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It was at a meeting of the board of 
governors of Human Development 
Foundation in 2006 that, at the suggestion 
of a board member, it was decided to 
devote the 2007 Report to assessing the 
impact of the ten Human Development in 
South Asia reports on policies and people 
in South Asia. This was not an easy task. 
How does one assess the impact of ideas 
on policies—the ideas that have been 
propagated not only through the South 
Asia reports but also through the global 
Human Development Report published 
annually by UNDP? Yet the guru of 
human development, Mahbub ul Haq, 
left a road map for us to assess the impact 
of his intellectual innovation. So that is 
what we have tried to follow in this 
report.
 Each chapter of this Report assesses the 
progress made in the major human 
development indicators in all the seven 
South Asian countries against those 
presented in the 1997 South Asia HDR. 
In the first South Asia Human Development 
Report, Mahbub ul Haq had lamented 
that while the region contained a quarter 
of the world’s population, its share in the 
world’s poverty was 40 per cent. That 
situation has not changed much since, 
although the per capita GDP of all the 
countries has gone up. Globalization has 
changed the face of South Asia. Many 
good things are happening from more and 
better schools, hospitals, roads, to 
employment opportunities in many new 
fields. Yet this new South Asia has left 
many people behind—those who are 
illiterate, out of school, in poor health, in 
poor areas and without income. So this 
Report provides a balanced picture of 
progress made and challenges remaining in 
South Asia in 2005 (the latest year for data 
availability).

 In this year’s Report we have added a 
new dimension by including in-depth 
analyses of the economy and education 
for the three major countries of South 
Asia—India, Pakistan and Bangladesh. 
The six chapters that contain these 
analyses have been written by well-known 
scholars of each country. We hope these 
will make the Report more useful to the 
readers.
 The Report contains twelve chapters, in 
addition to the Overview. Chapter 1 
introduces the theme of this year’s Report 
by presenting a conceptual framework of 
how to evaluate the impact of human 
development paradigm on people’s lives. 
Chapter 2 describes a ten-year review of 
South Asia’s  progress  in  human 
development. Chapters 3, 4 and 5 analyze 
economic growth and human development 
in India, Pakistan and Bangladesh over a 
ten-year period. Chapters 6, 7 and 
8 review the state of education in India. 
Pakistan and Bangladesh. Chapter 9 
provides a critical analysis of health and 
healthcare in South Asia. Chapter 10 gives 
a critical overview of the condition of 
women in South Asia. Chapter 11 
critically analyses the institutions of 
governance in South Asia since 1999 
when the South Asia HDR discussed ‘the 
crisis of governance’ in South Asia. 
Finally, chapter 12 presents a new way of 
looking at South Asia’s human development 
expe r i ence—from an  opt imi s t i c 
perspective. The Report suggests that it is 
time we, the South Asians, look forward 
to the progress we have made so far, and 
not look backward about what challenges 
remain. To make development sustainable, 
we have to address the unfinished agenda 
of human development, but in this Report 
we would like to celebrate the progress 
that this region has made compared to all 
other regions, except China.

Foreword
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The year 2007 marks the tenth anniversary 
of the first South Asia Human Development 
Report, which was a major breakthrough 
in the region in the area of policy research 
and public policy. Many concrete actions 
followed that report, from research 
on human development from many 
research institutes, producing national 
and sub-national human development 
reports, setting up of human development 
institutions and foundations to govern-
ment policies to prioritise human develop-
ment, poverty alleviation and gender 
empowerment in the region. On this 
tenth anniversary we want to evaluate 
the actions that have followed the ten 
South Asia Human Development Reports 
produced, and their impact on the people 
in South Asia.
 We believe the only way to evaluate the 
impact of human development reports on 
people’s lives is to analyse the impact on 
some of the most important economic 
and social indicators over the period. In 
this report, we have looked at human 
development achievement and shortfall 
in the region over the last ten-year 
period, with particular emphasis on the 
indicators of the economy and education. 
But the overall South Asian perspective 
is given on all the issues that were the 
themes of our ten previous reports, 
including education, health, employment, 
agricultural development, poverty 
alleviation, women’s empowerment, 
governance and human security.

The human development paradigm 
has influenced every economic and 
social development policies and plans 
in the region. Rarely one sees a policy 
document that does not use as the 
baseline the indicators of education, 
health, women’s empowerment or 

poverty reduction—a rare feat not seen 
before in development policies.

As a result of these human centred policies 
and actions, as well as the ongoing 
economic reform programmes in the 
region, the recent decade has witnessed 
progress in many areas:

• There has been a spectacular increase 
in economic growth rate of the major 
economies in South Asia.

• Poverty has declined in most countries, 
although rural poverty is still a major 
issue in some countries.

• Between 1995 and 2005, adult literacy 
rates have gone up in South Asia, 
from 49 to 58 per cent; net primary 
enrolment has gone up, from 61 to 87 
per cent; dropout rate at primary level 
has come down from 43 to 14 per 
cent; and the number of out-of-school 
children has been reduced from 50 
million to 13 million.

• Infant and under-five mortality rates 
have gone down significantly.

• Women’s economic and political 
empowerment, as captured by GDI 
and GEM indices, has recorded higher 
values over the period. Both access to 
and enrolment of girls in primary and 
middle schools have increased rapidly 
in South Asia.

 Yet these numbers tell only a part 
of the story, because they give the 
regional averages. The progress achieved 
by individual countries, especially by 
regions and groups within each country, 
differs significantly. Thus the chapters 
in this report highlight the remaining 
challenges for sectors and countries in 
order to point out the distance that each 
country, and South Asia as a region, has 
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to cover to achieve the development goals 
set by the international community.

Despite unprecedented economic 
growth in South Asia leading to a 
decline in poverty and a higher human 
development level, the total number of 
people in poverty has not gone down, 
and health and education indicators are 
still areas of concern.

The benefits of economic growth have yet 
to be translated adequately into reduction 
in poverty and human deprivation. 
Over the past one decade, despite some 
reduction in poverty rate, the share 
of South Asia in the total number of 
poor has increased significantly from 
40 per cent in 1993 to 47 per cent in 
2004. Rural poverty has increased in 
many South Asian countries and income 
inequality is on the rise. Economic 
growth has mainly been concentrated in 
the services sector in urban areas and has 
mostly benefited the urban middle class 
that is well equipped with education and 
skills. The contribution of services sector 
in terms of generating employment for 
the labour force has been very limited 
with the result that open unemployment 
rates in many South Asian countries have 
registered a significant increase over the 
last decade.
 In the area of education, despite 
improvements in overall literacy rate, the 
region continues to be the most illiterate 
region in the world containing around 
379 million illiterate adults—the highest 
absolute number in the world. And despite 
achieving a remarkable performance in 
terms of reducing the total number of 
out-of-school children over the past ten 
years, two South Asian countries, India 
and Pakistan, together contain the highest 
number of out-of-school children in the 
world.
 Similarly, in the area of health, health 
indicators of the most vulnerable group 
in South Asia—women and children—
fail to show any improvement. The 
region continues to be one of the most 

malnourished regions in the world. Over 
the past one decade, the total number of 
malnourished people in the region has 
gone up from 290 million to 299 million. 
In terms of gender concerns, the share of 
females in the total illiterate population in 
South Asia has gone up from 62 per cent 
in 1995 to 68 per cent in 2004.

India has moved to a higher GDP 
growth accompanied by macroeconomic 
stability. However, social exclusion 
based upon income, caste, gender and 
geographical location; the prevailing 
agrarian crisis across many parts of the 
country; the persistence of poverty and 
unemployment; and the generally poor 
status of human development in some 
states represent challenges for Indian 
policy-makers.

From the early 1980s, India experienced 
real GDP growth of around 5 to 6 per 
cent per annum and in the past one decade 
the growth rate has exceeded 9 per cent. 
Although the rate of poverty has declined 
in both urban and rural areas since 
1993-94, inequality has increased both 
across regions of India and within regions 
across various socio-economic groups. The 
employment intensity of services sector, 
despite its rising contribution to GDP, 
has been low.
 Around 60 per cent of the population 
is still employed in the agriculture sector 
even though the contribution of this 
sector to GDP has declined markedly. Due 
to trade liberalization, Indian farmers are 
now much more vulnerable due to their 
exposure to greater price volatility. There 
has been a deterioration of conditions of 
food security, as well as a sharp decline 
in both per capita food grain output and 
availability. Public expenditure in areas 
(such as rural infrastructure), critical for 
farmers, has been seriously curtailed.
 Rapid economic growth in India has 
not been accompanied by a satisfactory 
rate of employment generation in India. 
The rate of growth of employment 
declined from 2.7 per cent per year in the 



 Overview 3

period 1983-94 to only 1.07 per cent per 
year in 1994-2000. Open unemployment 
has dramatically increased, accounting for 
8 per cent of the male labour force and 
between 9-12 per cent of the female labour 
force. Most expansion in employment has 
come in the form of self-employment, 
which now accounts for around half of 
the workforce in India. The gender gap in 
wages is quite large and has been increasing 
over time for all categories of workers. 
Youth unemployment continues to be 
substantially higher than unemployment 
across all the working-age population.
 In terms of achievements in human 
development, the poor quality of 
education and gender gaps in literacy that 
continue to persist in some states remain 
a matter of concern. Child immunization 
indicators have actually deteriorated in 
some states. However, the government 
of India has taken some commendable 
steps for empowerment of the poor, such 
as, Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan (Education 
for All programme), the National Rural 
Employment Guarantee Act (NREGA), 
and the National Rural Health Mission, 
to ensure primary education, employment 
and health for the rural poor.

In Pakistan, high GDP growth over 
the last five years has reduced income 
poverty in a significant manner and 
raised the average living standards, but 
the country continues to grapple with 
issues that are fundamental to improve 
its abysmal human development levels.

After a period of low growth throughout 
the 1990s, the annual growth figure 
for Pakistan has been hovering around 
the 7 per cent level since 2003-4. The 
current growth momentum of Pakistan’s 
economy is largely the result of greater 
financial and trade integration and the 
good performance of the services and 
manufacturing sectors. Although growth 
in GDP has received strong support from 
the foreign direct investment, the overall 
saving and investment levels in Pakistan 
continue to be unsatisfactory. The share of 

agriculture in GDP has declined, implying 
that Pakistan’s economy is undergoing 
significant structural change.
 But the Pakistan’s economy has to 
address several serious challenges:

• The headcount index of poverty, which 
had increased from 25.8 per cent in 
1996-97 to 34.5 per cent in 2000-
01, saw a decline of more than ten 
percentage points over the following 
four years. However, the gap between 
rural and urban poverty incidence 
has not seen any reduction, with the 
headcount index for rural areas roughly 
twice that of urban Pakistan.

• Rising inequalities—income and non-
income—have led to a weaker link 
between economic growth and poverty 
reduction in Pakistan. There has been 
a gradual erosion of the consumption 
share of the lowest 20 per cent and the 
consequent widening of the rich-poor 
gap.

• Two-thirds of the rural households in 
Pakistan are landless and an almost 
similar proportion lacks access to tap 
water. In short, the seemingly high 
GDP growth in Pakistan is yet to 
be directed in an adequate manner 
towards the betterment of the deprived 
and the marginalized.

• Agriculture sector still accounts for 
more than 43 per cent of the total 
employment, but labour absorption 
in the non-agriculture sector has been 
relatively sluggish. Low labour force 
participation rate, underemployment, 
high incidence of child labour, falling 
real wages for unskilled labour, growing 
proportion of educated unemployed 
and the flourishing informal economy 
are critical issues plaguing the labour 
market in Pakistan.

• In terms of human development, 
the progress has been unsatisfactory. 
The average life expectancy has been 
stagnant between 1995 and 2005 while 
there has been a modest decline in 
infant mortality. The adult literacy rate 
is still very low at 50 per cent.
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•  Currently, Pakistan is spending a 
meagre 2.4 per cent of its GDP on 
education and health, a ratio that has 
gone down since 1995.

• The proportion of the undernourished 
has ballooned from 19 to 24 per cent 
of the total population in Pakistan.

• Per capita food availability in Pakistan 
has remained stagnant since 1995. 
The consumer price index for food 
items has averaged a steep 9.9 per 
cent over the last three financial years, 
exacerbating the level of food insecurity 
in the country.

Bangladesh has witnessed consistent 
economic growth and rapid human 
deve lopment  s ince  the  1990s , 
attaining near self-sufficiency in 
food grains. But high poverty levels, 
rising income inequality, widespread 
underemployment and inadequate 
social sector expenditures pose serious 
challenges to the achievement of the 
country’s socio-economic goals.

As a result of economic reforms including 
trade and market liberalization, Bangladesh 
has registered higher growth of per capita 
GDP over the last ten years. The share 
of investment in GDP has increased by 
more than 7 percentage points since the 
1980s and the country has emerged as 
an attractive destination of foreign direct 
investment. The industrial sector has been 
making increasingly larger contribution 
to economic growth. Despite exhibiting 
a fluctuating growth pattern over the last 
decade, agriculture grew at a much faster 
rate (3.6 per cent) than the growth rate of 
population. Although the share of non-
crop agriculture has increased, crop and 
horticulture remain the dominant activity 
claiming 56 per cent of agricultural 
GDP.
 Despite the fact that Bangladesh has 
made substantial progress in economic 
growth and human development, 
challenges in several areas need policy 
attention:

• Bangladesh has a long way to go even if 
the MDGs are achieved. If Bangladesh 
is able to halve the population who 
live in poverty by 2015, still nearly 47 
million people would remain poor and 
more than 22 million would be living 
in extreme poverty in 2015.

• As many in Bangladesh are still poor 
and food insecure, poverty reduction 
does not necessarily translate into less 
hunger and malnutrition.

• Despite technological change and 
growth of output, rapid increase in 
agricultural labour force is a major 
factor in depressing agricultural 
wages.

• More than a million people enter 
the labour force annually. Between 
1996 and 2003, the male labour force 
participation rate remained constant 
at around 87 per cent but the female 
participation rate increased from 16 to 
26 per cent. Seventy-nine per cent of 
the labour force is engaged in informal 
activities.

• Critically, 1.2 million out of a total 
of 2 million unemployed persons are 
youth with a large majority of them 
educated and deprived of employment 
opportunities largely due to mismatch 
between the supply and demand in the 
labour market.

• Substantial rural-urban variation and 
considerable regional diversity in 
poverty continue to exist in Bangladesh. 
The agricultural labour households 
exhibit a high incidence of poverty as 
compared to non-agricultural casual 
and unskilled workers. The Gini 
coefficient rose between 1992 and 
2005 with urban income inequality 
rising faster than rural inequality.

• Total public expenditure on education 
and health has gone up as a share of 
GDP, but is still low at less than 2 per 
cent for education and around 1 per 
cent for health.

In terms of education, India has made 
notable progress in expanding primary 
and secondary education over the 
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last decade. However, there are a few 
challenges that still need to be met 
that include high female illiteracy, 
low educational achievements of 
disadvantaged communities, and the 
widening disparity in the quality of 
education.

• Despite its educational achievements 
over the last decade, India has the 
largest share of the world’s illiterate 
population (35 per cent). The Total 
Literacy Campaigns in India in the 
nineties helped achieve the highest 
growth in literacy rates, particularly 
female literacy that increased by over 
14 per cent over the last one decade. 
The literacy campaign addressed 
adults in the age group of 15-45 
years, through a decentralised and 
participatory programme.

• Although the quality of education has 
improved as reflected in the reduction 
of dropout rate in primary schools 
from 42 to 29 per cent over the last 
ten years, less than half of those who 
enrol in school actually manage to 
complete eight years of schooling. On 
an average, a student takes 9.1 years to 
complete primary school as compared 
to the requirement of 5 years.

• All studies on children’s learning 
achievement have shown poor results 
in most states and indicated that even 
after four years in primary school, 
children are not learning well.

• The educat ional  level  remains 
conspicuously low among females 
and disadvantaged groups. Although, 
literacy rates of the Scheduled Castes/
Tribes (SCs/STs) grew by about 18 
percentage points between 1991 and 
2001, the literacy level of 64 per cent 
amongst SCs/STs and 68 per cent 
amongst Muslims is far below the level 
for ‘All Others’ which is 81 per cent.

• Widespread disparity in the quality 
of education persists with private 
schools offering much better quality 
of education than public schools. The 
recent growth in private schools has 
led to the widening of these disparities 

between low and high-income groups. 
However, despite the growth in private 
schools, majority of primary schools 
are still managed by state governments 
and local bodies.

Despite some initiatives taken by 
government, the state of education in 
Pakistan remains dismal. Inadequate 
resource allocation, low enrolment, 
high dropout rate, gender disparity and 
low educational standards at every level 
of the education system are some of the 
key challenges.

• Over the last decade, literacy rate in 
Pakistan has grown by more than ten 
percentage points and crossed the 50 
per cent level. Rural-urban and inter-
provincial gaps in literacy rate remain 
high. Gender gap in literacy rate has 
widened to almost 28 percentage 
points.

• The gender gap is even higher at 
the secondary level with male net 
enrolment rates almost double those 
for females. A mere 67 per cent 
of rural communities have a girls’ 
public primary school with the ratio 
deteriorating to 22 per cent for girls’ 
middle schools.

• Net enrolment rate and primary 
completion rate remain lower than what 
is required to achieve the education 
related MDGs.

• Although Pakistan has been able to 
reduce the number of out-of-school 
children from 10 million in 1995 
to 6.5 million in 2005, it has the 
second highest number of out-of-
school children in the world.

• The quality of education that is 
imparted is low mainly due to the 
shortage of teachers and their low 
competency level. Although the 
country has over 200 major teacher 
training facilities, the quality of both 
pre-service and in-service programmes 
offered is far from satisfactory. The 
deficiency in curriculum has resulted 



6 Human Development in South Asia 2007

in poor development of critical and 
analytical approach among students.

 Over the last decade, the government 
of Pakistan has taken some key initiatives 
in the education sector that include 
the Education Sector Reforms (ESR), 
employment of contract teachers, National 
Education Assessment System (NEAS) 
and the New Textbook Policy. However, 
despite these policies it is highly unlikely 
that Pakistan will be able to achieve 
universal primary completion (UPC) and 
the education related MDGs by 2015.

Bangladesh has witnessed adequate 
expansion of education over the past 
decade and has almost achieved gender 
parity in primary and secondary 
enrolment but the promise of a major 
breakthrough in quality of education, 
equitable participation and the effective 
utilization of available resources remain 
largely unfulfilled.

The number of primary level institutions 
in Bangladesh has grown by almost 
30 per cent in the decade since 1995 
with an improvement of 15 percentage 
points in gross enrolment. The growth 
in enrolment ratio of girls has been more 
than double the ratio for boys, resulting 
in greater gender equality in enrolment. 
While enrolment has increased, serious 
problems of poor learning achievement 
and high dropout remain to be overcome. 
Poverty overlaps and interacts with 
other conditions of disadvantage and 
vulnerability to hinder participation in 
education. Such adverse socio-economic 
conditions afflict women-headed families, 
working children, street children, children 
with special needs, ethnic/language 
minorities, and inhabitants of remote 
and accessible areas.

• The literacy campaigns carried out 
since the mid-1990s have made little 
contribution to acquiring sustainable 
and functional literacy skills by 
participants. Independent studies 

suggest a major gap in rates of adult 
literacy for urban and rural areas and 
for men and women—in the range of 
10 to 20 percentage points.

• These divisions and inequities in 
education system are further reinforced 
by four major types of provisions 
in secondary education—general 
Bangla Medium schools, Government-
assisted Madaras, vocational/technical 
institutions, and different types of 
private and government-assisted 
English medium schools—that lack a 
common unified approach to curricular 
standards and quality of education.

• While there is high transition from 
primary to secondary level, 80 per 
cent of the children starting class 6 do 
not pass Secondary School Certificate 
(SSC) examination.

• Although the Poverty Reduction 
Strategy Paper (PRSP) in Bangladesh 
has recognized the expansion of 
Vocational Education and Training 
(VET) as a key strategy in tackling 
poverty, no major initiative with 
national resources or external assistance 
has been undertaken in recent years.

• The major problems of the education 
system in Bangladesh are attributed 
directly or indirectly to governance 
and management of the system. The 
centralised structure of management 
of both government and government-
assisted institutions has not changed 
over the years in spite of the rhetoric 
about decentralization.

• The education system remains under-
funded due to which the quality 
of education is adversely affected. 
The financing of education is also 
inequitable in the sense that the share 
of benefits enjoyed by households from 
public spending in education rises 
with income levels of households at all 
stages of education.

 There is an urgent need to provide 
better access to education in Bangladesh 
while ensuring greater equity and quality. 
This can only be made possible by 
arresting the decline in the quality of 
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teachers, curricula and physical/learning 
facilities. A unified system of primary and 
secondary education has to be built. The 
proportion of government budget devoted 
to education should be increased and 
governance reforms must also be initiated 
for the efficient utilization of education 
resources.

With a resource-starved public 
healthcare system, the health indicators 
in South Asia have shown only a 
modest improvement since 1995. 
Life expectancy has improved and 
mortality rates have declined. However 
rising incidence of non-communicable 
d i seases ,  malnour i shment ,  low 
sanitation coverage and the emerging 
threat of HIV/AIDS remain areas of 
concern.

Life expectancy in South Asia increased 
from 62 to 64 years and adult mortality 
rate declined from 232 in 1995 to 194 per 
1000 between 1995 and 2005. Access to 
safe water has also improved considerably. 
In 1990, the proportion of population 
with sustainable access to safe drinking 
water in the region was below the world 
average. However, since then South Asia 
has progressed at a faster pace than other 
comparable regions, and at present 85 per 
cent of the population has access to an 
improved drinking water source.
 Despite some of these improvements, 
many health indicators including life 
expectancy and mortality rates remain 
one of the poorest in the world. The 
progress has been rather slow and has 
been uneven across geographical areas. 
Moreover, in some of the critical areas 
such as malnutrition, particularly among 
children, the progress has not been 
satisfactory. Although the proportion 
of malnourished people in South Asia 
declined marginally from 26 to 22 per 
cent, the absolute number went up from 
290 million in 1990 to 298 million over 
the last ten years. Women in South Asia 
continue to suffer from the adverse effects 
of malnourishment and continue to give 

birth to underweight babies. Around 
half of South Asia’s under-five children 
are malnourished and almost one in 
every three infants has low birth weight. 
Although both infant and under-five 
mortality rates in the region have gone 
down significantly over the past ten years, 
they remain the highest in the world, 
second only to Sub-Saharan Africa. Out 
of 27 million children not immunized in 
the world, 11 million are in South Asia. 
In 2002, 18 per cent of the total under-
five deaths in South Asia were caused by 
diarrhoea. An almost similar proportion 
of children in South Asia suffer from 
Acute Respiratory Infections.
 Emerging health threats from HIV/
AIDS and the rising share of non-
communicable diseases also pose a 
significant health challenge. Between 2001 
and 2005, the share of non-communicable 
diseases (such as cardiovascular diseases, 
diabetes and cancer) in the total disease 
burden in South Asia increased from 47 
to 52 per cent. Today, South Asia contains 
15 per cent of the total global population 
affected by HIV/AIDS.
 As far as other major diseases are 
concerned, South Asia has made some 
progress in reducing the incidence of 
malaria over the past ten years due to 
increased allocation of national funds to 
malaria eradication. However at the same 
time, the total number of people affected 
by TB increased from 2.1 to 2.5 million. 
The progress in terms of providing proper 
sanitation to the population has been 
painfully slow with only 37 per cent of 
population having sanitation coverage (up 
from 30 per cent in 1994-95).
 Currently, South Asia spends a paltry 
0.9 per cent of its GDP on health, a ratio 
that has improved only nominally since 
1995. Due to the resource-starved and 
poor quality public health system, there is 
an emergence of private sector healthcare 
system that is expensive, unregulated 
and inaccessible to the majority of 
the population. In the absence of any 
social security arrangements or a health 
insurance system, most of the financing 
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of healthcare services is done through out-
of-pocket expenditures.

During the last decade, South Asian 
countries have been moderately 
successful in reducing gender gaps 
in education, health and political 
participation. Yet many challenges 
remain to cover the distance towards 
total equality with men in South Asia.

The proportion of literate women increased 
by 11 percentage points in South Asia 
between 1990 and 2006. The gender gap 
in literacy is closing but continues to be 
the highest in the world. Gross primary 
enrolment ratio of girls has increased 
from 79 per cent in 1995 to 111 per cent 
in 2005. Gender gap in primary school 
enrolment has been reduced significantly, 
but not eliminated except in Bangladesh. 
Gross enrolment of females in tertiary 
education is very low but has doubled 
over the last decade. Women’s lower access 
to technical education continues to be a 
critical concern in terms of creating job 
prospects for girls in South Asia. In 2004-
2005, only 22 per cent of the students 
enrolled in technical and vocational 
education (TVE) were females.

• There has been very slow progress in 
improving life expectancy of women 
with the female life expectancy 
increasing from 61.3 years in 1995 to 
64 years in 2005. With only 37 per 
cent births attended by skilled health 
personnel, the maternal mortality ratio 
has gone up since 1995.

• Women in South Asia are less likely 
to participate in the labour force 
compared to their counterparts across 
the world. They constitute merely 40 
per cent of the total labour force in 
the region and their economic activity 
remains mostly unrecognized and 
invisible.

 On a positive note, in each South 
Asian country, except Sri Lanka, women 
have a higher share of seats in national 

assembly compared to the last decade. 
In India, a quarter of the seats in union 
councils are reserved for women while in 
Pakistan and Bangladesh the reservations 
for women are higher at 33 per cent.
 The improvements in indicators 
reflecting the gender gaps in health, 
education and political participation 
of women in South Asia have resulted 
in higher Gender-related Development 
Index (GDI) and Gender Empowerment 
Measure (GEM) values than a decade 
ago. South Asian countries have adopted 
the frameworks for progress in gender 
equality agreed at various international 
development conferences, such as, 
International Conference on Population 
and Development (1994), Fourth World 
Conference on Women (1995), World 
Education Forum (2000) and Millennium 
Summit and MDGs (2000). National 
plans of action and policies have been 
developed and aligned with the plans of 
action agreed at these summits. This has 
led to initiatives aimed at attaining gender 
equality in all spheres of life.

By and large, South Asia has made 
steady progress over the last decade 
towards humane governance in the 
political, economic and civic spheres. 
However, there are challenges in some 
areas that are yet to be addressed.

There have been quite a few successes in 
attaining better governance outcomes in 
South Asia:

• South Asia has made significant 
headway  in  in s t i tu t iona l i s ing 
democracy. It is heartening to note 
that in the year 2008, all South Asian 
countries (including Bhutan and Nepal 
with old monarchies) would become 
parliamentary democracies.

• In recent years, the superior judiciary, 
i.e. the Supreme Court and high 
courts, has demonstrated a spirit of 
judicial activism in many South Asian 
countries with a number of landmark 
decisions.
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• Since early 1990s, the number of 
women in all South Asian parliaments 
has increased considerably, and there is 
also a growing awareness of the need to 
provide greater political representation 
to the minorities.

• As a result of drastic economic 
reforms, including trade and market 
liberalization, South Asia is much more 
open and integrated with the rest of 
the global economies than it was ten 
years ago.

• In countries like India, Pakistan, 
Bangladesh and Sri Lanka, tariff 
rates declined by two-thirds or more 
between 1990 and 2004. Foreign direct 
investment in South Asia has also been 
growing at a healthy rate of 12.9 per 
cent.

• There has been a shift towards a 
progressive tax structure, particularly 
in India.

• In most South Asian countries, 
monetary policy has been reasonably 
successful in reigning in undesirably 
high inflation rates.

• Over the past decade, the vibrant 
civil society in South Asia has played 
an increasingly proactive role in the 
fields of education, poverty alleviation, 
social mobilization, capacity build-
ing, provision of various social 
services, community development, 
environmental protection, health and 
sanitation.

• The region has also witnessed a 
revolution in media that is manifested 
in the ever-increasing number of private 
TV channels, internet subscribers and 
radio channels, and in the degree of 
freedom they enjoy.

 Better outcomes are, however, desir-
able in some areas to strengthen the 
governance-human development nexus in 
South Asia:

• The oversized, highly politicized 
and inefficient bureaucracy is an 
impediment to effective political 
governance in the region.

• Despite implementation of judicial 
reform programmes, the lower courts 
are generally corrupt and inaccessible 
to the poor.

• Top down accountability from the 
executive down to the lower tiers 
of governance is still missing and 
corruption is entrenched in the 
economic, political and social fabric of 
South Asia.

