essential social 
services (primarily on account of narrow tax base and weaknesses in tax 
administration), nor is the tax system progressive enough, particularly at the state 
level, to address equity and inclusion in the development process. Furthermore, 
since there is inadequate production of public goods, inefficient delivery and 
uneven access of the poor and the marginalised to those goods, the development 
process is resulting in rising inequalities in social outcomes and exclusion of 
significant segments of people from the economic and social mainstream in the 
country’.  

What is important is not just how much tax is raised, but who is taxed. The India 
Exclusion Report explains: ‘Direct taxes in India are more or less progressive in 
their impact. However, that is not true of indirect taxes, which, by definition, are 
regressive in nature as they do not distinguish potential tax payers on the basis of 
their ability to pay or, in other words, on the basis of their incomes. At the 
aggregate level (centre and states together), India collects only one-third of its total 
tax revenue from direct taxes, most of the developed countries and a few 
developing countries (like South Africa and Indonesia) depend on direct taxes to a 
much higher extent’. 

The report makes a cross country analysis of public finances that show that India 
mobilises comparatively less revenue with respect to its Gross Domestic Product 
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(GDP).  In 2013, India’s total revenue (tax and non-tax) was 20 per cent of its 
GDP and its tax revenue was around 16 per cent of the GDP. A much smaller 
economy like Kenya (with about half of India’s per capita income both in USD 
and PPP) also raised about the same magnitude of revenues. Figure 1 below shows 
the revenue and total expenditure as a proportion of country’s GDP for India and 
few developing and developed countries. France generates revenue equals to 53 
per cent of its GDP compared to USA’s 31 per cent (2014 figure). Accordingly, 
government expenditure in France and USA is 57 per cent and 37 per cent of their 
respective GDP. 
 
Figure 1: Government Revenue and Expenditure as a Proportion of GDP in 2013 
 

 
 
Source: IMF World Economic Outlook Database, 2015 
Note: Revenue consists of taxes, social contributions, grants receivable, and other        revenue. 

 

If we look at the table below that reflects the contribution of direct and indirect 
taxes in the overall revenue of the government, we observe that there hasn’t been a 
significant increase in either the direct or the indirect tax as a percentage of GDP. 
Government however is trying to increase its indirect tax base through number of 
tax reforms whose primary purpose is to bring stability in tax laws, as demanded by 
private investors, rather than a conscious effort towards stepping up the country’s 
tax–GDP ratio108. It is important to note that the increase in indirect taxes is 
certainly going to affect the most vulnerable and disadvantaged communities of 
our country as it applies equally across all the sections of the society – Rich or 
Poor. 
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Figure 2:  India’s tax-GDP Ratio (Percent of GDP) 

Source: Compiled by the author from Indian Public Finance Statistics 2014-15 

It can be observed from the above figure that the overall tax-GDP ratio of India 
hasn’t increased much in past 25 years. Although the economic reforms of 1991 
claimed to have opened tremendous employment and business opportunities - the 
same isn’t reflected in the share of direct taxes. Also for the past ten years i.e., since 
2006-07 the direct tax share and overall tax-GDP ratio of India have remained 
constant. However during this period there has been an increase in the share of 
indirect taxes in the overall revenue of the government. Despite such a poor tax-
GDP ratio the Finance Minister in his budget speech109 of 2015-16 proposed to 
reduce the rate of corporate tax from 30 percent to 25 percent over a period of 
time – this despite the amount of tax revenue forgone due to many exemptions 
given to corporates. However, the finance minister also stated that - “The 
reduction in corporate tax rate will be calibrated with additional revenue expected 
from the incentives being phased out.” The outcome of this decision is yet to be 
examined.  

The CES report notes that there is no significant change in India’s tax-GDP ratio 
in the high growth years. ‘It has varied, for most of the last decade-and- half 
between 10 to 12 per cent of GDP for the central government and between 14 to 
16 per cent for the central and state government combined. This is despite a spurt 
in GDP growth rate averaging about 8.5 per cent per annum in the first decade of 
this millennium, a steady growth of the tax base in the service sector, which now 
accounts for nearly 58 per cent of India’s GDP, considerable improvements in tax 
administration, particularly in the ease of filing tax returns, interface with the tax 
authorities and the overall reforms in tax policy. In other words, there is little, if 
any, growth in tax revenues in response to growth in GDP’. 

                                                           
109

 http://indiabudget.nic.in/ub2016-17/bs/bs.pdf 
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The CES study demonstrates that there are fewer persons filing income tax returns 
than those who should be and that the income tax revenues of the government 
could be a multiple of the realised amounts. There is significant under reporting of 
incomes when it comes to filing income tax returns in India. In the process, the 
study provides some quantitative evidence to support the popular perception on 
tax avoidance behaviour of Indians. Besides the fact that indirect taxes are 
regressive in their impact, as they don’t distinguish a poor from a non-poor 
taxpaying person, the study provides evidence to suggest that significant 
proportions of persons, both in the better-off and the backward states, are being 
pushed into poverty (i.e. into household consumption expenditure levels below the 
official poverty line) on account of the indirect tax burden they face on their 
consumption expenditure. 
 