• In the realm of economic governance, 
there is need for adequate social safety 
nets for the poor who do not have the 
physical assets and do not possess skills 
and required level of education for job 
market.

• Trade liberalization has had adverse 
effects on the agricultural sector which 
is the source of livelihoods for the 
majority of poor in South Asia.

• Greater trade and financial integration 
has not translated into more jobs 
for the unemployed, most of whom 
possess very little education and skills.

• The internal and external debt 
obligations, along with rising military 
expenditures, consume a sizable chunk 
of the national budgets in South Asia. 
This has serious negative repercussion 
for social sector budgets, particularly 
for education and health.

• The taxation base remains rather 
narrow with the tax-to-GDP ratio for 
South Asia stagnant at 10 per cent.

• The average annual growth of food 
prices has registered a sharp rise with 
undesirable consequences for the lower 
income groups in particular.

In 1998 Mahbub ul Haq posed the 
question, ‘Can South Asia become the 
next economic frontier of the 21st 
century?’ After reviewing the progress 
made in South Asia since then, we have 
concluded that South Asia, led by the 
largest democracy with high rates of 
economic growth and reasonably good 
record of human development, shows 
many signs of hope to be the next 
frontier.
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For South Asia to become the next 
economic frontier is no longer an 
unachievable goal. There now exists in this 
region adequate knowledge, information, 
technology and institutions to make this 
possible. The Report argues that today 
South Asia as a region shows hopes in 
many areas that have the potential to 
push the region toward a better future 
for its teeming millions. Seven sources 
of hope have been identified here: new 
directions for economic growth; renewed 
attention to poverty reduction; greater 
emphasis on human development; real 
commitment to gender equality; reform 
and restructuring of institutions of 
governance; and strengthened role of civil 
society.

• The recent decade has witnessed 
tremendous increase in the economic 
growth rates of the major economies 
in South Asia. Annual GDP growth 
during 2004-05 has averaged 9.2 per 
cent in India, 7.8 per cent in Pakistan, 
and 6.0 per cent in Bangladesh. This 
high growth has occurred in the 
backdrop of public policies aimed at 
liberalising the goods and financial 
markets, reducing the barriers to trade 
and encouraging the private sector to 
participate in economic activity.

• Although all South Asian countries 
have been implementing numerous 
poverty alleviation programmes over 
the years, it is only recently that a 
targeted approach to link economic 
growth to poverty alleviation has 
been, and is being, developed and 
implemented in most countries.

• Economic progress in the region has 
been complemented by progress in 
social development. Compared to even 
ten years ago, all human development 
indicators have shown significant 
improvement.

• Across South Asia, there have been 
policies, plans, and institutions to 
empower women. These have resulted 
in significant improvement of gender-
related indicators, from social and 
economic to political empowerment of 
women.

• Serious efforts are underway in South 
Asia to restructure and reform public 
sector institutions. Many ineffective and 
inefficient public sector corporations 
are being restructured or privatised. 
Economies are being deregulated to 
reduce the costs of doing business.

• Decentralisation and devolution of 
power to local levels are bringing 
governance to where people live, 
as well as empowering women and 
minorities with some voice in the 
system of governance.

• Civil society groups in South Asia 
have been playing a major role in 
voicing people’s concerns and making 
governments accountable. They are 
also responsible for many innovative 
initiatives to improve people’s lives at 
the local level.

 So this Report concludes with a hopeful 
note that South Asia Human Development 
Reports have played a role in this new 
South Asia that promises a better, more 
compassionate, future for all South Asians 
irrespective of their country of origin, 
ethnicity, faith, gender and income.



This year marks the tenth anniversary of 
the first South Asia human development 
report. In 1997 when the first regional 
report was launched, it was a major 
breakthrough in the area of policy 
research in the region and its message sent 
a shockwave through the policy circles. 
Never before was there a South Asian 
report that analysed the issues so critically 
through a regional lens, comparing one 
country with another, and contrasting the 
performance of this region against that of 
other developing regions, and arriving at 
the most disturbing conclusion that 
‘South Asia is the poorest, most illiterate 
and least gender-sensitive region in the 
world.’ This was a wake-up call for the 
region!
 Many concrete actions by many actors 
followed that report—from analysing the 
issues of human development by various 
other research institutes; producing 
national and sub-national human 
development reports; increasing social 
development budgets and programmes; to 
prioritizing human development, poverty 
reduction and gender equality in almost 
all government policy pronouncements 
and policy papers. So on the face of it, it 
seems that the South Asia human 
development reports have had considerable 
impact on policy-making. But how far 
have these actions really changed the 
broad human development indicators of 
the region that include poverty reduction, 
employment generation and improved 
governance? This is the critical question 
for this year’s report.
 But how does one do that? Is it possible 
to establish a direct link between the ideas 
generated and advocated through these 
reports and their impact on policy and 
action? Mahbub ul Haq himself believed 
that it was possible, and he wrote in 
Reflections on Human Development (second 

edition, Epilogue) that globally the 
concept of human development had made 
profound impact on at least four areas: 
(a) intellectual acceptance of human 
development as the real goal of develop-
ment; (b) introducing several global 
policy ideas such as the concept of 20:20 
(in the allocation of donor and national 
government financial resources to human 
priority concerns); global monitoring of 
corruption of governments and multi-
national corporations through establishing 
an NGO—Transparency International; 
and the concepts of human security and 
peace dividend; (c) the imperatives of 
national strategies and actions for human 
development; and (d) importance of civil 
societies to make governments accountable 
for their performance on human 
development.
 So these are the four ways that we can 
assess whether the South Asia human 
development reports have been able to 
influence policies to improve people’s lives 
in South Asia. In the following sections, 
we propose to do that. But first let us start 
at the beginning when Mahbub ul Haq 
initiated the human development 
revolution with his ideas and the 
institutional backing of UNDP.

The advent of UNDP Human 
Development Reports

‘The founders of economic thought never 
forgot that the real objective of develop-
ment was to benefit people—creating 
wealth was only a means.’1 However, after 
the Second World War, there was an 
obsession with economic growth models 
and national income accounts, forgetting 
people’s well-being as the real ends of 
development. During the 1980s with 
escalating human costs of adjustment, 
rising poverty and inequality, the character 
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and distribution of growth became 
important issues for policy consideration. 
So the time was ripe for Mahbub ul Haq 
to articulate and advocate his ideas for a 
people-centred development model in 
various forums through speeches and 
writings.
 In the early 1990s, through the UNDP 
Human Development Reports (HDRs) 
Haq initiated a movement of policy-
makers, academics and activists to shift 
the development focus from gross national 
products to people and their well-being. 
Exploring policy issues in-depth and 
championing the ideals of justice, equity 
and freedom for all people, these reports 
monitor the progress of people, particularly 
through country rankings in the human 
development index (HDI) and other 
measurement tools. Produced annually, 
the HDRs are the greatest legacy of a 
courageous and accomplished intellectual 
who shaped the development debate of 
his era. Within a few short years, the 
advent of the HDRs and HDI transformed 
the development policy establishment. 
Instead of ‘How much is a nation 
producing?’, increasingly the question 
became ‘How are its people faring?’. This 
dramatic shift stemmed from a growing 
realization that the real objective of 
development is to improve people’s well-
being and to enlarge their choices.
 The impact of HDRs on the global 
policy dialogue has exceeded the 
expectations of Mahbub ul Haq and his 
co-workers. Millions of copies of the 
report, in many languages, now circulate 
in the world. There are over 31 regional 
HDRs, and over 500 national HDRs in 
143 countries. The report has been 
prescribed as a text in most leading 
universities; this is attributed to its high 
professional quality. Within a decade of 
its publication it had become one of the 
most influential reports, not only for 
governments, donors and international 
institutions, but even more so for the 
media and institutions of civil society. 
Many commentators describe it as one of 
the most eagerly-awaited reports of the 
year.

 What has made the HDR an invaluable 
addition to the global policy dialogue is, 
according to Mahbub ul Haq,2 its 
intel lectual independence and its 
professional integrity—its courage more 
than its analysis. The HDR has not 
hesitated to present unpleasant facts in a 
blunt fashion. It has quantified social 
progress. It has ventured into many areas 
where international dialogue has remained 
somewhat silent—from the high human 
costs of military spending to the new 
imperatives of human security, from the 
lack of clear link between official 
development assistance allocations to the 
corruption and waste in many societies.
 What has been the real impact of 
HDR? First, the report has greatly 
influenced the global search for new 
development paradigms. It is now broadly 
accepted that economic growth does not 
automatically translate into a better 
quality of life. For that to happen, policies 
must be initiated to ensure a more 
equitable distribution of growth as well as 
to change the very pattern of growth in 
response to people’s aspirations. It is 
recognized that growth models must be 
made responsive to the need to regenerate 
natural capital.
 Second, as mentioned earlier, the HDR 
has helped launch many policy proposals 
such as the concept of peace dividend by 
cutting military expenditure and spending 
it on social development; a 20:20 global 
compact to reorient existing budgets of 
both developing and developed countries 
in order to spend on social priority 
agenda; improving global governance by 
setting up an economic security council, 
an international NGO (Transparency 
International) etc. Although all of these 
proposals were not implemented, they did 
influence policy-making at many levels.
 Third, the real impact of the HDRs can 
be seen in the human development 
strategies that many developing countries 
are formulating and implementing, as 
suggested by hundreds of national and 
regional human development reports.
 Fourth, the HDI and ranking countries 
by this index. The Index, particularly its 
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disaggregated form, holds a mirror up to 
all societies so that policy-makers can see 
how the people in their societies live and 
breathe and where are the key tension 
points needing urgent attention.

Impact in South Asia

Ever since the first UNDP HDR appeared 
in 1990, national policy-makers had 
begun to respond to the challenge of 
putting their people at the centre of 
development policy-making by preparing 
their own national human development 
reports. These reports were sometimes 
prepared by national governments with 
UNDP assistance, and sometimes these 
were commissioned to national research 
institutes. But none of these reports had 
originated from an established research 
institution and was prepared as an 
independent report on the status of 
human development in a country or a 
region. The first one to have this distinction 
was the South Asia HDR prepared by the 
Mahbub ul Haq Human Development 
Centre, the think-tank that had been 
established with the prime objective of 
preparing an annual South Asia human 
development report to provide an 
independent annual balance sheet of the 
condition of human development in 
South Asia to assist in human-centred 
policy-making by governments, private 
sector and civil society.

South Asia Human Development Reports

To monitor the progress of the South 
Asians, each annual South Asia human 
development report explores a particular 
policy issue in detail while consistently 
championing the ideals of justice, equity 
and freedom for all people. During the 
early years, Mahbub ul Haq tackled such 
themes as poverty, illiteracy and military 
spending in South Asia. Though these 
annual themes would help broaden the 
appeal and practical relevance of these 
reports, it is the conceptual and evaluative 
innovations that have enabled the reports 

to make a lasting contribution to 
development thinking.
 The first Human Development in South 
Asia Report 1997 sent a shock wave 
through the policy-making community as 
it showed empirically how poorly South 
Asia was doing in terms of its people. To 
quote Mahbub ul Haq, ‘…the first report 
on Human Development in South Asia in 
April 1997 was a rude awakening for 
many national policy-makers and for the 
international community. The overall 
message of the report was unmistakable 
and shocking. South Asia has by then 
emerged as the poorest, the most illiterate 
and the most gender-insensitive region in 
the world.’3 The shocking statistics and 
graphs given in that report shattered the 
complacency of policy-makers of South 
Asia. In the current report of 2007, 
ten years after that first report, we propose 
to analyse how far South Asia has travelled 
from that very disturbing scenario.
 Among all the deprivations that the 
South Asians suffered, as portrayed in the 
1997 report, the one that came out strong 
and clear was the educational deprivation 
of South Asian children. Because of that, 
the 1998 report chose to focus on the 
challenge of education in South Asia. The 
1998 report advocated a broad strategy to 
provide primary education to all South 
Asian children, improve the quality of 
basic education as well as access to 
technical skills, reduce gender gap at all 
levels of education and, most importantly, 
increase the allocation and utilization of 
public sector financial resources for 
education in general. The 2007 report 
reviews the educational achievements over 
the last ten years in South Asia, especially 
in three large countries—India, Pakistan 
and Bangladesh, and comes to the 
conclusion that although a lot has 
happened in this area, the region is still 
far from achieving the urgent goal of 
improving educational capability of all 
South Asians.
 The 1999 Report on the Crisis of 
Governance focused on the reasons behind 
the huge human deprivation in a region 
that is rich in culture and tradition and 
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has the potential for achieving much 
higher economic growth with social 
justice. The Report analysed the issues of 
governance as they impacted on people. 
How had governance—in al l  i t s 
dimensions, political, economic and 
civic—affected people’s lives? What was 
the difference between good governance 
and humane governance? Did people in 
South Asia feel that their governments 
were responsive to their needs?
 The unique feature of this Report was 
the concept of humane governance that 
put people at the centre of all governance 
policies, strategies and actions. The basic 
principles of human development model 
are to improve the capabilities and expand 
the opportunities of all people, irrespective 
of class, caste, gender and ethnicity. The 
concept of humane governance took this 
model  forward by asser t ing that 
governance, if it was to promote human 
development, had to be not just pro-
people or people centred, it had to be 
owned by people. Built on this concept, 
the Report provided a new index, Human 
Governance Index, which looked at a 
country’s governance performance on the 
basis of some quantitative and qualitative 
data. The 2007 report reviews the 
governance issues in South Asia during 
the last decade and comes up with some 
very interesting insights.
 The 2000 Report on The Gender 
Question focused on the disproportionate 
share of the burden of deprivation, 
presented in the earlier reports, that was 
borne by the women of South Asia. The 
Report analysed gender-discriminatory 
practices in the legal, economic, political 
and social spheres, and it raised such 
questions as: How have the patriarchal 
systems affected women’s lives? Why are 
women invisible in economic and political 
spheres? How can women’s capabilities be 
enhanced? How can women’s economic 
and political opportunities be enlarged? 
And what institutional mechanisms are 
needed to bridge the prevalent gender 
gaps in South Asia? In this ten-year review 
we see that South Asian women have 
made much progress, but their journey 

towards achieving equality with men in 
many areas and overall justice in society is 
still continuing.
 The Challenge of Globalization was the 
theme of the 2001 Report. In his writings 
on globalization, Mahbub ul Haq argued 
that globalisation was an irreversible force, 
and that developing countries must learn 
to manage it in their best interests, or they 
would get drowned by its cross currents. 
He also argued that to gain from 
globalisation developing countries must 
accelerate their human development, 
improve governance, and invest in 
infrastructure. If globalization was super-
imposed on a poorly educated and trained 
labour force with poor systems of 
governance and infrastructure, it would 
result in neither growth nor poverty 
reduction. Globalization also had to be 
better managed by the institutions of 
global governance if these institutions 
were to achieve their professed goals of 
sustainable development and poverty 
reduction in developing countries. These 
ideas of Mahbub ul Haq provided the 
framework for the 2001 Report.
 The 2001 Report analysed the nature 
and progress of globalisation on economic 
growth and human development in South 
Asia. Although some countries had 
opened up their economies before the 
1980s, by early 1990s all the countries in 
South Asia entered the globalisation 
process by liberalising their economies, 
opening  up  the i r  market s ,  and 
implementing reforms to improve 
economic management. The results of 
these efforts had been uneven from one 
country to another and within each 
country. Even where economic growth 
rate had gone up, human welfare in terms 
of education, health or employment had 
not improved. The report analysed the 
extent of South Asia’s trade and financial 
integration with the world, the impact of 
economic reform programmes in raising 
g row t h  a n d  i m p rov i n g  h u m a n 
development, and the broader impact of 
globalization on society. In 2007 Report, 
all of these issues are reviewed, particularly 
in the context of India, Pakistan and 
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Bangladesh, and the Report concludes 
that although economic growth has been 
spectacular during the period, especially 
in India, the link between growth and 
human development has yet to be firmly 
established.
 The 2002 Report focused on agriculture 
and its impact on economic growth and 
human development in South Asia. The 
Report presented the experience of five 
South Asian countries, India, Bangladesh, 
Pakistan, Nepal and Sri Lanka. The 
questions the Report raised were: What 
had been the experience of South Asia’s 
agriculture since the Green Revolution in 
the 1960s? Why had the high levels of 
agricultural growth achieved at that time 
failed to substantially raise economic 
growth, improve human development, 
and reduce South Asia’s poverty? What 
was the appropriate role of agriculture in 
a poverty alleviation and growth strategy? 
Did the South Asian governments play 
efficient and equitable roles in transforming 
agriculture into an engine of rural 
transformation? And, what would it take 
for South Asia to develop policies for 
agriculture that would increase the 
productivity of the poor and improve the 
quality of life in rural areas? In 2007 these 
issues are still alive in agricultural 
development policies in the region. 
Agriculture is stil l  not benefiting 
adequately from economic growth.
 Employment in South Asia, in fact in 
most developing countries, is not about 
paid jobs or even about the rate of 
unemployment. These are not the true 
indicators of a way of life that is dominated 
by informal, casual and home-based work, 
mostly in agricultural or rural settings, 
and intricately woven into the daily 
survival issues of the majority of 
population. So in the context of South 
Asia, when we discuss employment we are 
really referring mostly to the challenges of 
livelihood—the challenges that form the 
basic concerns of human security.
 In keeping with the tradition of the 
Centre’s previous reports, in the 2003 
report the employment issues were 
analysed from the point of view of their 

impact on the majority of ordinary South 
Asians. Throughout the report concerns 
were raised about the patterns of growth 
and trade, the systems of education and 
training, the protection of the rights of all 
workers, including women and children, 
and the implementation of the global 
trading rules as they impacted on poor 
nations and poor people. The over-
whelming concerns of the report were the 
livelihood security of the poor and 
improvement of their capability to move 
out of poverty. The report asserted that 
creation of employment opportunity for 
the youth of the region was an imperative, 
so was enhancing women’s ability to get 
paid jobs with enforceable legal and social 
protection. In this ten-year review many 
of these issues are still dominating the 
debate on the disconnect between high 
economic growth and dismal employment 
scenario in South Asia.
 The 2004 Report examined the 
condition of healthcare in South Asia and 
its link to poverty reduction and economic 
growth. Although South Asia has achieved 
much progress in improving the health of 
its population, this progress has neither 
been adequate nor equitable to improve 
the health of the majority of its population. 
Half a billion people are still in poverty, 
and because of poor health, a great 
number of them cannot get out of 
poverty, and many are in danger of falling 
deeper into poverty. Economic growth of 
South Asia during the last two decades 
has not translated into a better health and 
economic well-being of the majority.
 The 2004 Report presented the 
condition of healthcare in all seven South 
Asian countries but an in-depth analysis 
of the experience of three South Asian 
countries, India, Bangladesh and Pakistan, 
was provided. The report addressed the 
performance of South Asian governments 
in providing quality healthcare to its 
masses. The lack of connection between 
economic growth and improvement in 
human development, particularly health, 
was explored. The appropriate role of the 
state in social sector development in a 
competitive world economy was discussed. 
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The 2004 Report assesses the progress 
made in the health sector and comes up 
with startling conclusion that many of the 
health related goals of UN MDG may not 
be achieved in South Asia.
 During the 1990s, Mahbub ul Haq was 
deeply involved in analysing the issues of 
human security and their link to human 
development. A considerable part of his 
intellectual capital was spent in developing 
proposals for improving human security, 
particularly in South Asia, and in 
propagating the idea of ‘peace dividend’—
the amount of resources that could be 
saved from reducing military expenditure, 
and using that saving for social 
development.
 The 2005 Report focused on the 
security concerns of the majority of 
people in South Asia who, for over half a 
century, had been yearning to live in 
peace and harmony within their societies 
and with their neighbours. But the 
politics, the ideologies of a minority of 
the population, the greed of the captains 
of industry and commerce, and the 
politics and theology of the international 
and transnational financial, business and 
trading institutions had been standing in 
the way of letting ordinary people live a 
peaceful life. The rules of the game were 
not being played to advance the causes of 
the majority. In all walks of life the rules 
were being bent, or broken, to enrich and 
empower a small minority. The ethical 
foundation of all the major religions of 
South Asia is based upon the principles of 
tolerance of people of all faith, ethnicity 
and class; justice and sustenance to the 
poor; and preservation of the sanctity of 
life. Yet this region has seen massive 
destruction of life and liberty in the name 
of religion. On the top of man-made 
disasters, the region has also seen major 
natural calamities, most recently the 
tsunami of 2004 and earthquake of 2005. 
For South Asians the human security 
concerns not only remain to be addressed 
but in some ways, have been worsened. 
The region seems to be falling deeper into 
a quagmire of political instability, rise of 
intolerance and militancy, economic 

insecurity among a large number of 
people, and increasing divisions in society 
on the basis of class, caste, religion and 
ethnicity. Haq’s dream of a peaceful South 
Asia is a long way off.
 In 1976, Mahbub ul Haq wrote the 
now famous book on poverty The Poverty 
Curtain in which he questioned the hot 
pursuit of per capita income growth as the 
real ends of development without any 
regard to its distribution or its impact on 
poverty. This book proved to be a 
watershed in Haq’s intellectual evolution. 
As a result of his active involvement in 
development planning in Pakistan (in the 
1960s), Haq saw the very limited impact 
of Pakistan’s high economic growth on 
people’s lives and became increasingly 
convinced that the only route for the 
developing countries to have sustainable 
economic growth was to combine growth 
policies with policies for poverty reduction 
that included employment generation, 
rural development and empowerment of 
people through health and education.
 During the rest of his life, Haq became 
deeply involved in analysing not only 
poverty but also its link to human 
development. Lack of human development, 
he concluded, was the main cause and 
consequence of poverty. Thus the strategies 
to reduce poverty should focus not only 
on increasing the income of the poor but 
also, and more importantly, on building 
the capability of the poor to earn an 
income and live a decent life.
 The imperative of poverty alleviation in 
all development policies and strategies 
runs through all the South Asia Human 
Development Reports. The specific themes 
of different Reports explained poverty in 
South Asia in terms of lack of education, 
health, employment, agricultural and 
rural development, good governance and 
women’s empowerment. Never before in 
economic analysis has poverty been so 
conceptually and empirically integrated to 
all aspects of socio-economic and political 
issues as in the South Asia human 
development reports.
 In the first South Asia Human 
Development Report, Mahbub ul Haq 
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had lamented that while the region 
contained a quarter of the world’s 
population, its share in the world’s poverty 
was 40 per cent. That situation has not 
changed much since, although the per 
capita GDP of all the countries has gone 
up. Globalization has changed the face of 
South Asia. Many good things are 
happening from more and better schools, 
hospita l s ,  roads ,  to  employment 
opportunities in many new fields. Yet this 
new South Asia has left many people 
behind—those who are illiterate, out of 
school, in poor health, in poor areas and 
without income. Those are the ones the 
2006 Report focused on—the voiceless 
majority of South Asia.
 Poverty remains pervasive in South 
Asia. Though there has been some success 
in reducing the incidence of poverty in 
some countries, about half the world’s 
poor still lives in South Asia. So the main 
objective of the 2006 Report had been to 
explore why poverty still continued to 
exist in such a magnitude in a region that 
was doing fairly well in terms of economic 
growth. The exclusive focus of the report 
was the impact of economic policies on 
poverty to assess whether the rising 
economic growth in South Asia had been 
making any difference to the incidence of 
poverty in the region, and to examine the 
impact of the numerous poverty alleviation 
programs/schemes/initiatives that the 
governments in the region had been 
implementing.
 This Report too raised several questions, 
including why there was such disconnect 
between economic growth and poverty 
alleviation? Why did women bear the 
greater burden of poverty? What had been 
the impact of various poverty alleviation 
programmes in South Asia? And, most 
importantly, how was poverty connected 
to inefficiency or neglect of the institutions 
of governance?

A ten-year review

In the 1999 South Asia Human Develop-
ment Report we had commented that 
‘South Asia remains a region divided—

divided between the hopes of the rich and 
the despair of the poor. A region where 
the richest one-fifth earns almost 40 per 
cent of the income, and the poorest one-
fifth makes do with less than 10 per cent. 
A region where today begins with the 
struggle of survival for 515 million 
poverty-ridden destitutes, and tomorrow 
threatens the future of 395 million 
illiterate adults. Where women are often 
denied basic human rights and minorities 
continue their struggle against prejudice 
and discrimination. At the threshold of 
the twenty-first century, this is the South 
Asia we live in.’ Ten years ago these 
words had encapsulated the human 
development challenges of the region. 
But the sad fact is that since then nothing 
has changed substantially, as the 2007 
report documents.
 The only way to evaluate the impact of 
the human development reports on 
people’s lives is to analyse the impact on 
some of the most important economic 
and social indicators over the period. In 
this report we propose to look at the 
human development achievement and 
shortfall in the region over the period. 
In-depth analyses of education and 
economy in three major South Asia 
countries, India, Pakistan and Bangladesh 
are made in order to see how far the 
policies of these countries have been 
influenced by the recommendations of 
South Asia Human Development reports. 
So the conceptual framework of this 
report covers both the quantitative and 
qualitative assessment of the progress 
towards a better life of all South Asians.
 The human development paradigm has 
influenced every economic and social 
development policies and plans over the 
period. Rarely one sees a policy document 
that does not use as the baseline the 
indicators of education, health, women’s 
empowerment or poverty reduction. HDI, 
GDI and GEM, as well as indicators of 
poverty reduction and employment 
generation, are used in policy documents 
and policy pronouncements.  The 
perception about what constitutes develop-
ment has changed. The agenda of 

The human 
development 
paradigm has 
influenced every 
economic and social 
development policies 
and plans over the 
period
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economic development is also being set by 
this philosophy of people-centred 
development strategy. So in this ten-year 
review we analyse the outcome of policies 
that we believe have been influenced by 
the human development paradigm. We 
particularly make in-depth analysis of the 
economy and education of three large 
countries. But the overall South Asian 
perspective is given on all the issues that 
were the themes of our ten previous 
reports, including education, health, 

employment, agricultural development, 
poverty alleviation, women’s empowerment, 
governance and human security. In the 
next chapter we provide a quantitative 
analysis of some of these above-mentioned 
issues within the perspective of where we 
were ten years ago and where we are 
today, and how far each South Asian 
country has to travel to reach the United 
Nations Millennium Development 
Goals.



An overall profile

The recent decade can be viewed as a 
major milestone in South Asia’s history in 
several ways. Driven by the wave of 
liberalization and economic reforms that 
swept through the entire region in the late 
1990s, the economic landscape of the 
region has transformed in a visible 
manner. Economic growth has been 
unprecedented leading to a decline in 
poverty and improvement in human 
development indicators. With a few 
exceptions in some indicators, most 
countries in the region are on track to 
achieve the Millennium Development 
Goals as set by the United Nations in 
2000. Despite these positive developments 
and the air of optimism that seems to 
mark this region at the moment, there are 
several challenges that still need to be 
met. For instance, despite an overall 
reduction in poverty rates in all South 
Asian countries over the last decade, the 
pace of reduction remains slower than 
that of economic growth. Moreover, there 
has not been a significant decline in the 
absolute number of poor with the result 
that the share of South Asia in the total 
number of poor in the world has increased 
from 40 per cent in 1993 to 47 per cent 
in 2004. Poverty remains endemic to 
certain geographical areas and amongst 
certain disadvantaged groups. The 
subsequent analysis shows that rural 

poverty has increased in most South Asian 
countries over the last decade. Income 
inequality is on the rise and the benefits 
of economic growth have yet to be shared 
equitably by all groups.
 Similarly, in the area of health, despite 
an improvement in the overall health 
indicators such as life expectancy and 
adult mortality, health indicators of the 
most vulnerable group in South Asia—
women and children—fail to show any 
improvement. Maternal health and child 
malnutrition along with the spread of 
HIV/AIDS have clearly emerged as the 
major health challenges in recent decade. 
In the area of education, despite 
improvements in literacy and enrolment 
rates, most indicators remain dismal—
worse than any other region in the world 
including Sub-Saharan Africa. For 
instance, despite a significant reduction in 
the number of out of school children over 
the past decade, two countries in the 
region, India and Pakistan, still contain 
the highest number of out of school 
children in the world.
 To begin with, it seems worthwhile to 
look at some basic indicators as highlighted 
at the outset in 1997 Report on Human 
Development in South Asia,1 and see 
where the region stands today in terms of 
those indicators. Table 2.1 shows that 
while South Asia’s share in total global 
income remains more or less the same, its 
share in the total number of poor has 

Chapter 2

A Review of South Asia’s Performance over a 
Ten-year Period

 Table 2.1 South Asia in a global context

  Population Real GDP Absolute poverty
  (millions)  (PPP $ billions)  ($1 a day—millions) Illiterate adults

  1993 2005 1993 2004 1993 2004 1993 2001-04*

 South Asia 1191 1453 1632 3812 527 462 396 379
 World 5508 6515 30542 52107 1314 986 735 781
 Share of South Asia in
 the world 22 22 5 7 40 47 46 49

Note: *the value is for the most recent year available.
Sources: MHHDC 1997; UNESCO 1995 and 2006; UNPD 2007 and World Bank 2006f.

Economic growth has 
been unprecedented 
leading to a decline in 
poverty and 
improvement in 
human development 
indicators
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increased significantly from 40 per cent in 
1993 to 47 per cent in 2004. This is 
despite the growing recognition of India—
the single largest country in the region2—
as the second fastest growing economy of 
the world poised to become an economic 
giant. South Asia’s share in the total 
number of illiterate adults in the world 
has also increased from 46 per cent in 
1993 to 49 per cent in 2004. With an 
adult literacy rate of 58 per cent that is 
even lower than that of Sub-Saharan 
Africa (61 per cent),3 the South Asian 
region continues to be the most illiterate 
region in the world. As in 1993, South 
Asia is still home to about one half of the 
total illiterate adults in the world.4 The 
fact is that South Asia’s position defined 
in terms of absolute number of poor and 
illiterate population has not improved in 
the past ten years. The region continues 
to be the poorest and the most illiterate 
region in the world.

The human development index (HDI)

Despite showing some improvement over 
the past ten years, South Asian average for 
human development index (HDI) still 
remains far below the average for 
developing countries.5 Sri Lanka and 
Maldives stand out from the rest of the 
regional group, recording HDI levels 

higher than the developing country 
average. This is primarily due to the 
higher level of public commitment 
towards improving human development 
of the general population in these two 
countries. Levels of public expenditure on 
health and education in Sri Lanka and 
Maldives are higher than any other 
country in the region. While in the rest of 
South Asia, public expenditure on health 
as percentage of gross domestic product 
(GDP) remains stagnant at 1 per cent, Sri 
Lanka and Maldives spend 6 per cent and 
2 per cent of its GDP respectively on 
health. Likewise in education, public 
spending in Maldives is the highest in 
South Asia at 8 per cent of GDP. It is 
interesting to note that social sector 
expenditures in Maldives and Sri Lanka 
are higher despite the fact that both these 
countries have lower absolute GDP levels 
than the rest of the South Asian 
countries.6

Demographic profile

The total population in South Asia has 
risen from 1.2 billion in 1995 to 1.4 
billion in 2005. As far as its share in the 
total global population is concerned, 
South Asia still contains more than one 
fifth of the humanity. The population 
growth rate in the region has declined 
from 1.9 per cent in 1995 to 1.6 per cent 
in 2005 but it still remains higher than 
the developing countries average of 1.3 
per cent. Within South Asia, Sri Lanka 
has achieved the highest absolute reduction 
in population growth rate from 1.4 per 
cent in 1995 to 0.8 per cent in 2005 (0.6 
percentage points), followed by India that 
has achieved a reduction of 0.4 percentage 
points in annual population growth rate 
within the past ten years. The population 
growth rate of Pakistan at 2.4 per cent 
remains one of the highest in the region 
along with Bhutan and Maldives. While 
Bhutan and Maldives have made some 
headway in reducing their population 
growth by 0.4 and 0.5 percentage points 
respectively in the last ten years, Pakistan 
has made insignificant progress in reducing 

 Table 2.2 Trends in the 
human 
development 
index (HDI), 
1995-2005

  1995 2005

 India 0.451 0.619
 Pakistan 0.453 0.551
 Bangladesh 0.371 0.547
 Nepal 0.351 0.534
 Sri Lanka 0.716 0.743
 Bhutan 0.347 0.579
 Maldives 0.683 0.741
 South Asia
 (weighted
 average) 0.445 0.605
 Developing
 Countries 0.588 0.691

Sources: MHHDC 1999 and UNDP 
2007.
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Figure 2.1 Trends in the population growth rates in South Asia, 
1995-2005
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its rate of growth of population. The 
population growth rate in Pakistan has 
declined marginally from 2.5 per cent in 
1995 to 2.4 per cent in 2005. On a 
positive note, all countries in South Asia 
have managed to reduce their fertility 
rates. Fertility rate in South Asia on 
average has declined from 4 births per 
woman in 1995 to 3 in 2005. The decline 
in fertility in the region may be attributed 
to an increase in contraceptive prevalence 
rate that has gone up from 39 per cent in 
1995 to 46 per cent in 2005.
 The decline in fertility rate over time 
has been one of the key factors leading to 
a gradual transformation of the age 
structure of the South Asian population 
and is leading most South Asian countries 
into what is termed as the ‘demographic 
transition.’ Due to the decline in fertility 
as well as mortality rates in South Asia, 
the proportion of population aged 0-14 
has witnessed a decline whereas the 
proportion of working age population 
(15-64 years) has gone up significantly. 
This has inevitably led to a fall in the 
dependency ratio leading to what is 
termed as the ‘demographic dividend.’ 
Although this phase of demographic 
dividend in the region had started to set 
in the 1970s,7 this phase is likely to 
extend well into this century.8

 Figure 2.2 shows that a decline in age 
dependency ratio in most South Asian 
countries (excluding Madives, Bhutan and 
Pakistan) started in 1970s with Sri Lanka 
exhibiting the sharpest reduction. Three 
South Asian countries: Pakistan, Maldives 
and Bhutan continued to exhibit increase 
in age dependency ratio till the mid 1990s 
after which these countries have also 
started showing a decline in the ratio. The 
past ten years have been particularly 
significant in this respect as all South 
Asian countries (even those that showed a 
rise in age dependency ratio earlier) 
started exhibiting a consistent decline in 
the age dependency ratio thus setting the 
stage for ‘demographic dividend’.
 If proper investments are made in 
human development today, this demo-
graphic dividend may reap tremendous 

benefits in terms of economic growth and 
development. However if South Asia 
continues to under-invest in the health 
and education of its people and if the 
current trend in the rise in educated 
unemployed continues, this bulge in the 
working age population may become a 
major liability rather than an asset.

GDP growth

The past ten years have been quite 
instrumental in shaping the economic 
destiny of most South Asian countries. 
Due to the liberalization policies 
undertaken by South Asian Governments 
in 1990s, the recent decade has witnessed 
tremendous increase in GDP growth rates 
of most countries in the region. With a 
current rate of GDP growth of 9.3 per 
cent, India leads the region followed by 
Pakistan (7.8 per cent) and Bangladesh 
(6.0 per cent). GDP growth rates in Sri 
Lanka, Nepal and Maldives have been 
much more stagnant and even show some 
reduction from 1995 to 2005.
 As far as trends in the level of GDP per 
capita are concerned, table 2.3 shows that 
all South Asian countries have experienced 
a positive change in the last decade. The 
performance of India has been particularly 
spectacular with the GDP per capita 
having almost doubled between 1995 and 
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Figure 2.2 Trends in the age dependency ratios in South Asia, 
1960-2004
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per cent, the level of GDP per capita is 
still close to that of the average for low 
income countries.

Trends in the distribution of income

Despite impressive economic growth, a 
concern that has grown in South Asia in 
the recent decade is the uneven distribution 
of gains from economic growth across 
regions and across people of various 
socioeconomic groups within countries. 
Growth has mainly been concentrated in 
urban areas and has mostly benefited the 
urban middle class that is well equipped 
with education and skills.9 This has led to 
a rise in income as well as regional 
inequality within South Asian countries. 
On average, the ratio of income of richest 
20 per cent to poorest 20 per cent has 
gone up in South Asia from 4.3 in 1990-
96 to 5.5 in 2000-05. Figure 2.4 shows 
that apart from Pakistan, this ratio has 
gone up significantly in all South Asian 
countries.
 Rise in income inequality is a serious 
concern for South Asian policy-makers 
particularly in terms of realizing the goal 
of poverty reduction. The governments in 
South Asia realise that the benefits of 
economic growth do not filter down 
automatically to the poor and in order to 
utilize the gains of economic growth to 
reduce poverty, steps must be taken to 
make the distribution of income more 
equitable. So far, the high level of income 

Source: World Bank 2007d,e.

Figure 2.3  Trends in GDP growth in 
 South Asia, 1995-2005
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Figure 2.4 Trends in income inequality in South Asia, 1990-2005
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 Table 2.3 Trends in GDP per capita 
purchasing power parity 
(PPP), 1995-2005

  (constant 2000 international $)

    Annual
  1995 2005 % change

 India 1944 3072 4.7
 Pakistan 1807 2109 1.6
 Bangladesh 1325 1827 3.3
 Nepal 1180 1379 1.6
 Sri Lanka 2874 4088 3.6

 South Asia
 (weighted
 average) 1868 2828 4.2

 World 6614 8477 2.5
 East Asia and
 Pacific 2854 5384 6.6
 Latin America
 and Caribbean 6591 7482 1.3
 Sub-Saharan
 Africa 1551 1774 1.4
 Low income 1544 2223 3.7
 Middle income 4299 6537 4.3

Source: World Bank 2007d.

2005. This is followed by Sri Lanka and 
Bangladesh where GDP per capita have 
grown at an annual rate of 3.6 and 3.3 per 
cent respectively in the past ten years. 
Pakistan and Nepal have also experienced 
a positive change in the level of GDP per 
capita but the change has at best been 
modest at 1.6 per cent. Overall, the GDP 
per capita of South Asian region has 
grown from $1868 in 1995 to $2828 in 
2005. Even though the percentage annual 
change has been quite impressive at 4.2 
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as well as regional inequality has dulled 
the impact of economic growth on 
poverty reduction. Poverty has declined in 
most South Asian countries over the past 
decade but the rate of decline has not 
been as impressive as that of economic 
growth—a subject that we take up later in 
this chapter.

The composition of output and 
employment scenario

In order to judge whether the benefits of 
higher economic growth are reaching the 
poor and the less privileged, it is not only 
the level of initial inequality but also the 
composition of output and its employment 
intensity that must be taken into account. 
In order for growth to be pro-poor, it 
must follow a pattern that favours the 
sectors/regions where the poor are 
concentrated; must make intensive use of 
assets/factors possessed by the poor such 
as labour; and it must be accompanied by 
a sufficient generation of employment. In 
South Asia, the role of agricultural 
development in poverty reduction cannot 
be denied as majority of the poor are 
concentrated in rural areas and depend 
upon the agricultural sector for their 
livelihoods. Services and manufacturing 
sector are important in their own right as 
labour intensive growth can occur in these 
sectors as well and can also raise non-farm 
incomes in urban and rural areas.
 In South Asia, economic growth has 
mostly benefited the urban middle class 
that is equipped with skills and education. 
Growth has mostly occurred in the 
services sector, the contribution of which 
in South Asian GDP has gone up from 45 
to 54 per cent in the past ten years. The 
contribution of agriculture has declined 
from 28 to 19 per cent whereas that of 
industry has remained more or less 
stagnant at 27 per cent. Given the fact 
that industry is considered to be the 
backbone of any modern economy, it 
seems from these trends that this backbone 
has not really been strengthened by the 
recent economic reforms and growth 
experience in the region.

 In terms of employment, majority of 
the population is still employed in the 
agricultural and allied sectors and it is 
argued that the share of agriculture in real 
GDP has declined much more rapidly 
than its share in total employment. In 
India, for example, agricultural sector still 
accounts for around 60 per cent of the 
total employment whereas its share in 
total GDP has come down to less than 20 
per cent with the implication that 
agricultural productivity is declining. It is 
also argued that the withdrawal of 
agr icu l tura l  subs id ie s  and t rade 
liberalisation in many countries, such as 
India, has exposed small farmers to 
intense international competition and 
greater price volatility for which these 
farmers are less equipped to deal with. 
Export of agricultural commodities has 
declined in most states of India whereas 
that of imports have increased leading to 
a fall in agricultural incomes.10 The 
absence of any comprehensive restructuring 
programme to increase the export 
competitiveness of agricultural com-
modities, and the absence of social safety 
nets to the poor farmers have increased 
the vulnerability of poor farmers. Many 
Indian states have witnessed an ‘agrarian 
crisis’ resulting in an increase in the 
suicide rate by farmers (see chapter 3). 
Since poverty is mostly a rural phenomenon 

Note: The inner circle corresponds 
to 1995 and the outer circle 
represents 2005.

Sources: MHHDC 1999; World Bank 
2007d,e and MHHDC staff 
computations.

Figure 2.5 Trends in 
sectoral 
composition of 
output in South 
Asia, 1995-2005

(Value added as % of GDP)

19

27
54

45

28

27

Agriculture

Industry

Services

Sources: ILO 2007; MHHDC 1998; SAARC 2007; SHRDC 2006 and World Bank 2006e 
and 2007d.

Figure 2.6 Trends in unemployment rate in South Asia, 1995-2004
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in South Asia with most of the rural poor 
dependent upon agriculture as the source 
of their livelihoods, the stagnation in 
agricultural growth and productivity 
could precisely be one of the reasons why 
poverty has gone up in rural areas of 
almost all South Asian countries over the 
last decade (see the next section).
 The non agricultural sector, particularly 
the services sector has witnessed rapid 
growth and has been a source of providing 
some employment as well but the 
employment intensity of this sector seems 
to be limited. Open unemployment rates 
in all South Asian countries have gone up 
significantly in the last decade—a trend 
that is quite worrisome given all that high 
economic growth in the recent decade. 
The surge in unemployment rate is quite 
glaring with the regional average having 
gone up from 2.8 per cent in 1995 to 8.5 
per cent in 2004. Apart from Sri Lanka, 
unemployment rates have gone up in all 
South Asian countries.

 The contribution of industry in the 
growth of employment opportunities is 
marginal. In India and Bangladesh, the 
share of industry in providing employment 
has remained stagnant at around 12 and 
9 per cent respectively for the past ten 
years. Pakistan and Sri Lanka has 
witnessed a marginal increase in the 
contribution of industry in providing 
employment opportunities in the 
respective countries.

Poverty profile

In the past ten years, apart from 
Bangladesh, all South Asian countries 
experienced a decline in poverty as defined 
in terms of percentage of population 
living below the international poverty line 
of $1 a day (see table 2.4).
 A careful analysis of trends in the 
percentage of population below the 
income poverty line gives rise to a number 
of important concerns. First, it turns out 
that the rate of decline in poverty during 
the past ten years has not really kept pace 
with the rate of economic growth in 
majority of South Asian countries. In 
India for example, recent studies have 
found that despite higher overall growth, 
the extent of poverty reduction in the 
post-reform/high growth period (1993-
2005) period is not higher, and in fact a 
little lower, than the pre-reform period of 
1983-1993.11 Second, the reduction in 
poverty has been quite uneven across the 
rural-urban divide in almost all South 
Asian countries. Figure 2.7 shows that 
while poverty—as defined by the 
percentage of population living below the 
national poverty line—has declined 
significantly in urban areas, it has gone up 
or at the most remained stagnant (as in 
the case of India) in rural areas for all 
South Asian countries.
 The third concern relates to the 
methodological drawbacks in defining 
and measuring poverty. Due to frequent 
changes in the methodology and survey 
design, poverty estimates are not strictly 
comparable over time. Moreover, poverty 
is a multidimensional concept that 

 Table 2.4 Trends in 
population 
below $1 a day 
in South Asia, 
1989-2005

  (%)

  1989-99 2000-05

 India 44.2 33.5
 Pakistan 31 17
 Bangladesh 29.1 41.3
 Nepal 37.7 24.1
 Sri Lanka 6.6 5.6

Note: Data corresponds to the latest 
year available during the 
period specified.

Sources: MHHDC 2002 and World 
Bank 2007e.

Source: MHHDC 2003 and World Bank 2007e.

Figure 2.7 Trends in urban versus rural poverty in South Asia, 1990-2004
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manifests itself in several forms of 
deprivations that people face on a day to 
day basis such as a premature end to life, 
lack of education, denial of a tolerable 
level of living and inadequate or no health 
care at all. All these factors point to the 
significance of supplementing income 
poverty with other measures of deprivation. 
One such multidimensional measure of 
poverty is the human deprivation measure 
(HDM) as developed by Mahbub ul 
Haq.12 The HDM is a composite measure 
consisting of three variables: health 
deprivation (measured by safe drinking 
water and underweight children under-
five); education deprivation (measured by 
adult illiteracy and out of school children); 
and income deprivation (measured by the 
percentage of the population below the 
poverty line). Table 2.5 shows trends in 
HDM between 1996 and 2005.
 HDM has declined over the past ten 
years in all South Asian countries. Another 
modification of HDM is the Poverty of 
Opportunity Index (POPI), also developed 
by Mahbub ul Haq.13 The estimates based 
upon these multidimensional measures of 
poverty turn out to be higher than those 
based on income poverty alone particularly 
in the case of Pakistan, Bangladesh and 
Sri Lanka, implying that the measure of 
poverty based upon lack of income alone 
tends to underestimate the extent of 
human deprivation in the region. Notice 
the discrepancy in the case of Pakistan 

between income poverty estimate (17.0) 
and other measures of human deprivation 
(25 for HDM and 34.3 for POPI). 
Obviously, a great deal of professional 
work needs to be done in estimating the 
correct incidence of poverty and making 
it comparable over time.

Health profile

South Asia’s progress in terms of key 
health indicators has not been unimpressive 
in the past one decade: life expectancy has 
increased from 62 to 64 years; infant 
mortality rate has declined from 80 to 62 
(per 1000); whereas adult mortality rate 
has declined from 214 to 197 per 1000. 
The rate of decline in both infant and 
adult mortality has been much faster than 
the developing world’s average, although 
the progress remains slower than that of 

 Table 2.6 Trends in income poverty versus human deprivation in 
South Asia

   Income poverty
 

Human deprivation
 

Poverty of
 (population below

 
measure (HDM)

 
opportunity (POPI)

 $1 a day)

  1996 2005 1995 2005 1989-99 2000-05

 India 37 27 39.1 31.1 44.2 33.5
 Pakistan 41 25 45.7 34.3 31.0 17.0
 Bangladesh 33 38 40.9 39.7 29.1 41.3
 Nepal 52 28 49.0 34.1 37.7 24.1
 Sri Lanka 32 14 18.5 10.3 6.6 5.6

Sources: MHHDC 2002 and 2007a; UNDP 2006; UNICEF 2006c; UNPD 2007; World Bank 
2007e and MHHDC staff computations.

 Table 2.5 Trends in human deprivation measure (HDM) for South Asia, 1996-2005

 Health deprivation Education deprivation Income deprivation
 measure  measure measure HDM

 Total  Total  Total  Total
 (millions) (%) (millions) (%) (millions) (%) (millions) (%)

  1996 2005 1996 2005 1996 2005 1996 2005 1996 2005 1996 2005 1996 2005 1996 2005

 India 240 207 26 20 326 296.6 35 27 430 367 47 34 996 871 37 27
 Pakistan 65 24 47 16 59 56.8 42 37 45 26 31 17 169 106 41 25
 Bangladesh 33 45 28 32 49 54.4 41 39 36 53 29 41 118 152 33 38
 Nepal 13 6 58 24 9.97 9.7 45 36 11 6.4 50 24 34 22 52 28
 Sri Lanka 8 5 47 25 1.203 1.547 7 7 6 1.1 29 6 15 8 32 14
 South Asia
 (weighted
 average%, total) 359 287 29 21 445 419 36 29 527 453 43 32 1332 1159 37 27

Sources: MHHDC 1998, 1999, 2004 and 2007; UIS 2007; World Bank 1998b, 1999, 2000b and 2007b,e and MHHDC staff computations.
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East Asian economies (see table 2.7). The 
life expectancy still remains one of the 
lowest in the world, second only to the 
Sub-Saharan Africa. Moreover, progress 
remains uneven across various South 
Asian countries. Bhutan, Bangladesh and 
Nepal have achieved the most impressive 
gains in life expectancy with 11 and 7 
years of increase in the number of years 
respectively between 1994 and 2004 (see 
chapter 9). The progress in Pakistan, on 
the other hand in terms of health remains 
dismal with a mere 1 year of increase in 
life expectancy over the past ten years. 
Life expectancy in Sri Lanka remains the 
highest at 74.3 years whereas in Bhutan, 
life expectancy remains the lowest at 63.4 

years despite significant improvement 
over the past ten years.
 Table 2.7 shows the overall progress of 
South Asia in terms of key health 
indicators. The greatest burden of ill 
health continues to be borne by the most 
vulnerable group: women and children. 
The infant mortality rate in the region, 
despite registering a declining trend over 
the past ten years remains one of the 
highest in the world, second only to Sub-
Saharan Africa. Within South Asia, 
Bhutan has shown the most significant 
improvement in infant mortality rates 
that have halved between 1995 and 2004 
(from 122 deaths per 1,000 live births to 
65). Pakistan has historically recorded 
high infant mortality rate and, despite 
improvement, currently it is the highest 
within the region at 79 deaths per 1,000 
live births (see MHHDC 2007 Human 
Development Indicators for South Asia).
 As pointed out in Human Development 
in South Asia 2004,14 an estimated 
185,000 women in South Asia die 
annually in South Asia due to pregnancy 
and birth related complications and more 
than one-third of all maternal deaths 
occur in South Asia. The irony is that in 
the past ten years, instead of showing a 
downward trend, maternal mortality ratio 
has increased from 430 to 510 per 
100,000 live births. Some South Asian 
countries do show a declining trend in 
maternal mortality but the ratio shows a 

 Table 2.7 Progress in key health indicators over the last decade: A regional 
comparison

  Life expectancy Infant mortality Adult mortality

    Increase   %   %
    in number   annual   annual
 Regions 1995 2005  of years 1995 2005 change 1997 2005 change

 South Asia 62 64 2 78 58 -2.5 214 197 -1.0
 World 66 68 2 61 52 -1.6 177 199 1.5
 Developing
 World 64 65 1 67 56 -1.8 209 201 -0.5
 East Asia and
 Pacific 68 71 3 40 26 -4.2 155 134 -1.8
 Sub-Saharan
 Africa 48 47 -1 107 96 -1.1 436 477 1.1
 Latin America
 and Caribbean 70 72 2 36 26 -3.2 180 162 -1.3

Sources: UNICEF 1997 and 2006c; World Bank 2007b,e and MHHDC staff computations.

Source: World Bank 2007d.

Figure 2.8 Trends in maternal mortality ratio in South Asia
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noteworthy increase in the two largest 
countries in the region: India and Pakistan 
(see figure 2.8).
 The rise in the regional average for the 
maternal mortality ratio has inevitably 
been the result of neglect of women’s 
health both at the individual as well as the 
state level. One manifestation of this is 
the fact that the percentage of total births 
attended by skilled health personnel in 
the region continues to be the least in the 
entire world, lower than even that of 
Sub-Saharan Africa (figure 2.9).
 In terms of child malnutrition, despite 
modest improvement over the past ten 
years (see figure 2.10), South Asia 
continues to be the most malnourished 
region in the world where nearly half the 
children under the age of five are 
malnourished. The rate of malnutrition 
continues to be higher than even Sub-
Saharan Africa.15

 Immunization against common diseases 
such as malaria and tuberculosis is 
declining (see table 2.8) and, as mentioned 
above, percentage of births attended by 
skilled health personnel remain the lowest 
in the world.16 Table 2.8 shows that while 
child immunization rates against common 
diseases have improved in most South 
Asian countries in the last decade, the 
coverage has gone down significantly in 
India—the single largest country in South 
Asia. Clearly, this trend has affected the 
South Asian average as well that has gone 
down over the past ten years for all the 
three diseases: TB, measles and Polio.
 Health continues to remain the neglect-
ed sector in the region. While developing 
countries spend on average 2.8 per cent of 
their GDP on health, South Asia spends 
less than 1 per cent of its GDP on health. 
With the exception of Nepal, Sri Lanka 
and Maldives, public spending on health 
as percentage of GDP has either fallen in 
the past ten years or has remained stagnant 
at less than 1 per cent.

Emerging health threats in South Asia

A worrying trend that has emerged in 
South Asia, as well as the rest of the 

Sources: MHHDC 1998 and World Bank 2007b,e.

Figure 2.10 Trends in child malnutrition in South Asia
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 Table 2.8 Trends in child immunization rates in South Asia, 1996-2005
 (%)

 One year olds fully One year olds fully One year olds fully
 immunized against immunized against immunized against
 Tuberculosis (TB) (%)  Measles (%) Polio (%)

 Countries 1996 2005 1996 2005 1996 2005

 India 79 75 66 58 67 58
 Pakistan 59 82 50 78 46 77
 Bangladesh 90 99 69 81 77 88
 Nepal 81 87 65 74 60 78
 Sri Lanka 88 99 89 99 92 99
 Bhutan 98 99 85 93 86 95
 Maldives 98 99 95 97 96 98
 South Asia
 (weighted
 average)* 78 79 65 63 66 64

Note: *MHHDC staff calculations.
Source: WHO 2006c.

Figure 2.9 Percentage of births attended by skilled health personnel:
South Asia versus the rest of the world, 2004

Sources: MHHDC 2007a and UNDP 2006.

Sri Lanka (96)

Maldives (70)

India (43)
Bhutan (37)

Pakistan (23)
Nepal (15)
Bangladesh (13)

Latin America and Caribbean (87)
East Asia Pacific (86)

Sub-Saharan Africa (12)
Low Income (40)

South Asia (38)

Regional Comparison South Asia



28 Human Development in South Asia 2007

developing world, in the recent decade is 
the surge in the share  of  non-
communicable/chronic diseases and a 
decline in the share of communicable 
diseases in the total number of deaths. In 
just a matter of three years from 2002-05, 
for which the data is available, the share 
of non-communicable diseases in South 
Asia has gone up from 48 to 52 per cent 
whereas the share of communicable 
diseases has declined from 43 to 38 per 
cent. This trend clearly challenges the 
conventional view that chronic/non-
communicable diseases are the maladies of 
affluent countries. The Millennium 
Development Goals of UN are concerned 
with communicable diseases only, 
something that is currently being 
challenged in policy circles in the light of 
current evidence from this emerging 
trend.17 What makes chronic diseases 
more chronic and deadly in developing 
regions such as South Asia is the lack of 
awareness about healthy life style and 
poor medical infrastructure. Almost half 
of deaths from chronic diseases in 
developing countries occur in people 
below 70.18 The death rate from chronic 
diseases in poor countries is also much 
higher than in rich countries.
 Another emerging threat, and a 
formidable health challenge in the region, 
is the rapid spread of HIV/AIDS. Prior to 
1980s, HIV/AIDS was unheard of in the 

region: the first cases of HIV/AIDS in all 
South Asian countries were detected in 
1980s. At present around 5.8 million 
people in the region are suffering from 
AIDS, with India as the emerging HIV/
AIDS capital of the world with the second 
highest number of HIV positive cases in 
the world. With high levels of poverty, 
low literacy level, lack of widespread 
blood screening and the lack of female 
decision-making power about contraceptive 
use, South Asia remains a high risk region 
for HIV/AIDS. The rapid rate at which 
this epidemic is spreading in the region 
can result in a decline in the dependency 
ratio and an increase in poverty level since 
AIDS tend to affect selectively young 
adults in their most productive age.

Education profile

South Asia has performed well in terms of 
improving many educational indicators 
over the past ten years: adult literacy rate 
has increased from 49 per cent in 1995 to 
58 per cent in 2004; net primary enrolment 
has gone up from 61 per cent in 1995 to 
87 per cent in 2005; pupil-teacher ratio 
has come down from 60 in 1995 to 41 in 
2004; out-of-school children has been 
reduced from 50 million in 1995 to 13 
million in 2004; and drop out rate from 
primary schools have come down from 

 Table 2.9 Trends in public 
spending on 
health, 1995-2004

  (% of GDP)

  1995 2004

 India 0.7 0.9
 Pakistan 0.8 0.4
 Bangladesh 1.2 0.9
 Nepal 1.2 1.5
 Sri Lanka 1.4 2
 Bhutan 2.3 3
 Maldives 4.9 6.3
 South Asia
 (weighted
 average) 0.8 0.9
 Developing
 Countries 1.8 2.8

Sources: UNDP 2007; UNPD 2007 
and World Bank 2007e.