 

Recommendations 

 

Therefore we conclude that given the extant direct tax policy regime, India is 
certainly not collecting tax revenues from those who can and should pay taxes, in 
keeping with the size of its economy and the growth in average per capita incomes 
that it has witnessed in the recent decades. It does have the potential resources, if it 
summons the social and political will, to revive its dying agriculture, to ensure 
decent work conditions to all, and to invest in universal education, health-care and 
social protection, to end India’s continuing tragedy of highly unequal life-chances 
for people based only on the accident of their birth.  
 
The government is spending less on education. But even when it does, for 
instance, on infrastructure and resources for primary education, this will not check 
the drop-out of that child belonging to a SC landless labourer family that is forced 
to migrate seasonally owing to the agrarian crisis. Similarly, it is known that ST 
women suffer the most in terms of maternal mortality. Policy analysts may ask for 
more government spending to address this. But the same ST women feature the 
most for instance in distress casualized migration into the booming construction 
industry that works with no formal employment and no maternal benefits. They 
are forced to give birth and raise the children in the harshest of environs risking 
their lives.  

¶ Change in policy focus: The policies hence need to factor in both physical 

deprivation and the vulnerabilities of uncertain informal employment so as 

to effectively address and reverse the growing trend of inequity.  

¶ Social Sector Investment: To realize the demographic dividend is 

important that the government invests more on education, health, skill 

building, and social protection - more so for vulnerable sections such as 
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SCs, STs, Muslims, women, and migrants. The less investment in social 

sector isn’t because of the inadequate financial resources available with the 

government but only because of the sheer inability of the government to tax 

those who can pay more to enhance the Tax-GDP of our country and to 

add to the overall revenue of the government. This added revenue through 

improved direct tax mechanisms can reduce the tax burden of the indirect 

taxes on the poor and simultaneously can then further be redistributed 

efficiently to address the larger issues that the most disadvantaged sections 

of our society is facing because of the lack of public investment. 

¶ Labour and social protection: Labour reforms should not mean erosion 

of the existing labour rights, but much rather should entail strengthening of 

labour protection to ensure dignified living. This entails not just framing 

laws ensuring labour welfare like pension schemes, decent living, working 

hours, maternity benefits, etc., but also effective means to ensure proper and 

stricter implementation of these laws and penalties for those employers who 

flout the same. The policies guiding growth that tend to breed 

informalization of labour and casualized employment should be reversed so 

as to ensure job security.  

¶ Spurring growth from below: Shunning the path of jobless growth, the 

government should promote adequate employment opportunities alongside 

the potential building of the capacity of the youth by providing them with 

equal opportunities in terms of health, education, etc.  

¶ Investment in agriculture: The government should work towards 

strengthening small farm agriculture and address the agrarian crisis, so as to 

check the numbers forced into distress migration. A good and necessary 

beginning in this regard would be to address the unfulfilled promise of land 

through effective land re-distribution or land reforms. Land ought to be 

treated as a public good and access to this resource ought to be equalized 

against the caste and feudal privileges that still precludes land-holding for 

millions. Forcible land acquisition of multi-crop lands for private interests in 

the name of ‘development’ leading to dispossession and displacement ought 

to be stopped at a policy level. Government spending on agriculture – credit 

systems, irrigation overheads and subsidies – ought to be enhanced. The 

trend of entangling agricultural output with the market ought to be reversed 

so as to free the farmers from the uncertainties of the global market.     

We end with an extensive quote from the book “Looking Away: Inequality, 
Prejudice and Indifference in New India” (2015): 
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‘As society pursues the goal—or mirage—of galloping economic growth, even with all of these 
caveats, it must care for everyone left out of this growth story. I believe that in a good society, 
people of every social class and identity should be involved in a huge public debate about what is 
the floor of human dignity, socially, below which no human being should be allowed to fall.  

 
‘For me, this is the floor of human dignity below which it is morally unacceptable for any 

human being, any human being, to have to live. We should build a new social contract in new 
and rapidly growing India that we seek a country—and world—in which no child will sleep 
hungry, no child will sleep under the open sky, no child will be sent to work instead of a school 
which is as good a school as for any other child her age, no person will be subjected to 
discrimination or violence because of her identity, no person will be denied free, good-quality 
healthcare, and no old person will have to work or beg to live with dignity.  

‘We can debate the details, add, delete or refine this list. But it is imperative that we have this 
public debate to build a social consensus on a minimum agenda of universal social protection. It 
is this floor of human dignity which should define the poverty line, the amount of resources 
every household needs in order to achieve this minimum agreed level of human dignity. It will 
also recognize the principle of differential needs and affirmative action: that if, for instance, there 
is a disabled person in your household, then you would need two or three times more resources 
to be in the same place. This floor of human dignity should also become the yardstick against 
which the performance of every government of any political hue should be evaluated.  

‘It is through such a collective exercise that we will able to build an India and a world which 
truly, actively cares for all, and which recognizes the intrinsic equal dignity of all persons, 
regardless of gender, class, race, nationality, caste, faith, sexuality and disability. I am convinced 
that this is not a utopian set of goals. Far from it, it is both achievable and imperative, within our 
lifetimes. But for it to be possible, we first need to reclaim the idea which Chomsky spoke of, 
that we owe it to each other as human beings that we all take care of each other.25 It requires the 
kindling of the ideas of solidarity and fraternity, of social caring. The landscapes of our hearts 
which have been desertified, parched by beliefs that ‘greed is good’ require the waters of a 
perennial river of public empathy’. 
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