 Table 2.10 Trends in educational indicators, 1995-2005

  Adult literacy Combined gross Pupil-teacher
  rate enrolment ratio ratio 

Illiterate adults
 

Drop out rate

  1995 2004 1995 2004 1995 2005 1995 2004 1995 2004

 India 52 61 ▲ 55 62 ▲ 64 40 ▼ 291 292 ▲ 41 22 ▼
 Pakistan 38 50 ▲ 41 38 ▼ 38 38 49 50 ▲ 52 30 ▼
 Bangladesh 38 41 ▲ 37 57 ▲ 71 51 ▼ 45 54 ▲ 53 35 ▼
 Nepal 28 49 ▲ 56 57 ▲ 39 40 ▲ 9 9 48 24 ▼
 Sri Lanka 90 91 ▲ 67 63 ▼ 28 22 ▼ 1.2 1.5 ▲ 2 2
 Bhutan 42 47 ▲ 31 33 ▲ 31 31 0.60 0.43 ▼ 17 4 ▼
 Maldives 93 96 ▲ 71 69 ▼ 31 20 ▼ 0.010 0.007 ▼ 7 8 ▲
 South Asia
 (weighted average) 49 58 ▲ 52 59 ▲ 60 41 ▼ 395 379 ▼ 43 24 ▼
 Developing
 Countries 71 79 ▲ 57 63 ▲ 33 31 ▼ 851 768 ▼ 25 14 ▼
 Sub-Saharan
 Africa 57 63 ▲ 42 50 ▲ 36 48 ▲ 138 150 ▲ 36 38 ▲

Sources: MHHDC 1997, 1998 and 2007a; UNDP 1998a and 2006; UNESCO 2004, 2005 and 2006; UNICEF 1997 and World Bank 2006f and 2007e.
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43 per cent in 1990-95 to 14 per cent in 
2004.
 Despite the progress achieved in these 
important indicators, South Asia continues 
to be stuck at the lowest rung in terms of 
education among all other regions 
including Sub-Saharan Africa. It continues 
to be the most illiterate region in the 
world containing around 379 million 
illiterate adults—the highest absolute 
number amongst all regions in the world. 
Its adult literacy rate of 58 per cent is 
even lower than that of Sub-Saharan 
Africa. And despite achieving a seemingly 
remarkable performance in terms of 

reducing the total number of out of 
school children over the past ten years, 
two South Asian countries: India and 
Pakistan enjoy the distinction of 
containing one of the highest number of 
out of school children in the world (with 
6.5 million in Pakistan and 4.5 million in 
India).19

 In terms of the performance of 
individual countries over the past ten 
years, figure 2.11 shows that all South 
Asian countries have progressed towards 
increasing their literacy rates. Compared 
to other countries, the performance of 
Nepal in terms of increasing its literacy 

Sources: MHHDC 1999, 2000 and 2007a; SAARC 2007; UIS 2007; UNDP 2006; UNESCO 2006 and World Bank 2007e.

Figure 2.11 Improvement in educational indicators in South Asia and regional comparison
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rate has been the most impressive. Starting 
from the lowest literacy rate of 28 per 
cent in 1995, Nepal has been able to 
increase its literacy rate to 49 per cent at 
present achieving an annual percentage 
change of 6.3 per cent over the past ten 
years. In terms of gross enrolment ratios, 
the performance of South Asian countries 
has been mixed with some countries such 
as India and Bangladesh showing a 
discernible increase whereas other 
countries reflecting a stagnation or even a 
downward slide.
 Pupil-teacher ratio, an indicator that 
reflects an aspect of the quality of 
education, has improved in most South 
Asian countries including India, Sri 
Lanka, Bangladesh and Maldives. The 
number of illiterate adults shows no 
significant decline over the past ten years. 
In fact, the number has gone up in India, 
Pakistan, Bangladesh and Sri Lanka. The 
total number of out of school children 
despite showing a significant reduction 
over the past ten years in most South 
Asian countries remains alarmingly high. 
Pakistan has one of the highest numbers 
of out of school children in the world 
followed by India. The drop out rate also 
remains alarmingly high in countries such 
as Pakistan and Bangladesh despite 
showing some improvement over the past 
ten years. Despite this dismal progress 

towards achieving educational goals, the 
c o m m i t m e n t  o f  S o u t h  A s i a n 
governments—as reflected by the resources 
allocated to this sector—seem to be 
dwindling over time. While other regions 
in the world spend between 5-6 per cent 
of their GDP on education, South Asia 
spends less than 3 per cent of its GDP on 
education, a ratio that is even lower than 
Sub-Saharan Africa (4.3 per cent). The 
irony is that even this meagre amount that 
is allocated for education is under-utilized 
and mismanaged.

Gender empowerment

In terms of Gender-related Development 
Index (GDI) and Gender Empowerment 
Measure (GEM)—both prepared by 
UNDP to gauge the overall position of 
women in terms of human development 
as well as economic and political 
empowerment, the plight of South Asian 
women over the past one decade seems to 
have improved although the rate of 
improvement is not uniform across 
countries. The GEM for Pakistan, for 
instance, shows a rapid improvement 
mainly owing to the increase in the 
number of seats held in the parliament by 
women (the number has gone up from 2 
in 1995 to 20 in 2006). The overall 
increase in the estimates for GDI and 

Notes: for Sri Lanka and Bhutan values are for 2004 and 2002 instead of 2005.
Sources: SHRDC 2006; UIS 2007 and World Bank 2007a,e.

Figure 2.12 Trends in public spending on education in South Asia, 1995-2005
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GEM is albeit modest. This is borne out 
by the persistent gender disparity that has 
even widened in case of some human 
development indicators. One stark 
example is the rapid increase in the share 
of females in the total number of illiterate 
adults in South Asia. The share of females 
in the total illiterate population in South 
Asia has gone up from 62 per cent in 
1995 to 68 per cent in 2004.
 Gender gaps in terms of literacy rate—
despite showing a marginal decline—are 
more or less persistent. In case of Pakistan, 
the gender gap in literacy rate, instead of 
declining has widened slightly over the 
last decade (see figure 2.15).
 In terms of health, South Asia continues 
to reflect the anomaly of men outliving 
and outnumbering women, thereby 
deviating from the global biological 
trends. The biological norm is that women 
tend to outlive men if given equal 
nutrition and health care. In 1997, 
Mahbub ul Haq lamented that in South 
Asia there are 94 women for 100 men, 
whereas in the rest of the world this ratio 
of women to men is 106 to 100. Based 
upon this global norm, it was estimated 
that about 74 million women were simply 
missing from South Asia in 1995. In 
2005, the situation has not changed 
much. There are now 95 women to every 
100 men in South Asia.

 One negative trend that has emerged 
over the last decade in terms of women’s 
economic empowerment is the decline in 
the economic activity rate of women. 
Figure 2.16 shows that apart from Pakistan 
which has a very low base anyway, the 
economic activity rate of women as 
percentage of men have declined signi-
ficantly over the past ten years.

Regional divide in human 
development—Recent trends

Apart from rising income inequality, 
regional as well as rural-urban disparity in 
the incidence of poverty and human 
development has also been of immense Sources: MHHDC 1999 and 2007a and 

MHHDC staff computations.

Figure 2.14 Trends in 
the share of 
females in total 
illiterate adults 
in South Asia, 
1995-2004
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Sources: MHHDC 1999 and 2007a and MHHDC staff computations.

Figure 2.15 Trends in the gender gap in literacy rates in South Asia, 
1995-2004
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Figure 2.13 Trends in Gender-related Development Index (GDI) and Gender Empowerment Measure (GEM) for 
South Asia, 1995-2004
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concern to the general population and the 
policy-makers of South Asia. Table 2.11 
shows trends in rural-urban disparity in 
the incidence of poverty in selected South 
Asian countries. In some countries such as 
Pakistan, Nepal and Sri Lanka, data shows 
that rural-urban gap in the incidence of 
poverty has increased over the last decade. 
In Pakistan, rural-urban disparity in 
poverty has more than doubled between 
1990 and 2003.20 In Sri Lanka, rural-
urban gap in the proportion of population 
below the national poverty line has 
increased from 13.1 in 1990 to 16.9 in 
200221, and in Nepal this gap has increased 
from 21.7 to 25 between 1996 and 2005. 
In other South Asian countries, such as 
India and Bangladesh, rural-urban gap in 
poverty rates have declined marginally. 
For example, rural-urban gap in head 
count ratio in India has decreased from 
4.7 in 1993-94 to 3.2 in 2004.22

 In terms of human development 
indicators, it is encouraging to note that 
with very few exceptions, rural-urban gaps 
seem to be declining in India, Sri Lanka, 

Bangladesh and Pakistan (see figure 2.17). 
In Pakistan rural-urban gap in infant 
mortality and literacy rate shows 
persistence over the past decade even 
though the gap in fertility rate has 
declined. The inter-provincial gaps in 
Pakistan also seem to be falling particularly 
in terms of infant mortality, combined 
enrolment rate, life expectancy and 
fertility rate (see figure 2.18).

Is South Asia on track to achieve the 
Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs)?

In this section an attempt has been made 
to assess the performance of each South 
Asian country to achieve the MDGs.

Goal 1: Eradicate extreme poverty and 
hunger

Target 1: Halve between 1990 and 2015, 
the proportion of people whose income is less 
than $1 a day.

As a result of impressive economic growth 
in the recent decade, poverty in South 
Asia is declining and is projected to 
decline further if economic growth rates 
are sustained in the future. At the current 
rate of decline, South Asia may very likely 
reduce the proportion of people living 
below $1 a day by 67 per cent rather than 
the original target of 50 per cent. This 
rapid decline in poverty levels is 
attributable largely to accelerating 
economic growth in India .  The 
performance of individual South Asian 
countries varies greatly in terms of 
achieving this goal. Figure 2.19 shows 
that while India, Pakistan and Nepal are 
on track, other countries particularly 

Sources: UNDP 1998a and 2006.

Figure 2.16 Trends in the economic activity rate of females as 
percentage of males in South Asia, 1995-2004
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 Table 2.11 Trends in rural-urban disparity in the incidence of poverty in South Asia
 (Headcount ratio)

  Nepal Pakistan Sri Lanka India Bangladesh

  1996 2004 1990 2003 1990 2002 1993-94 2004-05 1992 2005

 Rural 43.3 34.6 22.14 35.82 29.4 24.7 37.26 29.18 61.2 43.8
 Urban 21.6 9.6 16.78 24.98 16.3 7.9 32.56 26.02 44.9 28.4
 Rural-urban gap 21.7 25 5.36 10.84 13.1 16.8 4.7 3.16 16.3 15.4

Sources: Dev and Ravi 2007; GOB 2006b; GOS 2004; SPDC 2006; World Bank 2006f and MHHDC staff computations.
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Figure 2.17 Trends in rural-urban gaps in selected human development indicators in South Asia
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Bangladesh and Sri Lanka have not shown 
any progress in this direction. In fact, the 
proportion of people below $1 a day has 
increased in both these countries from 
1990-91. In Bangladesh, this proportion 

Figure 2.19 Progress in eradicating 
extreme poverty in 
South Asia

Sources: UNICEF 2006b; Wold Bank 2007e and 
MHHDC staff computations.
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Figure 2.18 Inter-provincial gaps in human development in Pakistan

Source: SPDC 2006.
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has increased from 35.9 per cent in 1990-
91 to 41 per cent in 2000-05, whereas in 
Sri Lanka, this proportion has increased 
from 3.8 per cent in 1990-91 to 5.6 per 
cent in 2000-05.23

Figure 2.20 Progress in eradicating 
 hunger in South Asia

Sources: MHHDC 1998; UNICEF 2006b; 
World Bank 2007e and MHHDC staff 
computations.
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Target 2: Halve between 1990 and 2015, 
the proportion of people who suffer from 
hunger

South Asia was home to the largest 
number of malnourished children in the 
world in 1997 (roughly 84 million 
children under the age of 5). This number 
was expected to have been halved by 
2015. The actual progress in this direction 
has been quite slow. Revised estimates 
placed projected levels in 2020 at roughly 
62 million malnourished children, the 
highest levels amongst all the regions 
despite a projected decline of 26.2 per 
cent.24 Figure 2.20 shows clearly that 
South Asia is off-track in terms of 
achieving this goal. With this rate of 
decline, South Asia will not be able to 
achieve this goal before 2050. The 
performance of India and Pakistan has 
been particularly sluggish in this direction. 
Bhutan has already achieved the target 
whereas Sri Lanka, Maldives and 
Bangladesh are on track. India and 
Pakistan where the malnutrition rates are 
among the highest at the moment do not 
seem to be achieving much progress.

Goal 2: Achieve universal primary 
education

Three regions of the world—Latin 
America, East Asia and Pacific, Europe 
and Central Asia—have achieved as of 
2005 more than 95 per cent enrolment 
rates for children of primary school going 
age.25 South Asia as a whole has increased 
net primary school enrolment from 55.6 
per cent in 1990 to 87.5 per cent in 2005. 
All countries in the region seem to be on 
track except Maldives and Nepal. Data 
shows that Maldives has regressed in 
terms of achieving universal primary 
education: net primary enrolment declined 
from 86.7 per cent in 1990 to 79 per cent 
in 2004-05. In terms of improving 
primary school completion rate, South 
Asia seems to be on track. The only 
country that seems to be lagging behind 
significantly is Pakistan.

Figure 2.21 Progress in achieving 
universal primary 
education in South Asia

Sources: UIS 2007; UNICEF 2006b; World Bank 
2007e and MHHDC staff computations.
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Figure 2.22 Progress in achieving 
gender equality in South 
Asia

Sources: World Bank 2002c and 2007e and MHHDC 
staff computations.
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Goal 3: Promote gender equality and 
empower women

East Asia and Pacific, Latin America and 
Europe and Central Asia have almost 
achieved the target for eliminating gender 
disparities in primary schooling. All three 
regions record a 100 per cent ratio of girls 
to boys in primary and secondary 
education. The difference between boys 
and girls schooling is the greatest in Sub-
Saharan Africa and South Asia both 
having the lowest primary school 
completion rates and lowest average 
incomes. Figure 2.22 shows that South 
Asia is on its way in terms of achieving 
gender equality in enrolment for primary 
and tertiary education.

Goal 4: Reduce child mortality

Both under-five mortality and infant 
mortality rates have declined significantly 
in South Asia (under-five mortality has 
declined from 125 in 1990 to 76 in 2005, 
whereas infant mortality has declined 
from 83 in 1990 to 58 per 1000 live 
births in 2005. Despite this reduction, the 
rates remain high as compared to mortality 
rates as low as 37 per 1000 children in 
East Asia, 31 in Latin America, 34 in 
Europe and Central Asia and 55 in 
Middle East and North Africa. In fact, 
South Asia has the second highest under-
five mortality rate in the world.
 In terms of the performance of 
individual South Asian countries, 
figure 2.23 shows that Pakistan stands out 
in terms of being clearly off track in 
achieving the goals of both reducing 
infant as well as under-five mortality 
rates.

Goal 5: Improve maternal health

In terms of achieving the MDG of im-
proving maternal health, the performance 
of the two largest countries in the region: 
India and Pakistan has been woefully 
poor. Due to such a dismal performance 
of these two countries, it is quite clear 
that South Asia will not be able to achieve 

Figure 2.23 Progress in reducing 
child mortality in South 
Asia

Sources: UNICEF 2006c; World Bank 2007b and 
MHHDC staff computations.
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Figure 2.24 Progress in reducing 
maternal mortality ratio in 
South Asia

Sources: GOM 2005; MHHDC 2000; UN 2007b 
and MHHDC staff computations.
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the goal of improving maternal health by 
2015. In Pakistan, the maternal mortality 
ratio instead of declining has increased 
from 340 in 1990 to 500 per 100,000 live 
births in 2000.

Goal 6: Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria 
and other diseases

South Asia, as seen from figure 2.25 
seems to be on track in terms of achieving 
the goal of combating diseases such as TB 
and malaria. Pakistan however needs to 
speed up its efforts to reduce TB death 
rate.

Goal 7: Ensure environmental 
sustainability

Halve by 2015, the proportion of people 
without sustainable access to safe drinking 
water and sanitation.

In terms of achieving the goal of halving 
the proportion of people without access 
to safe water, all countries in South Asia 
seem to be on track except Bangladesh 
that has the highest proportion of 
population without access to safe water in 
the region. In terms of achieving the goal 
of access to sanitation, India seems to be 
clearly off-track. Other countries such as 
Bangladesh and Nepal also need to speed 
up their efforts.

Trends in militarization in South Asia

It is an irony that a region that continues 
to be the most illiterate, the most 
malnourished and the poorest region also 
happens to be one of the most militarised 
regions in the world. In 1997, Mahbub ul 
Haq argued that one of the major 
dilemmas faced by governments in South 
Asia was to balance investment in arms 
against investment in human develop-
ment.26 Without resolving this dilemma, 
it would be hard to achieve substantial 
gains in human development in the 
region. Over the last one decade, South 
Asia has experienced the highest annual 
growth (2.8 per cent) in armed forces 

Figure 2.25 Progress in combating 
diseases in South Asia

Sources: UN 2007b; WHO 2007c and MHHDC 
staff computations.
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personnel compared to the rest of the 
regions (see table 2.12). Even though this 
growth is less than that in the previous 
decade—during 1987-94 growth in 
armed forces personnel was 7.5 per 
cent27—yet it is still high compared to 
other regions in the world and considering 
the fact that many other regions such as 
Europe and Central Asia, Latin America 
and Caribbean, and Sub-Saharan Africa 
are reducing the number of armed forces 
personnel. The growth in defence 
expenditure during the recent decade has 
also slowed down to 6.9 per cent compared 
to 12.4 per cent in the previous decade, 
yet it is still high. In some individual 
countries such as India and Nepal, growth 
in both defence expenditure as well as 
military personnel has been alarmingly 
high in the recent decade. The positive 
sign is that defence expenditure as 
percentage of education and health 
expenditure has gone down in India, 
Nepal and Sri Lanka. In Sri Lanka, this 
decline is quite significant. In other 
countries such as Pakistan and Nepal, this 
ratio has gone up.

Figure 2.26 Progress in achieving 
environment sustainability 
in South Asia

Sources: MHHDC 2007a; UN 2007b and MHHDC 
staff computations.
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 Table 2.12 Trends in military spending in South Asia versus the rest of the world, 1995-2005

  Armed forces personnel Defence expenditure Defence expenditure as % of
  (number in thousands) (US$ million)  education and health expenditure

    Annual growth   Annual growth   Annual growth
  1995 2005 (1995-05) 1995 2005 (1995-05) 1995 2004 (1995-05)

 India 2,150 3,047 3.5 9753 22268 8.6 72 55 -2.7
 Pakistan 846 921 0.9 3544 4537 2.5 162 178 0.9
 Bangladesh 171 252 4.0 536 669 2.2 40 38 -0.6
 Nepal 63 131 7.6 40 175 16.0 20 40 7.1
 Sri Lanka 236 200 -1.6 686 612 -1.1 120 68 -5.5
 South Asia
 (weighted average) 3,466 4,551 2.8 14,559 28,260 6.9 79 66 -1.7
 East Asia and Pacific 8021 10125 2.4 23640 54720 8.8 38 37 -0.4
 Europe and
 Central Asia 4971 3581 -3.2 35398 59431 5.3 36 32 -1.2
 Latin America and
 Caribbean 2112 2076 -0.2 28779 31993 1.1 27 16 -5.1
 Middle East and
 North Africa 3172 3169 0.0 13508 23137 5.5
 Sub-Saharan Africa 1698 1534 -1.0 6732 9950 4.0
 World 30182 30898 0.2 737601 1116136 4.2 32 24 -2.7

Sources: SIPRI 2007; World Bank 2007a,d,e and MHHDC staff computations.
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Human development in South Asia: A flash back and a flash forward

• The GDP per capita has almost doubled to 3196 (PPP$) in 
2005, way above that of Sub-Saharan Africa ($1994), but 
it still remains less than the rest of the regions including the 
average for low and middle income countries.

• The number of people in absolute poverty has declined to 
462 million.

• The number of people in absolute poverty has South Asia’s 
share in total population remains the same at 22 per cent, 
but its share in world’s absolute poor has increased to 47 
per cent.

Flash back 1993-95 Flash forward 2005

• Even though literacy rate has increased to 58 per cent, yet 
it is still lower than the average for developing countries as 
well as Sub-Saharan Africa. The region still remains the 
most illiterate region in the world.

• The total number of illiterate adults has declined marginally 
to 379 million, with the proportion of South Asia in the 
world’s illiterate population remaining more or less the 
same.

• The number of out of school children has declined 
substantially to 13 million in 2004 but still the two major 
countries in the region, India and Pakistan, contain the 
highest number of out of school children in the world after 
Niger.

• There are now 212 million people without access to safe 
water.

• The number of people without access to basic sanitation has 
increased to 897 million.

• The percentage of malnourished children has declined to 46 
per cent. However, the region still contains the highest 
proportion of malnourished children in the world.

• Child mortality has declined to 76 per 1000 live births.
• Maternal mortality ratio has increased to 510 per 100,000 

women.

• South Asia was amongst the poorest regions in the world 
with the GDP per capita of 1531 ($PPP) which was only 
half the average for the developing countries and was very 
close to that for Sub-Saharan Africa ($1429).

• There were 527 million people in absolute poverty.

• While its share in total population was 22 per cent, it 
contained nearly 40 per cent of the world’s absolute poor.

• South Asia was the most illiterate region in the world. Adult 
literacy rate was only 49 per cent as compared to 71 per 
cent in the developing world.

• 395 million people were unable to read or write (illiterate 
adults). Nearly one half of the world’s illiterate population 
lived in South Asia.

• 50 million children were out of school in 1995.

• 337 million people were without access to safe drinking 
water.

• 830 million people were without access to basic sanitation.

• South Asia was the region with the greatest number of 
malnourished children (52 per cent).

• Child mortality stood at 120 per 1000 live births.
• Maternal mortality ratio was 430 per 100,000 live births.

Income and poverty

Education

Health
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• With the current population of 1.4 billion, South Asia still 
contains one-fifth of the humanity.

• The fertility rate has declined to 3 births per woman.

Flash back 1993-95 Flash forward 2005

• The situation has not changed much. There are now 95 
women per 100 men.

• Female economic activity rate has gone down further to 43 
per cent.

• The share of females in the total number of illiterate adults 
has gone up to 68 per cent.

• While developing countries’ allocation for health has 
reached close to 3 per cent of its GDP, South Asia’s 
allocation for health as percentage of GDP remains stagnant 
at less than 1 per cent.

• Public spending on education has increased marginally to 
3.4 per cent.

• With the population of 1.2 billion (1191 millions), South 
Asia contained over one-fifth of humanity (22 per cent).

• Fertility rate was 4 births per woman.

• There were 94 women for every 100 men in South Asia.

• Female economic activity rate stood at 48 per cent lower 
than the developing countries average of 74 per cent.

• Out of the total illiterate population in South Asia, 62 per 
cent were women.

• South Asia spent less than 1 per cent of its GDP on health. 
The developing countries allocated close to 2 per cent of its 
GDP on health.

• Public spending on education as percentage of GDP was 3.1 
per cent.

Population

Women

Investment in human development
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Human Development Balance Sheets for South Asian countries

• Out of total AIDS patients in South Asia, 97 per cent live 
in India

• The coverage of immunization against major diseases such 
as TB, measles and polio have all declined significantly in 
India.

• Stark disparity is observed in the infant mortality rates for 
poor and rich as for the poorest 20 per cent of population 
infant mortality rate is 97 per 1000 live births and for 
richest 20 per cent of population the infant mortality rate 
is 38 per 1000 live births

Progress Setbacks

• Life expectancy has improved from 61 years in 1993 to 64 
years in 2005.

• Malnourishment in children under 5 years has declined 
from 53 per cent in 1995 to 47 per cent during 1999-
2005.

• Maternal mortality rate has declined from 570 deaths per 
100,000 live births in 1993 to 540 deaths per 100,000 live 
births in 2000. Mortality rates for infants have declined 
from 76 per 1000 live births in 1994 to 56 per 1000 live 
birth in 2005.

• Total number of illiterate adults do not show any decline 
over the past ten years and remain at 292 million same as 
in 1995.

• Currently, 4.5 millions children are out of school, third 
highest rank in the world.

• Adult literacy rate has improved from 51 per cent in 1993 
to 61 per cent in 2004.

• Overall enrolment rates have improved from 55 per cent in 
1993 to 62 per cent in 2004.

• Pupil-teacher ratio at primary level is 41 in 2004 as 
compared to 64 in 1995.

• Level of inequality is rising as the income share of richest 
20 per cent to poorest 20 per cent has increased from 4.7 
to 4.9

• It is argued that the annual rate of reduction in poverty 
during the last decade has been less than that observed 
during 70s and 80s.

• Remarkable performance in raising GDP per capita. The 
growth rate of GDP has been unprecedented and has 
exceeded 8 per cent.

• As a result of remarkable economic growth, the proportion 
of population living below $1 a day declined from 44.2 per 
cent in 1998-99 to 33.5 per cent in 2000-05.

• Share of females in total labour force declined from 32 per 
cent in 1994 to 28.3 per cent in 2004

• Economic activity rate for females; as percentage of males, 
declined from 46 per cent in 1995 to 41 per cent in 
2004.

• Gender Development Index (GDI) improved from 0.41 in 
1993 to 0.591 in 2004.

• Adult female literacy rate as percentage of male improved 
from 56 per cent in 1993 to 65 per cent in 2004.
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• Progress in life expectancy during ten years is the slowest in 
the region.

• Percentage of malnourished children under 5 years of age 
remains more or less stagnant at 38 per cent compared to 
40 per cent in 1994.

• Maternal mortality rate per 100,000 live births has increased 
significantly from 340 deaths in 1993 to 500 deaths in 
2000.

• Incidence of tuberculosis per 100,000 population has 
increased from 150 in 1995 to 181 in 2004.

• Public spending on health as percentage of GDP has gone 
down from 0.8 per cent in 1995 to 0.4 per cent in 2004.

Progress Setbacks

• Overall life expectancy has increased from 62 years in 1993 
to 63 years in 2004.

• Infant mortality rate has declined from 95 per 1000 live 
births in 1994 to 80 per 1000 live births in 2004.

• Births attended by skilled health personnel has increased 
from 19 per cent during 1990-92 to 23 per cent during 
2000-04.

• Child immunisation rates against major diseases such as 
measles and DPT have gone up significantly.

• The percentage of population with access to safe water has 
increased significantly from 60 per cent in 1995 to 91 per 
cent in 2005.

• Half of the adult population is still illiterate.
• Presently, 6.5 millions children are out of school; second 

highest rank in the world.
• Pupil-teacher ratio at primary level has increased from 32 

in 1998 to 37 in 2004.
• Percentage of trained teachers has declined from 82 per cent 

in 1995 to 78 per cent in 2004.
• Public expenditure on education has declined from 2.7 per 

cent of GDP in 1992 to 2 per cent of GDP during 
2002-04.

• Adult literacy rate has improved from 36 per cent in 1993 
to 50 per cent in 2004.

• Net primary enrolment has gone up from 42 per cent in 
1995 to 68 per cent in 2005.

• The percentage of children reaching grade 5 have increased 
from 48 per cent to 70 per cent.

• 73.6 per cent of population still lives below US$2 a day 
classification.

• Percentage of rural poor has increased from 31 per cent in 
1990 to 35.9 per cent in 2004.

• Per capita GDP has increased from US$430 in 1993 as 
compared to US$632 in 2004.

• Level of inequality has declined as the income share of 
richest 20 per cent to poorest 20 per cent has decreased 
from 4.7 to 4.3.

• Share of females in the labour force has declined from 27 
per cent in 1994 to 26.5 per cent in 2004.

• Unpaid female family workers are 46.9 per cent of female 
employment as compared to male unpaid workers which are 
16.4 per cent of male employment.

• Female life expectancy has gone down from 103 in 1995 to 
101 in 2005.

• Human development in terms of gender disparities has 
improved as GDI is 0.513 in 2004 as compared to 0.383 
in 1993.

• Gender empowerment measure (GEM) has shown 
improvement as GEM values 0.377 in 2004 as compared to 
0.165 in 1993.

• Female literacy rate has improved from 23 per cent in 1993 
to 36 per cent in 2004.

• Economic activity rate for females as percentage of males 
has improved from 16 per cent in 1994 to 38 per cent in 
2004.

• Combined enrolments for females has improved from 47 
per cent in 1994 to 58 per cent in 2004.

• Share of females in parliament has increased from 1.6 per 
cent in 1994 to 20.4 per cent in 2006.
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• One year old child immunization rate against measles has 
declined from 95 per cent during 1990-94 to 77 per cent 
in 2004.

• Infant and under 5 mortality rates are higher for poorest 20 
per cent of population as compared to richest 20 per cent 
i.e. 93 to 58 and 140 to 72; per 1000 live births; respectively, 
for 1999.

• Only 4 per cent of births are attended by skilled health 
personnel for the poorest 20 per cent of population as 
compared to 42 per cent for the richest 20 per cent of 
population.

• Incidence of tuberculosis per 100,000 population has 
increased from 220 in 1995 to 229 in 2004.

Progress Setbacks

• Overall life expectancy has increased from 56 years in 1993 
to 63 years in 2004.

• Infant and under 5 mortality rates per 1000 live births have 
declined from 91 in 1994 to 56 in 2004 and from 117 in 
1994 to 77 respectively in 2004.

• Reduction in maternal mortality rate per 100,000 live births 
has been observed from 850 deaths in 1993 to 380 deaths 
in 2000.

• Percentage of malnourished children under 5 years of age 
has declined from 67 per cent in 1994 to 48 per cent during 
1996-2004.

• More than half of the population is still illiterate.
• Government spending on education as percentage of GDP 

has declined from 2.3 per cent during 1993-94 to 2.2 per 
cent during 2002-04.

• The percentage of trained teachers at primary level has 
declined from 64 per cent in 1999 to 51.2 per cent in 
2004.

• Adult literacy rate has improved from 37 per cent in 1993 
to 41 per cent in 2004.

• Overall enrolment rate has improved from 40 per cent in 
1993 to 57 per cent in 2004.

• Pupil-teacher ratio at primary level is 54 in 2003 as 
compared to 71 in 1995.

• 82.8 per cent of population still lives below US$2 a day.
• Rural poverty has gone up from 51 per cent in 1993 to 53 

per cent in 2004.
• Level of inequality has worsened as the income share of 

richest 20 per cent to poorest 20 per cent has increased from 
4.0 to 4.6.

• Per capita GDP has almost doubled during the decade from 
US$220 in 1993 to US$406 in 2004.

• Percentage of poor has decreased in urban region from 56 
per cent in 1993 to 36.6 per cent during 1995.

• Economic activity rate for females as percentage of males 
has worsened from 73 per cent in 1994 to 61 per cent in 
2004.

• Unpaid female family workers are 73.2 per cent of female 
employment as compared to male unpaid workers which are 
10.1 per cent of male employment.

• The number of female illiterate adults has gone up from 26 
million in 1995 to 31 million in 2004.

• Share of female professional and technical workers (as 
percentage of total) has declined from 35 per cent in 1992 
to 12 per cent in 2004.

• Human development in terms of gender disparities has 
improved as GDI is 0.524 in 2004 as compared to 0.336 
in 1993.

• Gender empowerment measure (GEM) has shown 
improvement as GEM stands at 0.374 in 2004 as compared 
to 0.291 in 1993.

• Female literacy rate has improved from 25 per cent in 1993 
to 31 per cent in 2004.

• Combined enrolments for females has improved from 34 
per cent in 1994 to 58 per cent in 2004.

• Share of females in parliament has increased from 10.3 per 
cent in 1996 to 14.8 per cent in 2006.

• Share of females in the labour force has increased from 42.3 
per cent in 1994 to 57.5 per cent in 2004.
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• Incidence of tuberculosis has increased from 49 per 100,000 
population in 1995 to 60 per 100,000 population in 
2004.

• The number of people living with AIDS has gone up from 
4.8 per cent in 2001 to 5.0 per cent in 2005.

Progress Setbacks

• Overall life expectancy has increased from 72 years in 1993 
to 74 years in 2004.

• Infant mortality rate has declined from 15 per 1000 live 
births in 1994 to 12 per 1000 live births in 2004.

• Under 5 mortality rate has declined from 19 per 1000 live 
births in 1994 to 14 per 1000 live births in 2004.

• Maternal mortality rate has gone gown from 140 deaths per 
100,000 live births in 1993 to 92 deaths per 100,000 live 
births in 2000.

• Percentage of malnourished children under 5 years of age 
has declined from 38 per cent in 1994 to 29 per cent during 
1996-2004.

• Births attended by skilled health personnel increased from 
94 per cent during 1983-94 to 96 per cent during 1996-
2004.

• One year old child immunization rate for tuberculosis has 
increased from 86 per cent during 1990-94 to 99 per cent 
in 2004.

• One year old child immunization rate for measles has 
increased from per cent during 1990-94 to 96 per cent in 
2004.

• Overall enrolment rate has worsened from 66 per cent in 
1993 to 63 per cent in 2004.

• Government spending on education as percentage of GDP 
has declined from 3.3 per cent to 1.3 per cent.

• The percentage of trained teachers at primary level has 
declined from 64 per cent in 1999 to 55 per cent in 
2003.

• Adult literacy rate has improved from 90 per cent in 1993 
to 91 per cent in 2004.

• Pupil-teacher ratio at primary level is 23 in 2004 as 
compared to 28 in 1995.

• 41.6 per cent of population still lives below US$2 a day.
• Level of inequality has worsened as the income share of 

richest 20 per cent to poorest 20 per cent has increased from 
4.4 to 5.1.

• Per capita GDP has increased significantly from US$600 in 
1993 to US$1010 in 2004.

• Percentage of rural poor has decreased from 36 per cent in 
1993 to 27 per cent during 1995-04 whereas for urban it 
remained stagnant at 15 per cent.

• Economic activity rate for females as percentage of males 
has worsened from 54 per cent in 1995 to 45 per cent in 
2004.

• Unpaid female family workers are 20.9 per cent of female 
employment as compared to male unpaid workers which are 
4.2 per cent of male employment.

• Combined enrolments for females has worsened from 66 
per cent in 1994 to 64 per cent in 2004.

• Share of females in parliament has decreased from 5.3 per 
cent in 1996 to 4.9 per cent in 2006.

• Human development in terms of gender disparities has 
improved as GDI is 0.749 in 2004 as compared to 0.699 
in 1993.

• Gender empowerment measure (GEM) has shown 
improvement as GEM values 0.372 in 2004 as compared to 
0.306 in 1993.

• Female literacy rate has improved from 87 per cent in 1995 
to 89 per cent in 2004.

• Share of females in the labour force has increased from 37.5 
per cent in 1994 to 40 per cent in 2004.
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• Currently, 41 per cent of population have no access to 
improved sanitation.

• One year old child immunization rate for tuberculosis has 
decreased from 99 per cent during 1990-94 to 98 per cent 
in 2004.

• Population without access to safe water has increased from 
4 per cent in 1996 to 17 per cent in 2004.

• Population without access to sanitation has also increased 
from 34 per cent in 1996 to 41 per cent in 2004.

Progress Setbacks

• Improvement in life expectancy from 62 years in 1993 to 
67 years in 2004.

• Malnourishment in children under 5 years has declined 
from 39 per cent during 1990-97 to 30 per cent during 
1998-2004.

• Maternal mortality rate has been halved from 202 deaths 
per 100,000 live births in 1995 to 110 deaths per 100,000 
live births in 2000.

• Infant mortality rate has declined from 56 per 1000 live 
births in 1994 to 35 per 1000 live births in 2004.

• Births attended by skilled health personnel has increased 
from 61 per cent during 1983-93 to 70 per cent during 
1996-04.

• Net primary enrolment rate has worsened from 100 per cent 
in 1997 to 79 per cent in 2004.

• Percentage of trained teachers at primary level has decreased 
from 67 per cent in 1999 to 61 per cent in 2003.

• Adult literacy rate has improved from 93 per cent in 1993 
to 96 per cent in 2004.

• Pupil-teacher ratio at primary level is 18 in 2004 as 
compared to 31 in 1995.

• Government spending on education as percentage of GDP 
has increased from 4.8 per cent in 1995 to 8.1 per cent 
during 2003.

• Per capita GDP has doubled from US$820 in 1993 to 
US$2410 in 2004.

• Economic activity rate for females as percentage of males 
has declined from 73 per cent in 1995 to 64 per cent in 
2004.

• Female literacy has improved from 93 per cent in 1993 to 
96 per cent in 2004.

• Share of females in parliament has gone up from 6.3 per 
cent in 1993 to 12 per cent in 2004.
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• The percentage of people living with HIV/AIDS has gone 
up from 0.24 in Nepal to 0.5 per cent in 2004.

• Maternal mortality rate is still the highest in the region.
• Disparities are observed for under 5 mortality rates among 

rich and poor as for poorest 20 per cent of population the 
under 5 mortality rate is 130 deaths per 1000 live births 
whereas for richest 20 per cent of population the under 5 
mortality rate is 68 per 1000 live births.

• Substantial disparity is observed as 4 per cent births are 
attended by skilled personnel for poorest 20 per cent 
population whereas, for richest 20 per cent of population 
this ratio is 45 per cent.

• Incidence of tuberculosis per 100,000 population increased 
from 167 in 1995 to 184 in 2004.

• Percentage of malnourished children under 5 years of age 
remained stagnant at 48 per cent during 1996-04.

Progress Setbacks

• Overall life expectancy increased from 54 years in 1993 to 
62 years in 2004

• Maternal mortality rate declined from 1500 deaths per 
100,000 live births in 1993 to 740 deaths per 100,000 live 
births in 2000.

• Infant mortality rate declined from 84 deaths per 1000 live 
births in 1994 to 59 deaths per 1000 live births in 2004.

• Under 5 mortality rate declined from 118 deaths per 1000 
live births in 1994 to 76 deaths per 1000 live births in 
2004.

• Births attended by skilled health personnel increased from 
6 per cent during 1983-94 to 15 per cent during 1996-
04.

• One year old child immunization rate for tuberculosis 
increased from 61 per cent during 1990-94 to 86 per cent 
in 2004.

• One year old child immunization rate for measles increased 
from 57 per cent during 1990-94 to 73 per cent in 2004.

• Per capita health expenditure has improved from US$9 
during 1995-99 to US$12 in 2003.

• The percentage of trained teachers at primary level declined 
from 41 per cent in 1999 to 30.5 per cent in 2004.

• Adult literacy rate improved from 26 per cent in 1993 to 
49 per cent in 2004.

• Government spending on education as percentage of GDP 
increased from 2.9 per cent in 1995 to 3.4 per cent in 
2004.

• 68.5 per cent of population still lives below US$2 a day.
• Level of inequality became worse as the income share of 

richest 20 per cent to poorest 20 per cent increased from 
4.3 during 1981-93 to 9.1 in 2000.

• Per capita GDP increased from US$190 in 1993 as 
compared to US$250 in 2004.

• Urban poverty declined from 19 per cent in 1990 to 9 per 
cent during 1995-04.

• Percentage of rural poor decreased from 43 per cent in 1990 
to 34.6 during 1995-04.

• Unpaid female family workers are 73.2 per cent of female 
employment as compared to male unpaid workers which are 
10.1 per cent of male employment.

• Economic activity rate for females as percentage of males 
has declined from 68 per cent in 1994 to 63 per cent in 
2004.

• GDI increased from 0.308 in 1993 to 0.513 in 2004.
• Female literacy rate has improved from 13 per cent in 1993 

to 35 per cent in 2004.
• Combined enrolments for females has improved from 42 

per cent in 1994 to 52 per cent in 2004.
• Share of females in parliament has increased from 2.6 per 

cent in 1994 to 6.7 per cent in 2006.
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• The number of physicians (per 100,000 people) has declined 
from 20 in 1995 to 5 in 2005.

• Child immunization rates for 1 year old children against 
tuberculosis has declined from 96 during 1990-94 to 92 in 
2004.

Progress Setbacks

• Life expectancy has improved from 51 years in 1993 to 63 
years in 2004.

• Malnourishment in children under 5 years has declined 
from 33 per cent during 1994 to 19 per cent during 1996-
2004.

• Reduction in maternal mortality rate per 100,000 live births 
has been observed from 1600 deaths in 1993 to 420 deaths 
in 2000.

• Infant mortality rate has declined from 125 deaths per 1000 
live births in 1994 to 67 deaths per 1000 live births in 
2004.

• Under 5 mortality rate has declined from 193 deaths per 
1000 live births in 1994 to 80 deaths per 1000 live births 
in 2004.

• Births attended by skilled health personnel has increased 
from 7 per cent during 1983-94 to 37 per cent during 
1996-04.

• Child immunization rates for 1 year old children for measles 
have improved from 81 per cent during 1990-94 to 87 per 
cent in 2004.

• Enrolment in technical and vocational education declined 
from 1.7 per cent in 2001 to 1.5 per cent in 2005.

• Percentage of trained teachers has declined from 100 per 
cent in 1999 to 92 per cent in 2001.

• Adult literacy rate has improved from 40 per cent in 1993 
to 47 per cent in 2004.

• Public expenditure on education as percentage of GDP has 
increased from 3.4 per cent in 1992 to 5.2 per cent during 
2002-04.

• Pupil-teacher ratio at primary level has improved from 31 
in 1995 to 38 in 2003.

• Per capita GDP increased from US$400 in 1993 as 
compared to US$760 in 2004.

• Economic activity rate for females as percentage of males 
increased from 47 per cent in 1993 to 55 per cent in 
2004.

• Female literacy rate has improved from 25 per cent in 1990 
to 34 per cent in 2000.

Sources: MHHDC 1997, 1998, 2000, 2005 and 2007a; UNDP 1996 and 2006; UNESCO 2006 and World Bank 1998b, 2002c and 2006e,f.
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During the past twenty-five years the 
Indian economy has witnessed rates of 
aggregate GDP growth that are high 
compared to the past and also compared 
with several other parts of the developing 
world. Significantly, this higher aggregate 
growth has been accompanied by 
macroeconomic stability, with the absence 
of extreme volatility in the form of 
financial crises such as have been evident 
in several other emerging markets. There 
has also been some reduction in income 
poverty.
 However, there are also some clear 
failures of this growth process. An 
important failure is the absence of 
structural change in terms of the ability 
to shift the labour force out of low 
productivity activities, especially in 
agriculture, to higher productivity and 
better-remunerated activities. Agriculture 
continues to account for around 60 per 
cent of the work force even though its 
share of GDP is now less than 20 per 
cent. In the past decade, agrarian crisis 
across many parts of the country has 
impacted adversely on the livelihood of 
both cultivators and rural workers, yet the 
generation of more productive employment 
outside this sector remains inadequate.
 Other major failures, which are directly 
reflective of the still poor status of human 
development in most parts of the country, 
are in many ways related to this 
fundamental failure. These include: the 
persistence of widespread poverty; the 
absence of basic food security for a 
significant proportion of the population; 
the inability to ensure basic needs of 
housing, sanitation, adequate health care 
to the population as a whole; the 
continuing inability to ensure universal 

education and the poor quality of much 
school education; the sluggish enlargement 
of access to education and employment 
across different social groups and for 
women in particular. In addition there are 
problems caused by the very pattern of 
economic growth: aggravated regional 
imbalances; greater inequalities in the 
control over assets and in access to 
incomes; dispossession and displacement 
without adequate compensation and 
rehabilitation.
 Seen in this light, it becomes apparent 
that a basic feature of the process of 
economic development thus far has been 
exclusion: exclusion from control over 
assets; exclusion from the benefits of 
economic growth; exclusion from the 
impact of physical and social infrastructure 
expansion; exclusion from education and 
from income-generating opportunities. 
This exclusion has been along class or 
income lines, by geographical location, by 
caste and community, and by gender.
 However, exclusion from these benefits 
has not meant exclusion from the system 
as such—rather, those who are supposedly 
marginalised or excluded have been 
affected precisely because they have been 
incorporated into market systems. Thus, 
peasants facing a crisis of viability of 
cultivation have been integrated into a 
market system that has made them more 
reliant on purchased inputs in deregulated 
markets while becoming more dependent 
upon volatile output markets in which 
state protection is completely inadequate. 
The growing army of ‘self-employed’ 
workers, who now account for more 
than half of the work force, have been 
excluded from paid employment because 
of the sheer difficulty of finding jobs, but 
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are nevertheless heavily involved in 
commercial activity and exposed to 
market uncertainties in the search for 
l ivelihood. Those who have been 
displaced by developmental projects or 
other processes, and subsequently have 
not found adequate livelihood in other 
activities, are victims of the process of 
economic integration, though excluded 
from the benefits.
 These problems are certainly recognised, 
even in official circles, and the need for 
more ‘inclusive growth’ is now established. 
Yet much more needs to be done, and the 
urgency of the problems needs to be taken 
more seriously, without falling into a trap 
of complacency about the aggregate rate 
of economic growth.

Trends in economic growth

There is no doubt that India has sustained 
a relatively high rate of growth over the 
past 25 years, which has accelerated in the 
past decade. It is now accepted that after 
a period of deceleration in industrial 
growth during the late 1960s and 1970s, 
widely considered a period of ‘stagnation’, 
India moved from a path characterised by 
a slow 3 per cent ‘Hindu rate of growth’ 
on to a rather creditable growth trajectory 
involving GDP growth of around 5 to 6 
per cent per annum from the early 1980s. 
It is important to note, however, that the 
recovery from a period when growth 
decelerated sharply starting in the mid-
1960s did not begin with the ‘economic 
reform’ of 1991, but a decade earlier.1 As 
figure 3.1 indicates, the very recent period 
suggests a movement towards an even 
more rapid growth path, with annual 
rates of real GDP growth averaging 8 to 
9 per cent over the past four years.
 The transition to a higher economic 
growth path was associated in the 1980s 
with the fiscal stimulus provided by the 
state in a context of import liberalization. 
In the 1990s, this fiscal stimulus was 
much weaker, declining in the first part of 
the decade and only increasing somewhat 
from 1997 onwards. The growth 
performance was more uneven, with 

deceleration in agricultural output growth 
and fluctuating performance in manufac-
turing. Since the 1990s liberalization was 
not accompanied by any new dynamism 
in the commodity-producing sectors of 
the economy, the expansion of services 
proved to be crucial over this later 
period.
 Despite the weakened fiscal stimulus, 
both in terms of public investment and 
aggregate expenditure, the role of the state 
remained crucial, since it was the state 
that determined the contours of tax re-
ductions, deregulation and other policies 
that allowed for economic growth based 
on the demands of a relatively small and 
dominantly urban section of the popula-
tion. The explosion in the consumption 
of the upper quintile of the population, 
which fed this growth, involved increased 
inequality, both across regions of India 
and within regions across different eco-
nomic and social categories. There was 
also a widening gap between incomes in 
agriculture and non-agriculture, such that 
the ratio of per worker domestic product 
in non-agriculture to that in agriculture 
increased from about 2 in the 1950s to 
well over 4 in the 1990s.
 As table 3.1 shows, the phase of higher 
growth since the 1980s has been associated 
with some amount of structural change, 
although perhaps not as much as might 

Note: Old refers to base period 1993-94 and new to base period 1999-2000.
Source: GOI, National Accounts Statistics (various issues).

Figure 3.1  Trends in annual rates of growth of real GDP in India, 
1970-2006

Rates of Growth of GDP fc at Constant Prices (per cent)
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be expected. Investment rates have 
increased over time, but the rate of 
increase actually slowed down, and the 
last decade shows almost no change in the 
investment rate. Meanwhile, the share of 
agriculture in GDP has fallen along 
predictable lines in the course of 
development, but there has been little 
increase in the share of the secondary 
sector, which has not changed at all since 
the early 1990s. Rather, the share of the 
tertiary sector has increased dramatically, 
to the point where it now accounts for 
more than half of national income.
 Such changes in output shares were not 
accompanied by commensurate changes 
in the distribution of the workforce. The 
proportion of all workers engaged in 
agriculture as the main occupation has 
remained stubbornly above 60 per cent, 
despite the decline in agricultural 
employment generation of the most 
recent decade and the sharp fall in 
agriculture’s share of national income.
 The higher rates of investment of the 
last decade have not generated more 
expansion of industry, but have instead 
been associated with an apparent explosion 
in services. For some time now the rate of 
growth of services GDP has been much 
higher than the rate of growth of overall 
GDP. More than 60 per cent of the 
increment in GDP during the period 
1993-94 to 2004-05 was due to an 
increase in GDP from services. Services 
have contributed significantly to the 
recent acceleration of the growth rate, 
with rates of growth of services GDP 
touching 8.2, 9.9 and 10.1 respectively in 
the three years ending 2005-06.

 This sharp increase in the share of 
services in GDP in India has occurred at 
a much lower level of per capita income 
than characterised the developed countries 
when they experienced a similar expansion. 
Of course, there are reasons why growth 
in developing countries today would 
reflect a premature expansion of services. 
To start with, globally manufacturing 
units today rely as much or more on 
management and control as on technology 
to raise productivity and reduce costs. 
This has increased the services component 
in manufacturing GDP.
 Secondly,  the  communicat ions 
revolution has reduced the cost of 
communication services, resulting in a 
much greater and earlier use of such 
services. The reach of and revenues from 
communication services has increased 
substantially in developing countries, 
contributing to an increase in GDP from 
services.
 Finally, the shift in emphasis in 
government spending from participation 
in production to provision of a range of 
public services tends to increase the share 
of public administration in GDP. Overall, 
these factors could trigger a diversification 
of economic activity in favour of services 
at an earlier stage of development than 
that expected on the basis of the historical 
experience of the developed countries of 
today.
 However, even these factors cannot 
explain the Indian experience, which is 
unlike many other similarly placed 
developing countries. In the Indian case, 
an important difference has been an 
increase in the exports rather than 
domestic supply (and consumption) of 
services. Services were earlier considered 
non-tradeables since they required in 
most cases the presence of the supplier at 
the point of provision. But modern 
developments have made a number of 
services exportable through various modes 
of supply, including cross-border supply 
through digital transmission. Such exports 
have played an important role in India. 
Exports of software services increased 
from around 7 per cent of services GDP 

 Table 3.1 Structural change in the Indian economy, 1980-2005
 (%) of GDP

 Period  Share of Share of Share of
 (Average of years Investment Primary Secondary Tertiary
 starting April) rate sector sector sector

 1980-82 22.0 41.3 21.8 36.9
 1990-92 26.0 34.4 24 41.6
 2000-02 26.2 26.1 24.7 49.2
 2003-05 28.0 22.0 24.3 53.7

Source: GOI, National Accounts Statistics (various issues).
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recent acceleration of 
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at the start of the decade to nearly 14 per 
cent in 2005-06. Software and business 
(largely IT-enabled) services dominate 
services exports, accounting for around 54 
per cent of the total during 2004-06 and 
a massive 66 per cent in the first quarter 
of 2006-07.
 While the factors accounting for the 
acceleration in GDP growth are still being 
debated, another unusual feature of this 
growth since the 1980s has received less 
attention: the growing disproportionality 
between agricultural and non-agricultural 
growth. The disparity in the rate of 
growth of agricultural and non-agricultural 
GDP increased significantly after the 
1970s, with the process being particularly 
marked after the mid-1990s, when the 
acceleration of non-agricultural growth 
during the 1990s was accompanied by a 
decline in the rate of agricultural growth. 
During the period 1999-00 to 2004-05, 
while agricultural GDP had grown at 1.7 
per cent, the trend rate of growth of non-
agricultural GDP exceeded 7 per cent. 
The disproportionality is visible even 
when the comparison is restricted to 
primary and secondary sectors (table 
3.2).
 The change in economic regime 
instituted since the mid-1980s, and 
especially since 1991, has changed the 

pattern of growth in a way that has 
resulted in structural shifts in the nature 
of intersectoral linkages. An obvious 
change in the pattern of growth, which 
allows for growing disproportionality 
between agricultural and industrial 
growth, is a change in the pattern of 
demand and production, involving a 
reduction in the direct agricultural-input 
dependence of the non agricultural 
sector.
 While this process has certainly enabled 
a higher rate of growth, it has also meant 
that policy neglect of the agricultural 
sector is allowed to continue. This has 
important implications for the continuing 
agrarian crisis, as described below. But the 
complacency generated by the high 
aggregate rates of growth has a further 
problem—the relative neglect of basic 
human development concerns. This is 
evident in the unfortunately poor 
performance of human development 
indicators.

Macroeconomic, trade and
industrial policies

The explicit aims of the economic reform 
process adopted from 1991 onwards were: 
(i) to do away with or substantially reduce 
controls on capacity creation, production 

 Table 3.2 Trend rates of real growth in India, 1990-2005
 (%)

    Trade, hotels, Finance, real Pub. admin, Total
    transport & estate, business defence & GDP at
  Primary Secondary   communication   services   other services   factor cost

 1990-91 4.6 7.4 4.9 7.7 4.1 5.6
 1991-92 -1.1 -1 2.5 12 2.6 1.3
 1992-93 5.4 4.3 5.6 5.9 4.6 5.1
 1993-94 3.9 5.6 7.1 13.4 3.5 5.9
 1994-95 5.3 10.3 10.4 5.6 3.2 7.3
 1995-96 -0.3 12.3 13.3 8.2 7.9 7.3
 1996-97 8.8 7.7 7.8 7 6.3 7.8
 1997-98 -1.5 3.8 7.8 11.6 11.7 4.8
 1998-99 5.9 3.8 7.7 7.4 10.4 6.5
 1999-00 0.6 4.9 8.5 10.6 12.2 6.1
 2000-01 0 6.8 7.3 4.1 4.8 4.4
 2001-02 5.9 2.8 9.1 7.3 4.1 5.8
 2002-03 -5.9 6.9 9.2 8 3.9 3.8
 2003-04 9.3 7.8 12.1 5.6 5.4 8.5
 2004-05 0.6 10 10.9 8.7 7.9 7.5
 2005-06 5.8 10.1 10.4 10.9 7.7 9

Source: GOI 2007a.
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and prices, and let market forces influence 
the investment and operational decisions 
of domestic and foreign economic agents 
within the domestic tariff area; (ii) to 
allow international competition and 
therefore international relative prices to 
influence economic decisions; (iii) to 
reduce the presence of state agencies in 
production and trade; and (iv) to liberalise 
the financial sector by reducing controls 
on the banking system, allowing for the 
proliferation of financial institutions and 
instruments and permitting foreign entry 
into the financial sector.
 These were all based on the notion that 
greater freedom given to private agents 
and market functioning would ensure 
more efficient and more dynamic 
outcomes. The government’s aim was also 
to restructure production towards areas of 
international ‘comparative advantage’. 
This aim translated into successive changes 
in the pattern of regulation in different 
sectors as well as in aggregate mac-
roeconomic policies. By the early years of 
the current decade, therefore, the Indian 
economy had undergone the following 
policy changes:

• reduction in direct state control in 
terms of administered prices and 
regulation of economic activity;

• privatization of state assets, often in 
controversial circumstances;

• rationalization and reduction of direct 
and indirect tax rates, which became 
associated with declining tax-GDP 
ratios;

• attempts to reduce fiscal deficits which 
usually involved cutting back on public 
productive investment as well as certain 
types of social expenditure, reducing 
subsidies to farmers and increasing user 
charges for public services and 
utilities;

• trade liberalization, involving shifts 
from quantitative restrictions to tariffs 
and typically sharp reductions in the 
average rate of tariff protection, as well 
as withdrawal of export subsidies;

• financial liberalization involving 
reductions in directed credit, freeing of 

interest rate ceilings and other measures 
which raised the real cost of borrowing, 
including for the government;

• shift to market determined exchange 
rates and liberalization of current 
account transactions;

• some capital account liberalization, 
including easing of rules for Foreign 
Direct Investment, permissions for 
non-residents to hold domestic financial 
assets, easier access to foreign com-
mercial borrowing by domestic firms, 
and later even freedom for domestic 
residents to hold limited foreign 
assets.

 There was one area in which the 
reforms in India over most of the period 
were more cautious when compared with 
many other developing countries: capital 
account liberalization. While there were 
certainly some changes in this area—
primarily in terms of easing the rules for 
FDI and allowing foreign portfolio 
i n v e s t m e n t — e x t e r n a l  f i n a n c i a l 
liberalization was still relatively limited, 
and this meant that the Indian economy 
was not subject to sharp and potentially 
destabilising flows of capital, either 
inflows or outflows, over this period. 
Further, the Indian economy was not 
really chosen to be a favourite of 
international financial markets until the 
very recent period from 2002 onwards. 
Meanwhile, greater stability was imparted 
to the balance of payments by the 
substantial inflows of workers’ remittances 
from temporary migrant workers in the 
Gulf and other regions, which amounted 
to more than all forms of capital inflow 
put together and ensured that the current 
account was characterised by either low 
deficits or even surpluses in most years.
 The policies of the central government 
since the beginning of the 1990s have had 
direct and indirect effects on farmers’ 
welfare. The economic reforms did not 
include any specific package specifically 
designed for agriculture. Rather, the 
presumption was that freeing agricultural 
markets and liberalizing external trade in 
agricultural commodities would provide 
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price incentives leading to enhanced 
investment and output in that sector, 
while broader trade liberalization would 
shift inter-sectoral terms of trade in favour 
of agriculture. However, there were 
changes in patterns of government 
spending and financial measures which 
also affected the conditions of cultivation. 
In particular, fiscal policies of reducing 
expenditure on certain areas especially 
rural spending, trade liberalization, 
financial liberalization and privatization of 
important areas of economic activity and 
service provision had adverse impact on 
cultivation and rural living conditions.
 In terms of fiscal policies, the reduced 
spending of central and state governments 
was the most significant feature. Due to 
tax reforms, the tax/GDP ratio declined 
at central level. Central transfers to state 
governments also decl ined. State 
governments were forced to borrow in the 
market and other (often international) 
sources at high interest rates. As a result, 
the levels of debt and debt servicing 
increased in most of the states. In recent 
years, most state governments were in 
fiscal crisis and did not have funds for 
capital expenditures. This has been 
espec ia l ly  impor tant  s ince  s ta te 
governments are responsible for areas 
critical for farmers such as rural 
infrastructure, power, water supply, health 
and education. Meanwhile, at the central 
government level, capital expenditure 
declined as a share of national income, 
and all public expenditure directed 
towards the rural areas fell both as a per 
cent of GDP and in real per capita 
terms.
 India’s financial liberalization strategy 
involved, to varying degree, the standard 
package that are designed to make the 
Central Bank more independent; to 
relieve financial repression by freeing 
interest rates and allowing financial 
innovation; to reduce directed and 
subsidised credit; as well as allow greater 
freedom in terms of external flows of 
capital in various forms. These measures 
especially reduced emphasis on priority 
sector lending by banks, effectively 

reduced the availability of rural credit and 
thus made farm investment more expensive 
and more difficult, especially for small 
farmers. In addition to declining credit-
deposit ratios in rural areas, the shift of 
banks away from crop lending and term 
lending for agriculture, the reduction in 
the number of rural bank branches and 
less manpower for rural service provision 
meant that the formal sector was 
increasingly unable to meet the require-
ments of cultivators. Farmers were 
therefore forced to turn more and more to 
private moneylenders (who are often also 
input dealers and traders) in more 
exploitative relationships. This has brought 
back the problem of interlinked markets 
in which control in one market (say, 
credit) allows control also in other related 
rural markets such as those for agricultural 
inputs and crop prices, as well as the 
labour market.
 Trade liberalisation affecting Indian 
agriculture began in the early 1990s, with 
the progressive reduction or removal of 
trade restrictions of various types. The 
rupee devaluation of mid-1991, which 
heralded the economic reform process, 
was followed by the removal of export 
subsidies on agricultural commodities 
such as tea and coffee. The process 
accelerated from the late 1990s, in tune 
with WTO agreements, and involved 
l iberal izat ion of export controls , 
liberalization of quantitative controls on 
imports and decontrol of domestic trade. 
Quantitative restrictions on imports and 
export restrictions on groundnut oil, 
agricultural seeds, wheat and wheat 
products, butter, rice and pulses, were all 
removed from April 2000. Almost all 
agricultural products are now allowed to 
be freely exported as per current trade 
policy.
 Tariff rates for most agricultural 
commodities were low or zero in the early 
1990s, largely because quantitative 
restrictions on imports rendered tariffs 
irrelevant, and also because world prices 
were substantially higher than Indian 
prices over that period. Subsequently, and 
especially after 2000, tariff rates have 

Due to tax reforms, 
the tax/GDP ratio 
declined at central 
level
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generally been coming down, and (except 
in the case of soya bean) have been 
significantly below the bound tariffs. 
What is possibly even more significant, 
however, is that tariff rates have been 
relatively stable despite tremendous 
volatility in world trade prices, so that 
Indian agriculturalists effectively had to 
deal with all the volatility of world 
prices.
 This meant that even as the uncertainties 
related to international price movements 
became more directly significant for 
farmers, progressive trade liberalization 
and tariff reduction in these commodities 
made their market relations more 
problematic. Government policy did not 
adjust in ways that would make the 
transition easier or less volatile even in 
price terms. Thus, there was no evidence 
of any co-ordination between domestic 
price policy and the policies regarding 
external trade and tariffs.
 For non-agricultural goods, trade 
liberalisation took the form of removal of 
quantitative restrictions and reduction of 
tariffs, which have contributed to rising 
imports and exports. The recent rate of 
imports has been faster than that of 
exports, leading to increasing trade deficits 
since the turn of the decade. Export 
growth has recently picked up, and was 
most rapid to the newer markets of East 
Asia in general and China in particular. 
However, import growth has been 
especially sharp in terms of volumes of 
manufactured goods, and it is widely 
perceived that they have had the most 
deleterious competitive impact upon 
small-scale producers. Since small scale 
industry is not only more employment 
intensive but also employs the greater 
bulk of manufacturing workers, this must 
be a major contributor to the slow growth 
of employment in manufacturing that has 
been marked and reiterated once again in 
the latest NSS Survey.

The agrarian crisis and its implications

The process of development (and 
industrialisation) entails the progressive 

transfer of labour and resources from 
agriculture to other sectors, and this is 
typically associated with a reduction in its 
share of national income and an even 
sharper decrease in agriculture’s share of 
aggregate employment. However, in India 
over the past six decades this has not 
happened because of two important 
failures: the failure to generate dynamic 
sources of additional employment in non-
agriculture which would encourage the 
movement of workers out of agriculture, 
and the lack of success in raising the 
aggregate social productivity of labour in 
the country, which is crucial to sustained 
growth and development.
 In addition, there is the problem that 
in large parts of the country, agriculture 
itself is in an advanced stage of crisis. 
While the causes of this crisis are complex 
and manifold, they are dominantly related 
to public policy. The economic strategy of 
the past decade has reduced the protection 
afforded to farmers and exposed them to 
market volatility and private profiteering 
without adequate regulation; has reduced 
critical forms of public expenditure; has 
run down important public institutions 
that have direct relevance for farming, 
including public extension services and 
marketing arrangements; and did not 
adequately generate other non-agricultural 
economic activities.
 At the same time that various forms of 
public protection for cultivation were 
being reduced, trade liberalisation meant 
that Indian farmers had to operate in a 
highly uncertain and volatile international 
environment. They were effectively 
competing against highly subsidised large 
producers in the developed countries, 
whose average level of subsidy amounted 
to many times the total domestic cost of 
production for many crops. Also, the 
volatility of such prices—for example in 
cotton—has created uncertain and often 
misleading signals for farmers who respond 
by changing cropping patterns. It has 
directly affected soya bean and groundnut 
farmers due to palm oil imports. Import 
of fruits and other commodities also 
affected the farmers.

Export growth has 
recently picked up, 
and was most rapid to 
the newer markets of 
East Asia in general 
and China in 
particular
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 Other government policies had direct 
and indirect effects upon agriculture. The 
most significant related to the efforts at 
reducing subsidies that affected both 
agricultural producers and consumers, 
and the reduction of public expenditure 
that would have benefited cultivation. 
Thus, both food and fertilizer subsidies 
were sought to be reduced over this 
period.
 The combination of liberalized trade 
and reduced protection led to increased 
levels of exports and imports of agricultural 
commodities. While exports increased in 
dollar terms, so did imports, and so the 
trade balance shows no particular trend. 
There were very sharp fluctuations in the 
unit value of exports because of very 
volatile international prices, so changes in 
export volume were necessary to ensure 
some degree of stability in total export 
values. Such variation typically had very 
little to do with domestic harvest 
conditions, and much more to do with 
international prices.
 In addition to increasing the risks of 
farming, volatile crop prices also generated 
misleading price signals. Since Indian 
farmers are known to have very elastic 
responses to relative price signals in terms 
of changing acreage, this caused large and 
often undesirable shifts in cropping 
pattern that ultimately rebounded on the 
farmers themselves. Thus, the phase of 
high cotton prices in the mid-1990s was 
associated with a widespread shift towards 
cotton cultivation, even in many areas 
with soil and climatic conditions not 
ideally suited to growing cotton. The 
subsequent collapse of world cotton prices 
from the very late 1990s onwards was a 
major factor contributing to the material 
distress of cultivators in cotton growing 
areas. In dry land areas, traditional staple 
crops such as millets and sorghum were 
abandoned in favour of oilseeds which 
require more irrigation and purchased 
inputs, and which have also faced major 
volatility in crop prices. As a result of the 
shift away from traditional staple grains to 
cash crops, there was much greater use of 
a range of monetised inputs, including 

new varieties of seed and related inputs 
marketed by major multinational 
companies. Small cultivators, who took 
on debt (often from informal credit 
sources at very high rates of interest) in 
order to pay for these cash inputs, then 
found themselves in real difficulty if crops 
failed or output prices remained low.
 So the inevitable uncertainties 
associated with weather fluctuations were 
compounded by further problems of 
extremely volatile crop prices, which were 
no longer inversely related to harvest 
levels but followed an international 
pattern. Further, this dramatic volatility 
of output prices—and the stagnation/
collapse of some harvest prices from 
1997 onwards—was associated with 
continuously rising prices of inputs. This 
was especially marked because of 
government attempts to reduce fertiliser 
subsidies, and progressive deregulation of 
supplies of inputs such as seeds and 
pesticides.
 Such exposure to global price volatility 
has been associated with a growing 
reliance on private debt, because of the 
lack of extension of institutional credit, 
coupled with growing inability to meet 
debt service payments because of the 
combined volatility of crops and prices. 
The relative collapse of institutional credit 
for agriculture in the 1990s must be 
reckoned as one of the more important 
causes of agrarian distress in India. 
Subsequent to financial liberalisation in 
the 1990s, there was a significant 
deceleration in the growth of bank credit, 
particularly from commercial banks to 
rural areas, and a relative fall in proportion 
of bank credit flowing to the priority 
sectors, especially agriculture. The impact 
of the slowdown in rural banking fell 
disproportionately on poor and small 
borrowers. As a result, village studies 
indicate that non-institutional or informal 
credit is the main source of credit for the 
large majority of rural households today, 
and interest rates charged in the informal 
sector remain high (typically between 24 
and 36 per cent per annum).

The combination of 
liberalized trade and 
reduced protection led 
to increased levels of 
exports and imports 
of agricultural 
commodities
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 All this has had very clear and definite 
negative effects upon the viability of 
cultivation. A recent study of farm 
business income (Sen and Bhatia 2004) 
found that farm business income at 
current prices deflated by the CPIAL 
(Consumer Price Index for Agricultural 
Labourers) grew at the rate of only 1.02 
per cent per annum over the 1990s, 
compared to 3.21 per cent in the 1980s. 
Rising input costs were found to be the 
dominant cause of this trend.
 While this is a generalised rural crisis, 
the burden has fallen disproportionately 
on small and marginal farmers, tenant 
farmers and rural labourers, particularly 
those in dryer tracts. The most extreme 
manifestation of the crisis is in the 
suicides by farmers in some parts of the 
country, notably in Andhra Pradesh, 
Karnataka and Maharashtra but also other 
areas. There are also reports of hunger 
deaths and of mass migration for work, 
including by cultivators, in some of the 
worst affected areas. However, the picture 
is complex, because in some parts of India 
there is also evidence of substantial 
diversification of crops, expansion of 
horticulture and related activities and 
growth of commercial farming.
 This period witnessed a significant 
degree of concentration in terms of 
operated holdings, which reflected changes 
in both ownership and tenancy patterns. 
Many small and very marginal peasants 
have lost their land over this period, and 
therefore been forced to search for work 
as landless labourers, and there have been 
micro-level surveys which have reported 
increasing leasing-in by large farmers from 
small landowners. The NSS surveys also 

suggest that there has been a very large 
increase in landless households as a 
percentage of total rural households, from 
around 35 per cent in 1987-88 to as 
much as 41 per cent in 1999-2000.
 In addit ion, there has been a 
deterioration of conditions of food 
security associated with the shift away 
from cultivation of traditional staples and 
towards cash crops, as well as a sharp 
decline in per capita food grain absorption 
to the low levels last seen only in the late 
1930s and again in the early 1950s, which 
were both periods of extreme rural 
distress. Table 3.3 gives some idea of the 
extent of such decline in both per capita 
food grain output and availability over the 
period since the early 1990s. It is evident 
that both output and availability have 
fallen, but the decline in per capita 
availability has been even sharper than for 
output, and that this has been marked for 
both cereals and pulses. Consumption 
data based on the national sample surveys 
suggest that both food grain consumption 
and total calorie consumption have 
declined substantially over the period, in 
the aggregate and even for the bottom 
forty per cent of population in terms of 
expenditure classes. This confirms the 
evidence on poor and worsening nutrition 
patterns of the National Family Health 
Surveys.

Trends in employment and wages

Evidence yielded by the quinquennial 
National Sample Surveys on Employment 
and Unemployment (conducted in 1983, 
1987-88, 1993-94 and 1999-2000) 
revealed a sharp, and even startling, 

 Table 3.3 Trends in per capita output and availability of food grain in India, 1992-2003

 
Average of triennium

 Net per capita Net per capita Per capita total food grain
 
ending March

  output (kg) availability (kg)  availability

  Cereals Pulses Cereals Pulses Kg per year Grams per day

 1992 163.43 15.34 162.8 14.2 177.0 485
 1995 166.74 14.85 160.8 13.5 174.3 478
 1998 162.98 13.93 161.6 12.6 174.2 477
 2001 164.84 12.87 151.7 11.5 163.2 447
 2002-03 only 161.63 11.67 144.5 10.6 155.15 425

Source: Patnaik 2005.

This period witnessed 
a significant degree of 
concentration in 
terms of operated 
holdings
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decrease in the rate of employment 
generation across both rural and urban 
areas during the 1990s. Indeed, so 
dramatic were the fall of work force 
participation and the slowdown in the 
rate of employment growth that they 
called into serious question the pattern of 
growth over the 1990s.
 The rate of growth of employment, 
defined in terms of the Current Daily 
Status (which is a flow measure of the 
extent of jobs available) declined from 2.7 
per cent per year in the period 1983-94 
to only 1.07 per cent per year in 1994-
2000 for all of India. This refers to all 
forms of employment—casual, part-time 
and self-employment. For permanent or 
secure jobs, the rate of increase was close 
to zero. In rural areas, the decline in all 
employment growth was even sharper, 
from 2.4 per cent in the 1983-94 period 
to less than 0.6 per cent over 1994-2000. 
This included all forms of employment, 
whether undertaken as the principal or 
subsidiary activity and for part of the day. 
This was well below the rate of growth of 
population. In both rural and urban areas, 
the absolute number of unemployed 
increased substantially, and the rate of 
unemployment went up as well. The daily 
status unemployment rate in rural India 
as a whole increased from 5.63 per cent 
in 1993-94 to 7.21 per cent in 1999-00, 
and was more than 15 per cent in some 
states. In addition to this, there was a 
sharp decline in the rate of growth of 
labour force.
 Even on the basis of Usual Status (as 
opposed to Current Daily Status) 
employment, there was a very significant 
deceleration for both rural and urban 
areas, with the annual rate of growth of 
rural employment falling to as low as 0.67 
per cent over the period 1993-94 to 
1999-2000. This was not only less than 
one-third the rate of the previous period 
1987-88 to 1993-94, but was also less 
than half the projected rate of growth of 
the labour force in the same period. Some 
of this was because of the decline in 
public spending on rural employment 
programmes since the mid-nineties. As a 

percentage of GDP, expenditure on both 
rural wage employment programmes and 
special programmes for rural development 
declined from the mid-1990s. The total 
central  al location for rural  wage 
employment programmes was already 
only 0.4 per cent of GDP in 1995-6, but 
it declined further to a minuscule 0.13 
per cent of GDP in 2000-01.
 While these were the trends during the 
1990s, the recently released NSS survey—
the 61st Round, covering 2004-05—
suggests that there have been notable 
changes in the employment patterns and 
conditions of work in India over the first 
half of this decade, with indications of a 
revival of employment growth, as shown 
in figure 3.2.
 While aggregate employment growth 
(calculated at compound annual rates) in 
both rural and urban India was still 
slightly below the rates recorded in the 
period 1987-88 to 1993-94, it clearly 
recovered sharply from the deceleration of 
the 1993-94-1999-00 period. The recovery 
was most marked in rural areas, where the 
earlier slowdown had been sharper. This 
in turn reflects an increase in labour force 
participation rates for both men and 
women.
 A major feature of the past decade is 
the shift in the type of employment. 
There has been a significant decline in 

Sources: Calculated from work participation rates from the National Sample Survey (NSS) 
 Employment Surveys and population estimates from the Census of India.

Figure 3.2  Trends in annual rates of employment growth for usual 
status workers in India, 1983-2005
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wage employment in general. While 
regular employment had been declining as 
a share of total usual status employment 
for some time (except for urban women 
workers), wage employment had continued 
to grow in share because employment on 
casual contracts had been on the increase. 
But the latest survey round suggests that 
even casual employment has fallen in 
proportion to total employment, as 
indicated in figure 3.3. For urban male 
workers, total wage employment is now 
the lowest than it has been in at least two 
decades, driven by declines in both regular 
and casual paid work. For women, in 
both rural and urban areas, the share of 

regular work has increased but that of 
casual employment has fallen so sharply 
that the aggregate share of wage 
employment has fallen. So there is clearly 
a real and increasing difficulty among the 
working population, of finding paid jobs, 
whether they are in the form of regular or 
casual contracts.
 The fallout of this is indicated in figure 
3.4—a very significant increase in self-
employment among all categories of 
workers in India. The increase has been 
sharpest among rural women, where self-
employment now accounts for nearly 
two-thirds of all jobs. But it is also 
remarkable for urban workers, both men 
and women, among whom the self-
employed constitute 45 and 48 per cent 
respectively, of all usual status workers.
 Table 3.4 provides the details of which 
industry workers are engaged in. While as 
expected there has been a significant 
decline in agriculture as a share of rural 
employment, the share of manufacturing 
employment has not gone up com-
mensurately for rural male workers. 
Instead, the more noteworthy shift for 
rural males has been to construction, with 
some increase in the share of trade, hotels 
and restaurants. For urban males, on the 
other hand, the share of trade, hotels and 
restaurants has actually declined, as it has 
for other services. Manufacturing is back 
to the shares of a decade ago, still 
accounting for less than a quarter of the 
urban male work force. The only consistent 
increases in shares have been in cons-
truction, and to a lesser extent transport 
and related activities. Interestingly, the big 
shift for urban women workers has been 
to manufacturing, the share of which has 
increased by more than 4 percentage 
points. A substantial part of this is in the 
form of self employment. Other services 
continue to account for the largest 
proportion of women workers, but the 
share of trade hotels and restaurants has 
actually fallen compared to 1999-2000.
 On balance, urban non-agricultural 
employment certainly appears to have 
accelerated in the latest period. In rural 
areas, this is the case for both self and 

Source: GOI, Employment and Unemployment situation in India (various issues).

Figure 3.3 Trends in casual labour in India, 1983-2005
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Source: GOI, Employment and Unemployment situation in India (various issues).

Figure 3.4 Trends in self-employment in India, 1993-2005
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wage employment, although the rate of 
increase has been more rapid for self-
employment. In urban areas, the increase 
has been dominantly in self-employment. 
Such expansion would indeed be a sign of 
a positive and dynamic process if it were 
also associated with rising real wages, or 
at least not falling real wages. Therefore, 
in order to appreciate the nature of this 
new employment, it is important to 
examine the trends in real wages and 
remuneration for self-employment over 
this period.
 Figure 3.5 presents the average wages 
of regular workers by category, in constant 
1993-94 prices.2 It is evident that for 
most categories of regular workers, the 
recent period has not been one of rising 
real wages. While real wages have increased 
slightly for rural male regular employees, 
the rate of increase has certainly decelerated 
compared to the previous period.3 The 
economy has therefore experienced a 
peculiar tendency of falling real wages 
along with relatively less regular employ-
ment for most workers.
 This is corroborated by what has been 
happening to workers within organised 
industry. Aggregate employment in the 
organised manufacturing sector has fallen 
in absolute terms since 1997. Public 
organised employment has been falling 
since the early 1990s. However, private 
organised employment grew between 
1993 and 1997, but thereafter has also 
fallen. Meanwhile, there has been a sharp 
and persistent increase in labour 
productivity as measured by the net value 
added (at constant prices) generated per 
worker. Labour productivity tripled 
between 1981-82 and 1996-97, stagnated 
and even slightly declined during the 
years of the industrial slowdown that set 
in thereafter, and has once again been 
rising sharply in the early years of this 
decade. However, the benefits of this 
labour productivity increase went largely 
to those deriving rent, interest and profit 
incomes, rather than workers.
 Restructuring of the public sector has 
meant that public sector manufacturing 
employment which was rising during the 

 Table 3.4 Trends in employment by industry in India, 1993-2005
 (% of employment according to Usual Status (PS+SS))

  1993-94 1999-2000 2004-05

 Agriculture

 Rural males 74.1 71.4 66.5
 Rural females 86.2 85.4 83.3
 Urban males 9 6.6 6.1
 Urban females 24.7 17.7 18.1

 Manufacturing

 Rural males 7 7.3 7.9
 Rural females 7 7.6 8.4
 Urban males 23.5 22.4 23.5
 Urban females 24.1 24 28.2

 Construction

 Rural males 3.2 4.5 6.8
 Rural females 0.9 1.1 1.5
 Urban males 6.9 8.7 9.2
 Urban females 4.1 4.8 3.8

 Trade, hotels & restaurants

 Rural males 5.5 6.8 8.3
 Rural females 2.1 2 2.5
 Urban males 21.9 29.4 28
 Urban females 10 16.9 12.2

 Transport, storage & communications

 Rural males 2.2 3.2 3.9
 Rural females 0.1 0.1 2
 Urban males 9.7 10.4 10.7
 Urban females 1.3 1.8 1.4

 Other services

 Rural males 7 6.1 5.9
 Rural females 3.4 3.7 3.9
 Urban males 26.4 21 20.8
 Urban females 35 34.2 35.9

Source: GOI, Employment and Unemployment situation in India (various issues).

Note: Real wages are at constant 1993-94 prices.
Source: GOI, Employment and Unemployment situation in India (various issues) with wages 

deflated by CPI-AL for rural workers and CPI-IW for urban workers.

Figure 3.5 Trends in real wages of regular workers in India, 1993-2005
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1980s, was on the decline during the 
years of liberalisation and fell particularly 
sharply after 1997. Private sector organised 
manufacturing employment which was 
stagnant during the 1980s, rose marginally 
during the early 1990s and particularly 
sharply during 1995-97, after which it has 
declined to return to its mid-1990s 
level by 2003. The aggregate (public and 
private)  organized manufacturing 
employment rose from 6.1 million in 
1981 to 6.4 million in 1994 and 6.9 
million in 1997, and then declined to 6 
million in 2003.
 Meanwhile, the average real wage of 
workers in the organised manufacturing 
sector has been more or less constant. As 
figure 3.6 shows, average real wages 
increased in the early years of the 1990s, 
until 1996-96, and then fell quite sharply. 
The subsequent recovery after 1998 has 
been muted, and real wages have stagnated 
since 2000. As a result, real wages in the 
triennium ending 2003-04 were around 
11 per cent lower than real wages in the 
triennium ending 1995-96. This is despite 
the rapid growth in industry, and 
contributes to an explanation of the 
explosion in corporate profits in the 
recent period.
 Trends in the real wages of casual 
workers—who form the majority of paid 

workers—are presented in figure 3.7. As 
evident, these appear to have increased 
slightly in rural areas, although the rate of 
increase has slowed down compared to the 
previous period. However, in the case of 
both men and women workers in urban 
areas, real wages for casual work on 
average declined compared to 1999-
2000.
 The gender gap in wages tends to be 
quite large. There is also evidence that it 
has been increasing over time for all 
categories of workers—urban and rural, 
regular and casual—between 1999-2000 
and 2004-05. The issue of the gender gap 
in regular work is particularly interesting, 
because this type of female employment 
has increased in the latest period. It now 
accounts for around 36 per cent of all 
urban women workers, even though it is 
still less than 4 per cent of all rural 
women workers. Therefore it is worth 
examining the trends in real wages of 
women in regular jobs. Table 3.5 presents 
this data. Over the first half of this 
decade, real wages of regular women 
workers declined for every category of 
education level, and in both rural and 
urban areas!
 In rural areas the average decline in 
regular women workers’ real wages over 
the first five years of this decade was by 

Source: GOI, Annual Survey of Industries (various issues).

Figure 3.6 Trends in manufacturing real wages in India, 1992-2004
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32 per cent, and in urban areas by 10 per 
cent. Illiterate women workers in regular 
employment in rural areas faced average 
wage cuts of 20 per cent, while those who 
had secondary and higher secondary 
education faced average cuts of nearly 30 
per cent! It should be noted that more 
than 66 per cent of all rural women 
workers were illiterate, and 37 per cent of 
urban women workers were illiterate. In 
urban areas, illiterate women workers 
experienced the sharpest declines in real 
wages, at more than 22 per cent. Graduate 
women had the lowest real wage decline 
of around 5 per cent—but the point is 
that even for this category, real wages on 
average fell.
 All this should be seen in conjunction 
with dramatically increasing rates of open 
unemployment, especially for women. 
Unemployment rates according to the 
latest survey are the highest ever recorded. 
Unemployment measured by current daily 
status, which describes the pattern on a 
typical day of the previous week, accounted 

for 8 per cent of the male labour force in 
both urban and rural India, and between 
9 and 12 per cent of the female labour 
force.
 One major reason for this is the 
changing pattern of women’s paid work in 
urban India. Relatively few sectors now 
account for two-thirds of all women 
workers, whether in principal or subsidiary 
status. Some of the them are the dynamic 
export-oriented activities: the number of 
women employed in textiles has nearly 
doubled and those in apparel and garments 
have increased by more than two and a 
half times. There has also been significant 
increase in employment in the leather 
goods sector. However, the biggest single 
increase after apparel—and the category 
of work that is now the single largest for 
urban India women—has been among 
those employed in private households. In 
other words, women working as domestic 
servants now number more than 3 
million, and account for more than 12 
per cent of all women workers in urban 
India.
 In both rural and urban India, the real 
expansion in employment has come in the 
form of self-employment, which now 
accounts for around half of the work force 
in India. The increase has been sharpest 
among rural  women, where self-

Note: Real wages are at constant 1993-94 prices.
Source: GOI, Employment and Unemployment situation in India (various issues) with wages 

deflated by CPI-AL for rural workers and CPI-IW for urban workers.

Figure 3.7 Trends in real wages of casual workers in India, 1993-2005
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 Table 3.5 Trends in average daily wages 
of regular women workers in 
India by education level, 
1993-2005

  (Rs. per day at constant 1993-94 prices)

  1993- 1999- 2004-
  1994 2000 2005 

 Rural

 Not literate 17.98 25.39 20.33
 Literate &
 up to primary 23.92 101.69 27.17
 Secondary &
 Higher secondary 57.61 79.40 57.00
 Graduate and
 above 72.16 100.71 98.26
 All 34.86 71.79 48.66

 Urban

 Not literate 26.75 31.62 24.54
 Literate &
 up to primary 30.11 39.30 32.65
 Secondary &
 Higher secondary 70.93 88.91 75.80
 Graduate and
 above 98.59 143.22 135.65
 All 62.31 85.58 77.20

Source: GOI, Employment and Unemployment situation 
in India (various issues) with wages deflated by 
CPI-AL for rural workers and CPI-IW for 
urban workers.
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employment now accounts for nearly 
two-thirds of all jobs. But it is also 
remarkable for urban workers, both men 
and women, among whom the self-
employed constitute 45 and 48 per cent 
respectively, of all usual status workers.
 A large part of the increase in self-
employment—and therefore in employ-
ment as a whole—is a distress-driven 
phenomenon, led by the inability to find 
adequately gainful paid employment. So 
the apparent increase in aggregate 
employment growth in the most recent 
period appears to be more an outcome of 
the search for survival strategies than a 
demand-led expansion of productive 
income opportunities. This is probably 
why employment generation has emerged 
as the most important socio-economic 
issue in the country today.

Youth employment

While aggregate labour force participation 
rates have risen, the same is not true of 
the youth. As table 3.6 shows, labour 
force participation rates have fallen quite 
substantially for male rural youth, and not 
increased for young women in rural areas 
either. In urban areas, there is a slight 
recovery of labour force participation rates 
from the low levels of 1999-2000, but 
only for young women in the age group 
20-24 years is there evidence of any real 
increase.
 It is certainly possible that falls in 
labour force participation among the 
youth result from their delayed entry into 
the work force, partly because they are 
extending their years of education. If this 
were so, it would be a positive sign, 
indicating a greater degree of skill 
formation in the young labour force of 
the future. However, this is not the 
dominant reason. Except for rural females, 
where the ratio was very low to start with, 
there has been very little increase in the 
proportion of those reporting themselves 
as usually engaged in education. For 
young urban females, there was actually a 
decline in such a proportion.

 What is more disturbing is that, despite 
the fact that labour force participation 
rates among the young population have 
decreased or not increased much (except 
for urban women in the age group 20-24 
years), open unemployment rates have 
increased. Table 3.7 reveals that youth 
unemployment was substantially higher 
than unemployment across all the working 
age population, and what is more it also 
increased across all categories of young 
people—men or women, rural or urban. 
So the youth are far more prone to be 
actively seeking work and not finding it. 
Given that open unemployment by ‘usual 
status category’ has generally been low in 
India because of the absence of any sort 
of social protection for the unemployed, 
as many as 6-8 per cent of young rural 
males and 12-14 per cent of urban male 
youth describe themselves as available for 
work and seeking it, but not finding it. 
The proportions of young women describ-
ing themselves as usually unemployed are 
even larger.
 By current daily status criterion, open 
unemployment levels for the young are 
truly alarming, accounting for nearly 20 
per cent of urban young men in the age 
group 15-19 years and 30 per cent of 
urban women in the age group 20-24 
years. These numbers translate into an 
estimated 36 million young people of 
between 15 and 29 years who were 
‘usually unemployed’ at the start of 2005, 
and as many as 58 million young 
people who were unemployed on any 
particular day.
 It is often held that the rapid growth 
of modern IT-driven services in India 
offers an opportunity to exploit the 
demographic dividend. There is no doubt 
that both in absolute and relative terms 
the size of the IT sector in India is now 
impressive, with the sector’s revenues now 
amounting to around 5 per cent of GDP. 
This makes it an important segment of 
the non-agricultural sector. However, the 
sector’s contribution to employment does 
not compare with its role in the generation 
of income and foreign exchange. The total 
IT industry, including both hardware and 

 Table 3.6 Trends in
  labour force 

participation 
rates of youth, 
according to 
Usual Status 
(principal and 
subsidiary 
activities), 
1987-2005

  15–19 20–24
  years years

 Rural males

 1987-88 63.0 91.8
 1993-94 59.8 90.2
 1999-00 53.2 88.9
 2004-05 52.9 89.1

 Rural females

 1987-88 41.5 48.4
 1993-94 37.1 46.9
 1999-00 31.4 42.5
 2004-05 33.1 43.5

 Urban males

 1987-88 42.9 79.2
 1993-94 40.4 77.1
 1999-00 36.6 75.2
 2004-05 38.1 76.9

 Urban females

 1987-88 16.9 22.5
 1993-94 14.1 23.0
 1999-00 12.1 19.1
 2004-05 14.4 25

Source: GOI 2006a.
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software elements, as well as IT-enabled 
services, still employs only slightly more 
than 1 million workers, out of an estimated 
total work force in India of more than 
415 million, and urban work force of 
around 110 million. Total employment in 
this sector is far short of even the annual 
increment in the youth workforce. This 
mismatch between the sector’s contribution 
to GDP and its contribution to employ-
ment suggests that, despite its high 
growth, this sector can make only a 
marginal difference to employment even 
of the more educated groups in urban 
areas.

Poverty, inequality and human 
development

While there is a lively debate among 
economists about whether income and 
consumption inequalities have increased 
in India in the post reform period, it is 
generally recognised that recent growth 
has been accompanied by significant 
increases in inequality—both across 
regions of India and within regions across 
different economic and social categories. 
In the past 25 years, the urban top 20 per 
cent of the households experienced 
historically unprecedented increases in per 
capita consumption in real terms, while 
the per capita consumption of the bottom 
40 per cent of the rural population 
actually declined. Consumption inequality 
has increased quite sharply after the early 
1990s. This has happened in both rural 
and urban areas but more in urban 
areas.4

 As for income poverty as conventionally 
defined, the official estimates show a 
decline in the proportion of the population 
below the poverty line.5 The most recent 
data, using comparable estimates of 
consumption expenditure from the NSS 
Surveys of 1993-94 and 2004-05, suggest 
that the rural poverty ratio declined from 
36 to 28 per cent, while the urban poverty 
ratio fell from 32 to 26 per cent.6 
However, the recent decline suggests a 
slower rate of poverty reduction in the 
most recent period than in the period 

from the mid-1970s to 1990. Rising 
inequality is clearly one major reason why 
India has not made more progress in 
reducing poverty.
 India has always been a relatively poor 
performer in terms of human development, 
but this was often ascribed to the overall 
poverty and lack of sufficient economic 
growth. However, the past decade has 
been one of rapid economic growth but 
the more important human development 
indicators have not been improving 
equally rapidly. Indeed, during the 
liberalisation years, there may even have 
been a setback on the health and education 
fronts. The spread of literacy has been 
slow during the years of globalisation and 
even in 2004-05 the country was far short 
of total literacy even in the more developed 
urban areas. Gender gaps in literacy 
remain high, and more than half the rural 
females in India are still illiterate. Such 
gaps are also being perpetuated among the 
young through gender gaps in school 
enrolment and high rates of drop-out 
especially for girls. This is then reflected 
in low levels of schooling and other 
education (see chapter 6).
 Health and nutrition indicators are also 
disturbing. Although India accounts for 
16.5 per cent of the world’s population, it 

 Table 3.7 Trends in unemployment rate among young people and overall 
population in India, 1993-2005

 (%)

 Rural India Urban India

   15-19 20-24 All 15+ 15-19 20-24 All 15+

 Males

 Usual 1993-94 3.3 4.9 2.0 11.9 12.6 5.4
 Status 1999-00 5.5 5.2 2.1 14.2 12.8 4.8
  2004-05 7.9 6.2 2.1 14 12.5 4.4

 Current 1993-94 9.0 10.3 5.6 16.2 17.0 6.7
 Daily 1999-00 13.1 11.7 7.2 19 17.1 7.3
 Status 2004-05 15 12.9 8.0 18.4 15.8 7.3

 Females

 Usual 1993-94 1.9 2.8 1.3 12.8 21.7 8.3
 Status 1999-00 3.2 4.9 1.5 13.2 19.4 7.1
  2004-05 6.7 9.3 3.1 15.6 25.8 9.1

 Current 1993-94 8.3 8.2 5.6 18.6 28.5 10.4
 Daily 1999-00 12.8 12.1 7 18 25.9 9.4
 Status 2004-05 12.6 14.9 8.7 16.4 27.3 11.6

Source: GOI 2006a.
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contributes to a fifth of the world’s share 
of diseases. The National Commission on 
Macroeconomics and Health (2005) has 
classified health conditions into three 
major categories namely: communicable 
diseases, maternal and child health 
conditions; non-communicable diseases; 
and accidents and injuries. It has been 
projected that with a few exceptions such 
as leprosy and blindness, incidence of the 
majority of health conditions belonging 
to all the three categories will rise 
significantly by 2015.
 Hea l th  care  se r v ices  a re  now 
characterised by the most extreme duality, 
with the rich opting for deluxe institutions 
with ‘world class’ infrastructure, the poor 
are forced to avail of either very 
overcrowded public facilities or access 
medical shops where they are routinely 
exploited and often provided with 
inadequate care.
 Three National Family Health Surveys 
(NFHS) conducted in 1996-97, 1998-99 
and 2005-06 give important insights into 
the changes in health and nutrition 
conditions in the states of India. These 
provide both good and bad news. The 
good news is that fertility rates continue 
to decline, and the mean age at marriage 
for women continues to increase, albeit 
slowly (it is currently 19.4 years). More 
couples use modern family planning 
methods. Infant mortality rates also 
continue to fall, and the rural-urban gap 
in infant mortality is also coming down.
 However, other public health indicators, 
such as immunisation, do not show 
similar improvement. While the pattern 
obviously varies across states, a number of 
state governments have actually shown 
declines—sometimes significant—in per 
capita health expenditures. And this is 
now showing in the most worrying 
changes in basic indicators such as 
immunisation rates of small children.
 There are serious concerns arising from 
the information on trends in nutritional 
status. Given the high aggregate GDP 
growth rates, it would be normal to 
expect that calorie consumption and 
nutritional indicators would show some 

improvements, even if not dramatic 
improvements, at least substantial. But 
the data from the National Sample Survey 
Rounds on consumption expenditure 
reveal that that per capita calorie 
consumption, far from rising, has actually 
decreased, even for the poorest groups.
 It is evident that the relatively rapid 
economic growth has not translated into 
better material or human development 
conditions for a very large proportion of 
the population. The persistence of 
illiteracy, especially among females; the 
inability to ensure even primary education 
to all children and high dropout rates over 
successive years of schooling; the poor 
indicators of health and the recent 
stagnation of infant and maternal 
mortality rates; the absence of proper 
sanitation for a large proportion of the 
population—all  these provide an 
indication of the current state of the 
development in India. These indicators 
suggest that the worsening coverage and 
quality of public services have meant that 
human development has not improved 
simultaneously with economic growth, 
and have had particularly negative impacts 
upon the condition of women and 
children.

Overall assessment and strategies
for the future

It is apparent from previous analysis that 
the past fifteen years have brought India 
a unique mix of policy measures and 
socio-economic outcomes. In policy 
terms, both globalisation and the economic 
reform programme, on the one hand, and 
a growing recognition of the significance 
of human development on the other 
hand, have influenced discussions of 
economic strategy and patterns of public 
allocation. In outcome terms, there has 
been a startling combination of rapid 
growth of aggregate incomes and some 
(especially urban-based) economic 
activities with sharp increases in economic 
inequalities, the persistence of widespread 
poverty, greater material insecurity for a 
significant part of the population, and 

The past fifteen years 
have brought India a 
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economic outcomes
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uneven evolution of human development 
indicators. Faster economic growth has 
certainly brought an expansion of 
economic opportunities overall, as well as 
dramatically improved consumption 
standards for around 200 million people 
in the upper income groups. However, 
employment growth has not kept pace 
with GDP growth, and in particular there 
has been inadequate generation of ‘decent 
work’, that is good-quality employment. 
Gender gaps in wages and other incomes 
have increased quite sharply in the recent 
period.
 Food security—both at the aggregate 
macroeconomic level and at the household 
level—has emerged as an important 
problem once again, and overall nutrition 
indicators appear to have actually 
worsened, despite higher real per 
capital consumption overall. Partly as a 
consequence of this, and partly because of 
reduced levels of per capita public 
spending on health, other health indicators 
have improved much more slowly than in 
the recent past, and even deteriorated in 
some states (for example with respect to 
child immunisation). Access to education, 
however, has improved significantly over 
the past fifteen years: the literacy 
campaigns made a substantial dent in 
illiteracy (although they did not succeed 
in eliminating it) and the Sarva Shiksha 
Abhiyan (Education for All programme) 
has meant that there has been some 
progress towards ensuring at least primary 
education for all children. However, there 
are serious problems still with the quality 
of school education, and high rates of 
dropout such that universal elementary 
education (up to Class VIII) still remains 
a distant goal. In addition, there is the 
problem that a significant share of the 
age-cohort of 15-25 years did not benefit 
from the Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan and are 
not benefiting from new literacy 
programmes. This is the group that has 
already entered the labour force, which 
raises serious questions about the country’s 
ability to benefit from the brief window 
of  opportunity  provided by the 
demographic dividend.

 Clearly, therefore, the current phase of 
rapid economic growth, while it has 
brought undoubted successes in some 
areas, has also been associated with very 
disappointing lack of achievements in 
crucial areas of human development. 
However, the high growth of recent years 
has had the unfortunate effect of making 
policy-makers less focussed on the need to 
ensure more rapid progress in human 
development. Yet this is absolutely crucial 
if the country is even to fulfil its economic 
growth potential. Therefore, forward-
looking strategies for the future must 
incorporate central concerns with three 
major areas: employment, education and 
health, as described below. In each of 
these, the current government policies 
and debates already contain the seeds of 
what is to be done, and these need to be 
developed and expanded in the immediate 
future. In addition, some new issues that 
have recently been raised in national 
discussion need to be addressed, in terms 
of increasing access to land, water and 
other increasingly scarce resources and 
making their distribution more democratic; 
easing the pain and dislocation of 
d i sp l a c emen t  th rough  e f f e c t i v e 
compensation and rehabilitation policies; 
and addressing the potentially disastrous 
and divisive question of growing economic 
inequalities.

The National Rural Employment 
Guarantee Act (NREGA)

The National Rural  Employment 
Guarantee Act (NREGA), which came 
into force in 2005, is one of the historic 
pieces of legislation in independent India. 
If it is implemented even partially, it 
could have very substantial positive effects 
on the rural economy, which is currently 
in the grip of an unprecedented agrarian 
crisis, with enormous levels of open and 
disguised unemployment and very large 
shortages of opportunities for productive 
income generation. The mobilisation of 
existing surplus labour in the countryside 
is likely to generate very positive effects in 
terms of freeing productive forces and 
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generating more economic growth. But 
there is need for very extensive social and 
political mobilisation to ensure effective 
implementation. The NREGA requires 
state governments to offer 100 days of 
employment per rural household per year 
in public works. The implementation 
officially started in March 2006 to cover 
200 most backward districts (150 of 
which were already covered under a Food-
for-Work programme). In 2007 another 
200 districts were included, and it has 
recently been announced that the scheme 
will now extend to all districts, thereby to 
covering the whole of rural India within 
five years.
 The record of implementation thus far 
is uneven across states, with some states 
showing much more effective implemen-
tation. Also, there are various initial 
teething problems that have emerged 
particularly in some of the more backward 
states. The NREGA is different in 
conception from earlier government 
employment schemes since it treats 
employment as a right and the programme 
is intended to be demand-driven. 
Furthermore, the Act and Guidelines 
anticipate very substantial participation of 
the local people in the planning and 
monitoring of the specific schemes. With 
more local level change, the central and 
state governments need to provide much 
more in the form of financial and technical 
resources for effective implementation. 
Such resources are required to ensure 
wider and more complete dissemination 
about the Act and all its features; to 
provide more assistance in the selection of 
works; to ensure prompt and correct 
payment of wages; to assist in the 
administrative work involved, including 
accounting; and to allow for genuine 
public monitoring and social audit of the 
entire process.
 The huge potential of the NREGA is 
already evident particularly in the 
enthusiastic response of local people, in 
particular the landless and marginal 
farmers. The programme has very high 
participation of women workers—in 
many states they account for as much as 

80 per cent of those who have been 
employed under the programme. Where 
it has been implemented well, it has 
already made a major difference in 
improving material conditions of workers, 
positively affecting rural wages that were 
abysmally low and well below legal 
minimum wages, increasing local demand 
in depressed rural economies, and 
empowering women.  It  has  a l so 
contributed to better water management 
through the large number of surface water 
and similar projects that have been carried 
out. Therefore it has had positive effects 
on agriculture as well as rural demand. 
There is need to make the programme 
more flexible in terms of allowing any 
productive activities that improve the 
quality of life in rural areas. The multiplier 
effects that are generated will also help in 
transforming rural economies over time.

Right to education

Just as the NREGA has recognised the 
right to work, the government in India is 
just beginning to recognise education as a 
basic right of all citizens. In all the heated 
debates about the strategy of development 
for India, there is one issue on which 
there seems to be consensus among all—
the need to provide universal and good 
quality education at the school level to all 
children. There is good reason for this 
consensus, which emerges from some very 
different initial positions with respect to 
other matters of society and economics. 
At one level, education is a fundamental 
human right, without which capabilities 
for a decent life and effective participation 
in society are less likely to be developed. 
Therefore all citizens deserve equitable 
access to a public school education system 
of reasonable quality. There is the equally 
important point about the nature of the 
society the Indians wish to have. The 
primary purpose of education is to build 
a truly humane society, democratic and 
egalitarian, tolerant of diversity and yet 
with some shared human values, and to 
allow all citizens to live with dignity. This 
of course implies that school education up 
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to a certain level (ideally ten or twelve 
years) must be accessible to all, and that 
differences in quality of provision should 
not create monopolisation by any group 
of the benefits of being educated, or social 
inequalities.
 But even those who are less likely to 
adopt a rights-based approach to 
development still recognise the critical 
significance of investing in education. 
This is because they know that for 
sustained growth, an educated labour 
force is absolutely essential. And as 
economic tasks become more complex, 
the importance of higher levels of 
education also grows.
 Despite  thi s ,  and despi te  the 
commitment of Parliament several years 
ago in the Constitutional Amendment 
Article 21A to enact legislation to ensure 
the right to education, this has not yet 
been legislated. Nor has there been a 
financial commitment in the part of the 
central government to ensure that 
legislation is translated into reality through 
adequate provision of schools, teachers 
and other resources for quality education 
for all. It is absolutely critical for a central 
legislation to be enacted along the lines of 
the Panchayati Raj (Amendment) Act, 
requiring the states to enact Right to 
Education Bills within a specified time 
period, and with the primary financial 
responsibility for this resting with the 
central government. Estimates for the 
additional resources required to achieve 
the goal of universal elementary education 
currently range from 0.8 to 2.5 per cent 
of GDP, depending on the criteria used. 
The state-level legislation should specify 
the period within which universal 
education of reasonable quality is to be 
achieved, preferably within three years.

Health and nutrition

It appears that public health has been a 
major casualty of the lack of policy focus 
on human development in the phase of 

rapid economic growth. Public health 
systems in large parts of the country are 
in a state of collapse, and both preventive 
and curative systems have been adversely 
affected. There is great and growing 
inequality in access to health. Therefore, 
the need for increased health expenditure 
and rejuvenation of public and community 
health system becomes essential. The 
present government is aware of this need, 
and in its initial policy statement (the 
National Common Minimum Programme 
announced in 2004) promised to increase 
government health expenditure to reach 3 
per cent of GDP—which is a tripling 
from the current levels. However, actual 
spending has fallen far short of this target. 
Other policy-driven processes, such as the 
running down of the public food 
distribution system, have contributed to 
worsening nutrition conditions. There is 
urgent need to focus on nutrition, public 
health and sanitation, all of which are 
closely interlinked.
 This requires both additional spending 
and a change of approach. The National 
Rural Health Mission has excellent stated 
objectives, in particular involving the 
local community in public health 
provision. However, it is based largely on 
the unpaid labour of women workers 
(ASHAs) who are trained for a brief 
period under the Mission and then 
expected to provide services that will be 
paid for by the local community. 
Predictably, this has not led to qualitative 
improvement of public health conditions 
even as it has exploited women’s labour. 
There is need to much more intensive 
focus on reviving the Primary Health 
Centres and district hospitals with 
adequately trained and paid staff, 
providing medical resources including 
medicines at affordable or subsidised 
rates, and generally providing all citizens 
access to basic health care. This will 
necessarily require much more in the form 
of public resources than is provided at 
present.
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The pursuit of economic stability, socio-
economic progress and human develop-
ment in Pakistan has been quite 
challenging. The economy flourished in 
the 1980s. It was a period of high 
economic growth with the gross domestic 
product (GDP) increase estimated at 6.5 
per cent per annum. This was made 
possible by the gradual dismantling of 
state controls to expedite the rehabilitation 
of the private sector. Denationalization 
and deregulation of industrial activity was 
initiated. Many incentives were offered to 
private sector such as low interest credit, 
duty free imports of selected capital 
goods, tax holidays and accelerated 
depreciation allowances. These incentives, 
combined with higher aggregate demand 
due to remittance inflows from the 
Middle East and the construction boom, 
created a favourable climate for new 
investment. There was a marked increase 
in private sector gross fixed investment. In 
particular, there was more investment in 
the intermediate and capital goods sectors 
leading to acceleration in manufacturing 
sector growth. These factors, together 
with good agricultural harvests, explain 
the improvement in income distribution 
and dramatic decline in poverty levels 
from the late 1970s till 1987-88.
 Tragically, most of the positive 
economic outcomes were reversed during 
the 1990s. In 1988, Pakistan started 
implementing the Structural Adjustment 
and Stabilisation Programmes (SAP) 
agreed with the World Bank, IMF and the 
Asian Development Bank (ADB). SAP 
entailed public finance reforms, financial 
sector reforms, monetary and credit 
management, capital market reforms and 
shifts in policies pertaining to trade, 
exchange rates and industry. The 
privatization of industrial and financial 
institutions was also undertaken. The 

rationale was to improve the internal and 
external balances and to overcome the 
structural rigidities and distortions that 
were co-existing with high economic 
growth.
 The ruthless application of demand 
management measures, however, caused 
the average annual GDP growth to slump 
to 4.6 per cent. The public investment 
declined in a bid to reduce the fiscal 
deficit. Nevertheless, macroeconomic 
stability remained illusive as the lowest 
annual gross fiscal deficit during the 
decade remained at 5.6 per cent. Being 
unable to limit their unproductive 
expenditures, successive regimes instead 
made the disastrous choice of cutting 
down the development expenditure. With 
slowdown in GDP growth, lower social 
sector expenditure rendered it impossible 
to attain satisfactory human development 
outcome. The government’s attempt to 
curtail trade deficit led to mixed outcome. 
The loss of revenue from trade taxes, 
however, piled up a huge public debt 
burden due to greater reliance on 
borrowing to finance fiscal deficits. Private 
investment was badly hit by the frequent 
changes in governments culminating into 
the military takeover in 1999. The 
political instability caused discontinuity 
in economic policies with a general 
worsening of law and order. The situation 
was exacerbated by adverse supply shocks 
due to crop failures which hit hard the 
agricultural growth. Repeated devaluation 
of the Pakistani rupee and hike in utility 
prices fuelled the inflationary trends and 
Pakistan ended up confronting double-
digit inflation for most of the 1990s.
 The rise in poverty during the 1990s 
has, therefore, to be examined in the 
backdrop of this dismal political-economic 
scenario, and should not be attributed 
solely to the structural adjustment 
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High GDP growth 
over the last five years 
has significantly 
reduced income 
poverty and raised the 
average living 
standards

programme that the country was 
implementing. Nevertheless, a better-
designed and better-sequenced programme 
would certainly have yielded better 
performance in terms of reducing the 
burden of adjustment on the poor. For 
one thing, the programme involved a 
reduction/withdrawal of subsidy on 
fertilizers and wheat that was found to 
have negative impact on the low-income 
groups. Besides, the structural reforms 
also included privatization that resulted in 
loss of employment for many workers. 
The adverse impact of the programme on 
the poor was exacerbated by the prevailing 
weak institutional context. The piling up 
of bad loans in public sector banks and 
the continuing large losses of public 
sector corporations also represented two 
massive failures. These failures were 
rooted in the weakness of the corporate 
and administrative institutions of 
governance in Pakistan. Slow growth, 
reduced inflow of remittances and 
structural reforms all combined to increase 
the incidence of poverty and inequality in 
Pakistan. The urgency for social and 
human development never received the 
priority that it deserved and thus Pakistan 
continued to languish among the ranks of 
countries with low-to-medium human 
development indicators.
 High GDP growth over the last five 
years has significantly reduced income 
poverty and raised the average living 
standards. Higher per capita incomes have 
stimulated a consumption boom (for the 
urban middle class in particular) with an 
ever- increasing demand for cars , 
communication devices and electronic 
gadgets. However, Pakistan continues to 
grapple with issues that are fundamental 
to  improve  i t s  abysmal  human 
development levels. The performance of 
the agriculture sector (a key determinant 
of pro-poor growth) has been volatile. 
Lack of rural development persists and 
rural-urban gap in the quality of life is 
w iden ing .  Food  in s ecur i t y  and 
malnutrition remain largely endemic. 
High levels of hidden unemployment, 
underemployment and low labour 

productivity plague the very structure of 
the economy. Health and educational 
indicators are dismal compared to 
Pakistan’s neighbours. The quality of 
education and skills, as well as the 
standard of health care, is much below 
what is expected of Pakistan at its current 
stage of economic development. Pakistan 
of today does not appear to be usefully 
utilizing the bulge of its youth population 
that has resulted from the present phase 
of demographic transition. The poorly 
educated and low-skilled working age 
population is likely to end up in low 
quality jobs in the growing informal 
sector.

Economic growth

Trends and sources of GDP growth

After the promising 1980s, Pakistan’s 
economy registered lackluster GDP 
growth throughout the 1990s (figure 4.1). 
Over the last four years (2003-4 to 2006-
7), however, the annual growth figure has 
hovered around the 7 per cent level. 
Largely propelled by the high real GDP 
growth, the per capita income in Pakistan 
has escalated from US$526 in 1999 to 
US$925 currently.1 This implies an 
increase of 8.4 per cent per annum in per 
capita income.
 The current growth momentum of 
Pakistan’s economy is largely the result of 

Source: GOP 2007b.

Figure 4.1 Trends in real gross domestic product (GDP) growth in 
Pakistan, 1980-2007
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the consistently good performance of the 
services and manufacturing sectors. Large-
scale manufacturing has recorded double 
digit growth during three of the last four 
financial years. The services sector grew by 
8.5 per cent in 2004-05, by 9.6 per cent 
in 2005-06 and by 8 per cent in 2006-07. 
The finance and insurance sector spear-
headed the growth in the services sector 
while the wholesale and retail trade sector 
also did well. The sustained growth in 
services and manufacturing underlines the 
gradual but notable change in the structure 
of output in Pakistan. The share of 
agriculture in GDP has been declining, 
implying that Pakistan’s economy is 
undergoing significant structural change. 
The gradual structural transformation is 
obvious over the last decade (figure 4.2). 
The sectoral shares of industry and 
services sector have gone up with the 
contribution of the services sector in the 
GDP now in excess of 53 per cent.
 Over the years, Pakistan’s economy has 
been characterized by a more open trading 
environment and integration into 
international financial and capital markets. 
The economy stands at a higher level of 
trade integration than was the case in 
1995. With merchandise trade worth 37.3 
per cent of the GDP, Pakistan’s economy 
still lags behind those of the low income 
countries which on the average have a 
‘trade-to-GDP ratio’ of above 41 per 

cent.2 The declining trade barriers in 
Pakistan are, however, evident from the 
lower revenue accruing from tariffs. In 
1996, well above one-third of the total tax 
revenue was being obtained from import 
duties. Since then the duties have seen a 
substantial reduction and are now the 
source of less than 23 per cent of the tax 
revenue.3

 The GDP growth has received strong 
support from the upward trend in foreign 
direct investment (FDI). Between 1995 
and 2005, FDI in Pakistan has tripled 
(figure 4.3). Due to the potentially 
explosive security scenario created by the 
nuclear tests, FDI in Pakistan took a 
temporary downward dip between 1998 
and 2000. On the whole, however, the 
annual growth rate of FDI in Pakistan has 
been 11.7 per cent as compared to the 
growth rate of below 9 per cent for all 
developing countries. Almost one-third of 
the FDI in 2006-07 was received by the 
telecommunications sector. Heavy FDI 
inflows have helped revolutionalise the 
telecommunication services in Pakistan 
with dramatic strides in quality and 
coverage. Figure 4.3 also traces the share 
of portfolio equity investment in the 
private capital flows to Pakistan. A 
positive edge to the ongoing financial 
integration is provided by the large share 
of FDI in the inflow of private resources 
with minimal dependence on portfolio 
equity investment. For instance, in 2004 
portfolio equity investment was less than 
five per cent of the FDI inflow.
 The overall saving and investment 
levels in Pakistan, however, continue to be 
inadequate. This aspect of Pakistan’s 
economy merits serious consideration, 
because despite high GDP growth rates in 
recent years Pakistan has much ground to 
cover in raising the living standards of all 
its inhabitants. Indeed in stark similarity 
with India, the structural change in 
Pakistan’s economy has occurred at a level 
of per capita income which is much lower 
than that achieved by developed economies 
at a similar stage. To attain a satisfactory 
level of GDP per capita, Pakistan has to 
ensure the sustainability of economic Sources: GOP 2007b and World Bank 1997.

Figure 4.2 Trends in structure of 
 output in Pakistan, 
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growth. In 2005, the gross capital 
formation was recorded at US$13.9 
billion—a number which has been more 
or less stagnant since 1995 (figure 4.4). 
The saving rate in Pakistan also registered 
only a modest increase from 15.8 per cent 
of the GDP in 1995 to 18.4 percentage 
points by 2004. This performance is very 
poor compared to that of the rapidly 
growing economies of the East Asia and 
the Pacific region where gross savings have 
consistently been recorded in excess of 
one-third of the GDP. The policy-makers 
in Pakistan have generally chosen to 
ignore these weak economic fundamental. 
Savings are effectively being discouraged 
by making more credit available through 
commercial banks for financing consumer 
goods. On the other hand, the return on 
saving certificates, bonds and saving 
accounts has only seen a nominal increase 
after falling to an all time low three years 
back.
 The sustainability of economic growth 
also depends on the extent to which it is 
accounted for by growth in the efficiency 
of input use or what is termed as ‘total 
factor productivity (TFP)’. Unfortunately, 
less than one-sixth of the GDP growth in 
Pakistan between 1995 and 2003 can be 
attributed to TFP growth.4 A study found 
that inadequate growth in scientific and 
technical manpower and insufficient 
research and development expenditure in 
industrial activity have been responsible 
for disappointing TFP growth in Pakistan.5 
For sustained increase in Pakistan’s 
economic growth and consis tent 
improvement of general living standard, a 
greater contribution of TFP and 
significantly higher levels of saving and 
investment are absolutely essential 
ingredients.

Human development

It is fair to say that social and human 
development in Pakistan has been 
painfully slow (figures 4.5, 4.6, 4.7). 
Though the HDI has been on an upward 
trend, it has progressed by a mere 21.6 
per cent over the ten-year period. Pakistan’s 
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Figure 4.4 Trends in gross capital formation in Pakistan, 1995-2005

Source: World Bank 2007d.

Figure 4.3 Trends in foreign direct investment (FDI) and portfolio 
 equity investment in Pakistan, 1995-2005
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Figure 4.5 Trends in the human 
development index (HDI) 
for Pakistan, 1995-2005
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HDI ranking of 136 is indicative of the 
unsatisfactory progress in human 
development. The average life expectancy 
has been stagnant between 1995 and 
2005 while there has been a modest 
decline in infant mortality. The infant 
mortality rate in Pakistan is by far the 

highest in South Asia implying an acute 
shortage of affordable medical facilities. 
Apparently, Pakistan has improved its 
educational indicators since 1995 (figures 
4.8 and 4.9). A closer examination, 
however, reveals that the adult literacy 
rate is still very low at 50 per cent. The 
number of illiterate adults in Pakistan has 
increased to 50 million. Figure 4.9 also 
shows that primary enrolment in Pakistan 
rose rapidly between 1995 and 2000. 
However, since that period it has grown 
by just a single percentage point. No 
surprise, therefore, that Pakistan today has 
the second highest number of out of 
school children in the world with only 
Nigeria doing worse.
 It is not very hard to comprehend why 
Pakistan has been so unsuccessful in 
overcoming its huge human deprivation. 
To start with, public spending on the 
education and health sectors has been 
accorded very low priority; in fact health 
and education outlays as a percentage of 
GDP have actually registered a significant 
decline (figure 4.10). Currently, Pakistan 
is spending a paltry 2.4 per cent of its 
GDP on education and health, a ratio 
that has gone down since 1995. The 
equity aspect of the meager social sector 
allocations in Pakistan also remains 
questionable. For instance, recently there 
has been much talk about promotion of 
higher education. Substantial funds have 
been allocated since 2004 for sending 
scholars abroad for doctorate level studies. 

Figure 4.8 Trends in adult literacy 
rate in Pakistan, 1995-2004
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Figure 4.6 Trends in life expectancy 
in Pakistan, 1995-2005
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Figure 4.9 Trends in net primary 
enrolment in Pakistan, 
1995-2005
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It is difficult to see how the lowest income 
group can benefit from this expenditure. 
The potential benefits of the social sector 
spending are also being marred in Pakistan 
due to pervasive corruption of the 
education bureaucracy, weak administrative 
capacity and underpaid staff.6

Agriculture and rural development

Agriculture is the mainstay of Pakistan’s 
economy. Rapid economic growth is not 
possible without robust growth in 
Pakistan’s agricultural sector. In addition 
to the direct economic contribution, the 
agricultural sector has vital indirect 
linkages with other economic sectors. 
Variations in agricultural productivity 
and/or output directly affect the rural 
masses, a dominant majority of whom 
derives its sustenance from agriculture. 
Therefore, not only acceleration in 
economic growth, but also effective 
poverty alleviation and elevation in 
general living standards are linked to the 
performance of the agricultural sector in 
Pakistan.

Growth in output

Agriculture has historically been a major 
contributor to GDP growth in Pakistan. 
The sector accounted for above one-fourth 

of Pakistan’s GDP in 1995. Economic 
growth is, however, invariably accompanied 
by a declining share of agriculture in total 
output. Accordingly, the latest estimates 
show that the GDP share of agriculture 
has plummeted by more than 5 percentage 
points since 1995. The annual growth in 
agriculture has been inconsistent and 
volatile (figure 4.11). It has swayed 
between the extremes of 11.7 per cent in 
1996 to negative growth in 2001. Severe 
drought conditions hit the agricultural 
sector during 2000-02.
 The average annual growth rate of crop 
production between 1995 and 2004 
lagged behind the population growth rate 
of 2.4 per cent (table 4.1). Figure 4.12 
presents an interesting comparison of the 

Figure 4.10 Trends in public spending
 on health and education 

in Pakistan, 1995-2004
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growth in the yield and output of four 
major crops (cotton, rice, sugarcane and 
wheat) in Pakistan during the period 
1995-2005. Except sugarcane (with 
stagnant production), the production of 
all three major crops grew at more than 
two per cent per annum. The average 
yield also showed improvement in case of 
the major crops. The fastest yield gains 
were those for wheat (2.2 per cent 
annually) and cotton (1.7 per cent per 
year). The yield growth was more modest 
for rice (1.4 per cent per year) and 
sugarcane (less than 0.5 per cent per 
annum). Evidently, the performance of 
major crops in Pakistan has been very 
average. The vagaries of nature continue 
to influence agricultural production with 
vital repercussions for Pakistan’s overall 
GDP growth. This represents a serious 
obstacle to the sustainability of the 
economy’s growth momentum. The 
satisfactory growth performance of 
agriculture (5 per cent) during 2006-07 
has largely been due to 7.6 per cent 
growth rate of major crops.

 Since 1995, the growth in food 
production has barely outpaced the 
growth in population. The modest growth 
in wheat production and yield is largely 
responsible for the trend, wheat being the 
staple diet of the masses in Pakistan. 
When the drought hit the country in 
2000-01, the per capita food availability 
declined sharply and has shown modest 
recovery from 2003 onwards.
 The livestock sub-sector has been the 
fastest growing component of the 
agricultural sector. With average annual 
growth of 3.2 per cent, the livestock index 
has displayed consistent increase. 
Currently, the livestock sector accounts 
for nearly half of the agricultural GDP of 
Pakistan. The high growth in the livestock 
sub-sector is attributable in no small 
measure to milk production which crossed 
38 billion litres in 2006—an improvement 
of 36 per cent over the corresponding 
estimate for 1996.7

Agricultural inputs

AGRICULTURAL LAND: Growth in 
agricultural land has been virtually non-
existent in Pakistan. Since 1995 
agricultural land use has expanded at a 
negligible annual rate of 0.2 per cent. 
Infact, the area under sugarcane cultivation 
has actually declined. The increasing 
population has exerted extra pressure on 
land use. Hence, the increase in output in 
the agriculture sector has not been aided 
by more land being brought under 
cultivation. The higher agricultural 
production in Pakistan has almost entirely 
resulted from the higher yield per hectare 
rather than from expansion in agricultural 
land. Unequal land distribution owing to 
the  in s t i tu t iona l  cons t ra in t s  to 
redistributive land reform continues to 
hinder the efficient utilization of 
agricultural land in Pakistan. 94.4 per 
cent of the farms are of a size fewer than 
10 hectares (figure 4.13). The remaining 
5.6 per cent large farms account for a 
whopping 37 per cent of the aggregate 
farm area. The Gini coefficient for land 

 Table 4.1 Trends in performance of the agriculture sector in Pakistan, 
1995-2004

 Index (1999-2001 = 100) 1995 2004 Annual growth rate (%)

 Food production 87.2 110.6 2.7
 Crop production 92.8 113.3 2.2
 Livestock 84.4 112.4 3.2

Sources: World Bank 2006e and MHHDC staff computations.

Figure 4.12 Growth in the yield per hectare and the production of 
major crops in Pakistan, 1995-2005
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ownership in Pakistan has shown no 
improvement since 1972.8

 LABOUR: There has been a dramatic 
deceleration in rural employment growth 
in Pakistan. This is the direct outcome of 
failure of the agriculture sector to create 
employment opportunities. Between the 
years 2000 and 2004, the agricultural 
sector in Pakistan managed an average per 
annum employment growth rate of a 
paltry 0.53 percentage points.9 This is 
insignificant compared to the 2 per cent 
annual employment increase in the 
agriculture sector achieved between 1980 
and 2000.10 The plummeting employment 
elasticity in the agriculture sector is a 
manifestation of the falling absorptive 
capacity of the sector and hence the 
potential shifting of workers towards the 
non-farm sector. However, this cannot be 
termed as a favourable development 
because agriculture’s contribution to the 
GDP has declined at a fast pace, while 
labour absorption in the non-agriculture 
sector has been relatively sluggish. The 
gradual reallocation of labour from 
agriculture to industry and services sector 
is statistically obvious (figure 4.14). 
Nevertheless, the agriculture sector in 
Pakistan still accounts for more than 43 
per cent of the total employment. The 
decreasing yet heavy dependence on the 
agriculture sector implies negative 
consequences for the labour force in 
Pakistan resulting from slower growth in 
rural/agricultural employment. Infact, 
despite the growing number of rural non-
farm enterprises in Pakistan, income from 
self-employment and wage employment 
in non-agricultural activities accounts for 
a mere 30 per cent of the income for the 
average rural household.11

 LABOUR PRODUCTIVITY: In 
Pakistan (as is typical with South Asia) 
agricultural labour productivity is far 
below that in services and industry. 
Worryingly, the labour productivity 
disparity between the agricultural and 
non-agricultural sectors has been more-or-
less stagnant over time. Currently, non-
agricultural labour productivity in Pakistan 
is nearly two and a half times that of the 

Figure 4.13 The number and area of 
farms by size in Pakistan, 
2000

(%
)

Sources: GOP 2006a and MHHDC staff 
computations.
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labour productivity in the agricultural 
sector.12 The phenomenon owes to the 
rather slow increase in agricultural 
productivity. Infact, agriculture value 
added per worker merely registered an 
increase from US$582 to US$696 over 
the period 1993-2003 (figure 4.15). 
This amounts to a paltry 1.8 per cent 
annual growth in agriculture value added 
per worker for Pakistan. Since agricultural 
labour productivity has grown very slowly 
in Pakistan, the outcome has been the 
millions who are still locked at a very low 
earning level.
 WATER: Pakistan has the highest ratio 
of irrigated cropland in the South Asian 
region with four-fifths of its total cropland 
being currently irrigated. Irrigation, 

Figure 4.14 Trends in the sectoral distribution of employment in 
Pakistan, 1995-2007
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infact, utilises 96 per cent of the available 
water supplies.13 More than three-fourths 
of the irrigated area is dependent upon 
canal water. Tube wells irrigate 18 per 
cent of the irrigated land on their own 
(figure 4.16).
 Unfortunately, current water delivery 
and use patterns for agriculture in Pakistan 
are quite wasteful. Due to insufficient 
funding of Operation and Maintenance 
costs, the irrigation infrastructure is 
growing increasingly dilapidated. There is 
inadequate and sporadic rehabilitation of 
canals, the lining of water channels and 
land leveling. Farmers continue to use 
wasteful flood irrigation methods. Heavy 
productivity losses and highly inefficient 
uti l isation of available water are 
compounded by corruption and water 
misappropriation.14

 AGRICULTURAL MACHINERY 
AND FERTILISERS: There has been 
gradual mechanization of agriculture in 
Pakistan. Statistics indicate that 90 per 
cent of the farms in Pakistan use tractors 
and nearly 70 per cent employ threshers 
for agricultural purposes (figure 4.17). 
The use of spray machines, however, is 
not yet a norm in the agricultural sector. 
Less than one-third of all farms have 
reported that they make use of spray 
machines. There has been increasing use 
of chemical fertilisers, fungicides and 
pesticides. Pakistan has, infact, registered 
consistent upward trends in the intensity 

of fertiliser usage (figure 4.18). Similarly, 
a significant increase has been observed in 
the use of pesticides in Pakistan. Since 
1995 the consumption of pesticides has 
grown annually by more than 10 
percentage points.15

 AGRICULTURAL CREDIT: The 
rapid expansion in the credit requirements 
of the agricultural sector in Pakistan is 
very much in line with the steady 
mechanization of the sector as well as the 
growing intensity of fertilizer/pesticide 
usage. There has been an exponential rise 
in the formal sector rural credit 
disbursement in Pakistan (figure 4.19). 
The provision of agricultural loans infact 
increased by more than seven times 
between 1995 and 2006. In particular, 
since 2000-01 the formal sector rural 
credit has grown at a galloping average 
annual rate of 25 per cent.

Figure 4.15 Trends in the agriculture value added per worker in 
Pakistan, 1993-2003
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Figure 4.16 Sources of 
irrigation in 
Pakistan, 
2005-06

Sources: GOP 2007b and MHHDC 
staff computations.
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Figure 4.17 The proportion of farms 
reporting the use of 
agricultural machinery 
in Pakistan, 2000
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Figure 4.18 Trends in the intensity of 
fertiliser use in Pakistan, 
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 In 1995-96, the Zarai Taraqiati Bank 
Ltd. (ZTBL) supplied more than half of 
the total institutional agricultural credit. 
Though its share has been considerably 
reduced now, it remains a key player in 
the provision of agricultural finance. The 
expansion of agricultural credit in the 
country has much to do with the policy 
reform in the ZTBL during the late 
1990s. Complicated lending procedures 
were modified to accommodate small 
landowners. The ZTBL is now playing an 
important role in advancing loans under 
one window operation (for purchase of 
inputs during the peak sowing season) as 
well as in the ‘crop maximization project’ 
(with the Ministry of food, agriculture 
and livestock). Moreover, the ZTBL is 
undertaking a ‘Sada Bahar Scheme (SBS)’ 

under which input loans and working 
capital worth Rs 30.9 billion was disbursed 
during July-March, 2006-07.16 A ‘Credit 
to women Programme’ has also been 
launched to enhance rural women’s access 
to credit.
 The commercial banks are now also 
involved in a big way in the field of 
agricultural finance. The credit disburse-
ment for the agricultural sector by the 
commercial banks has multiplied 13 times 
since 1995-96. The impetus has come 
from the removal of territorial restrictions 
on the lending operations of the 
commercial banks. Currently, the 
commercial banks command nearly half 
the credit share (see figure 4.20) and are 
the largest formal lenders to the agricultural 
sector. In addition, the domestic private 
banks now also have a substantial (11.7 
per cent) share in the disbursement of 
agricultural credit.

Formal versus informal credit

Despite the increased supply of agricultural 
finance in recent years, there remains a 
huge unmet need for institutional credit 
in Pakistan. A survey by the World Bank 
indicated that only one farmer out of 
every thirteen has access to formal sector 
loans. In this context, the plight of the 
small farmers is particularly deplorable 
(figure 4.21). Less than five per cent of 
the landless and small holders are able to 
procure formal credit. This contrasts 
sharply with the facility enjoyed by the 
large landowners, almost 23 per cent of 
whom obtain loans from formal sources. 
Dependence of the landless and small 
farm owners on informal sector loans is 
quite apparent, with three out of four 
farmers benefiting from such credit.
 The ZTBL is one of the key formal 
sources for agricultural finance. However, 
more than 80 per cent of its credit is 
currently being distributed within the 
province of Punjab (figure 4.22). The 
distribution of the agricultural finance 
being provided by the commercial banks 
is also heavily skewed. Whatever the 
underlying causes, such numbers do 

Figure 4.19 Trends in total 
agricultural credit 
disbursed by institutions 
in Pakistan, 1995-2006

Source: GOP 2007b.
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Figure 4.20 Trends in the 
respective 
shares of 
institutions 
responsible for 
disbursement 
of agricultural 
loans in 
Pakistan, 
1995-2006

Note: ZTBL: Zarai Taraqiati Bank 
Limited; PPCBL: Punjab 
Provincial Cooperative Bank 
Limited.

Sources: GOP 2007b and MHHDC 
staff computations.

26.3%

53.9%
19.8%

ZTBL
PPCBL
Commercial Banks

1995-96

2005-06
11.7%

34.6%

4.3%
49.4%

ZTBL
PPCBL
Commercial Banks
Domestic private banks

Figure 4.21 Borrowing by rural 
households in Pakistan, 
2001

Sources: World Bank 2002a and MHHDC staff 
computations.

90
80
70
60
50
40
30
20
10

0(%
) o

f b
or

ro
w

in
g 

ho
us

eh
ol

ds

 Informal loans Formal loans

Landless/small farm owners
Medium farm owners
Large farm owners



78 Human Development in South Asia 2007

pinpoint that the credit needs of the 
farmers in many backward regions of 
Pakistan are not being adequately 
addressed.
 Given the unsatisfactory institutional 
arrangements, the availability of unsecured 
loans from informal sources that ensure 
access to agricultural inputs are critical for 
the farmers. However, the non-landowners 
and small farmers face two distinct 
disadvantages due to their primary reliance 
on informal loans. First, they have to 
depend on moneylenders, traders and 
landlords to satisfy the bulk of their credit 
needs. For instance, landless share tenants 
get over two-thirds of key production 
inputs on credit and over a half of this is 
from their landlords.17 The high interest 
rates charged by the lenders have created 
a situation where the poor farmers in 
Pakistan are paying more for credit than 
their well-off counterparts to whom 
informal loans from friends and relatives 
are available at minimum charges. Second, 
these inequalities are reinforced by the 
smaller average loan size of the informal 
sector credit. While the poor farmers are 
often successful in borrowing enough to 
cover input costs, informal loans are 
usually not large enough to support 
serious investments in land improvements 
and/or purchase of land.
 Thus there is an urgent need to improve 
the rural formal lending institutions in 

Pakistan with a focus on augmenting the 
supply of funds to the most needy at 
affordable rates. Though the informal 
arrangements are mitigating the credit 
shortage somewhat, the plight of the less 
fortunate is not being adequately 
addressed. Infact,  the sources of 
agricultural finance, both formal and 
informal, appear to be widening the gulf 
between the large landowners and the 
landless/marginal farmers.

Rural development

Since 2000-01, the public expenditure on 
rural development has grown at a 
commendable per annum rate of 26.2 per 
cent (figure 4.23). The projected spending 
o n  r u r a l  d e v e l o p m e n t  t o t a l e d 
approximately Rs 78 billion in 2006-07. 
A major chunk of this expenditure (63 
per cent) is reserved for irrigation works. 
The emphasis on agricultural/rural 
development is also borne out by the 
increased allocations for agriculture in the 
Public Sector Development Programme 
(PSDP). The share of the agricultural 
sector in the PSDP for 2000-01 was 
below one per cent (figure 4.24). The 
proportion improved to 2.5 per cent in 
the PSDP for 2005-06. The budgetary 
figures, therefore, indicate that the 
government of Pakistan has been investing 
in rural development and agricultural 

Figure 4.22 Province-wise 
supply shares 
of agricultural 
credit in 
Pakistan, 
2005-06

Sources: GOP 2006a and MHHDC 
staff computations.

Punjab Sindh
NWFP Balochistan

11.7%

6.2% 0.5%

81.5%

Zarai Taraqiati Bank Limited
(ZTBL)

Commercial Banks

Punjab Sindh
NWFP Balochistan

12.7%

6.4% 0.3%

80.7%

Figure 4.23 Trends in rural 
development 
expenditures by the 
government of Pakistan, 
2001-2007

Note: The number for 2006-07 is a projected one.
Source: GOP 2007b.

2001-02

2002-03

2003-04

2004-05

2005-06

2006-07

 0 20 40 60 80 100

Rs. billion

Figure 4.24 Public development 
expenditure on the 
agricultural sector in 
Pakistan, 2000-2006

Sources: GOP 2003 and 2007b,f and MHHDC staff 
computations.

(%
) o

f t
he

 P
SD

P

2.50

 2000-01 2005-06

0.91



 Economic Growth and Human Development in Pakistan 79

productivity to ensure more secure 
livelihoods and higher living standards for 
rural population.
 There have been quite a few major 
initiatives to expedite rural development 
over the last decade. Social Action 
Programme (SAP) II was launched in 
1998-99 and lasted for five years. Its 
overarching objective was to bring about 
a perceptible improvement in basic service 
delivery. In particular, SAP II aimed at 
expanding the access of the poor to 
technical and vocational education. The 
Khushhal Pakistan Programme (KPP) was 
started in January 2000 to finance public 
works/infrastructure schemes of upto Rs 5 
million in rural areas and similar 
programmes of upto Rs 8 million in low-
income urban regions. There has been a 
realization among the policy-makers that 
improving the lot of the rural masses will 
of necessity involve their better access to 
credit. Accordingly, the Pakistan Poverty 
Alleviation Fund (PPAF) and the 
Khushhali Bank (with a predominantly 
rural portfolio) are leading the way for the 
provision of micro credit to poor 
communities.
 Despite increased public spending and 
rural development programmes with 
diverse approaches, how far has Pakistan 
been able to travel on the path towards 
attaining a better quality of life for its 
rural inhabitants?

The rural-urban divide

Table 4.2 indicates that the rural area lags 
well behind the urban one in all areas. 
The housing conditions, health facilities 
and educational opportunities for rural 
dwellers are evidently unsatisfactory. Well 
over half the housing units in rural areas 
still do not have kitchens, latrines and/or 
sanitation arrangements. Even worse, 
piped drinking water is available to a 
paltry 17 per cent of the rural households. 
92 per cent of urban households have 
access to sanitation and two-thirds of 
them use piped drinking water. On the 
other hand, nearly half the rural housing 
units continue to have kucha structures. 

Electricity has not yet reached 40 per cent 
of rural homes and a huge 85.7 per cent 
of rural households are still dependent 
upon wood for cooking purposes.
 Table 4.2 also highlights the situation 
in rural areas in terms of social 
development. The infant mortality rate 
for those born in rural areas is twice that 
of their urban-born counterparts. While 
well over half the rural population is 
illiterate, the net primary enrolment ratio 
in rural areas continues to languish a full 
17 percentage points below that for the 
children in urban areas.
 The continued backwardness of the 
rural population and the painfully slow 
rural progress in Pakistan offer a 
compelling case to revisit the structural 
issues hampering rural development. 
Indeed the rural development programmes 
in Pakistan have either been project-
oriented or sector-centric, addressing 
issues at a micro level.18 Pakistan is yet to 
undertake the regeneration of rural areas 
for which it is essential to mainstream 
rural development and rural poverty 
alleviation agendas into the overall design 
of development. For instance, the critical 
issue of land reform and greater land 
access for the deprived is yet to emerge as 
a component of the architecture of any 
rural development scheme. Considerations 
of both equity and efficiency suggest that 
agrarian reform remains at the forefront 

 Table 4.2 Disparity in the quality of life in urban and rural areas of 
Pakistan, 2007

 Indicators Urban areas Rural areas

 Characteristics of housing units

 No kitchen (%) 29.1 56.2
 No latrine (%) 11.1 69.3
 No sanitation (%) 8.0 58.0
 Non-availability of piped drinking water (%) 35.0 82.7
 Non-availability of electricity (%) 6.9 39.9
 Use of wood as cooking fuel (%) 32.0 85.7
 Single room (%) 30.4 41.7
 Kucha houses (%) 11.3 45.2

 Health and education outcomes

 Infant mortality rate 41.0 82.0
 Literacy rate (%) 71.0 44.0
 Net primary level enrolment rate (%) 65.0 48.0

Source: GOP 2007c,d.
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of the unfinished agenda of rural 
development in Pakistan. While, on one 
hand, there are quite a few examples of 
highly successful individual rural 
development initiatives (e.g. NRSP), on 
the other hand, the overall picture of 
socio-economic development and general 
living standards in the rural areas remains 
bleak.

Food security

In the backdrop of the prevailing trends 
in the agricultural sector, it is interesting 
to evaluate whether and to what extent 
has Pakistan been able to provide food 
security to the ever-growing population. 
The enormity and significance of the task 
is evident. Food expenditure has extremely 
high share among the total consumption 
expenditure in Pakistan (figure 4.25). 

Infact, nearly half of the total household 
consumption expenditure in Pakistan is 
made on food items. The corresponding 
share for rural areas (54.4 per cent) is 
higher than that for urban areas and has 
not exhibited a significant decline since 
1996.
 Worr y ing ly,  the  cha l l enge  o f 
malnutrition has assumed a more alarming 
proportion for Pakistan since 1995. The 
proportion of the undernourished has 
ballooned from 19 to 24 per cent of the 
total population.19 At present, more than 
37 million Pakistanis are chronically 
malnourished. The prevalence of 
malnutrition is also reflected in the 
number of underweight children in the 
country. The sad fact is that two children 
out of every five are underweight and the 
situation has shown no improvement 
since 1995.
 What are the factors chiefly responsible 
for high levels of undernourishment and 
food insecurity in Pakistan? The most 
important is the fact that per capita food 
availability in Pakistan has been stagnant 
since 1995. Hence, the average nutritional 
level of the population has pretty much 
been the same over the years. While food 
availability has been unsatisfactory, food 
insecurity has been further fuelled by food 
inflation over the last five years in 
particular (figure 4.26). The high food 
inflation of the mid-1990s was successfully 
checked and kept well below the double-
digit level between 1997-98 and 2003-04. 
However, the consumer price index (CPI) 
for food items has averaged a steep 9.9 per 
cent over the last three financial years. The 
inflationary trends of some individual 
food items are shown in figure 4.27. It is 
worthwhile to note that these items 
consume most of the food expenditure of 
the low-income groups. Hence it is 
ominous that the prices of all these 
commodities have grown annually by 5 
per cent or more since 1996-97. In 
particular, the 6.4 per cent annual increase 
in the price of wheat flour has hit the 
poor hard who eat rotis twice a day. 
Similarly, the exorbitant inflation for 
pulses and onions is not acceptable in the 

Figure 4.25 Trends in the share of 
food consumption in 
Pakistan, 1996-2001

Source: FAO 2007a.
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Source: GOP 2007b.
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context of providing food security to the 
already insecure as well as to those who 
are vulnerable. Food inflation in Pakistan 
is frequently attributable to artificial 
shortages created by hoarding for undue 
profiteering.

The employment scenario

The role of employment generation is 
extremely critical for transmitting the 
benefits of high economic growth to the 
less fortunate. Accordingly, it is of 
paramount importance to establish 
whether the growth in Pakistan has been 
sufficiently employment intensive. The 
unemployment rate in Pakistan registered 
only a slight increase from 5.9 per cent in 
1996-97 to 6.2 per cent in 2005-06.20 
However, it is extremely questionable 
whether the mere statistics of open 
unemployment present the true picture of 
the labour market in Pakistan.

• The labour force participation rate 
(LFPR) in Pakistan is still below 33 per 
cent.21 The situation is not improving 
either. The LFPR has registered an 
increase of less than 5 percentage 
points since 1996.22

• Is the employment growth in Pakistan 
keeping pace with the increase in 
labour force? Over the period 2000-
2004, the labour force grew at a high 
3.9 per cent per annum as against 
annual employment growth of 1.8 
percentage points.23 These statistics 
point towards grossly inadequate 
absorption of the rapidly increasing 
labour force by Pakistan’s economy.

• Underemployment of the labour force 
continues to be a critical employment 
issue. The wide prevalence of undere-
mployment in Pakistan means that 
many of the reportedly employed 
workers are not ‘fully employed’. 
Though the  e s t imates  o f  the 
underemployed in Pakistan are quite 
hard to come by, no evidence indicates 
any perceptible move towards reduction 
in the high underemployment level. 
Evidently, a substantial portion of the 

employment growth in Pakistan over 
the last decade has been in part-time 
work. This raises serious questions 
about the quality of employment being 
generated as well as its remunerative 
potential.

Child labour

The high incidence of child labour in 
Pakistan is a significant manifestation of 
the prevailing unemployment and 
underemployment. The inadequate 
earnings of the adult members compel 
households to have the maximum number 
of economically active members even if it 
implies sending children to work. National 
child labour surveys in Pakistan have been 
sporadic and no major survey has been 
conducted over the last decade. However, 
the statistics that are available do pinpoint 
certain marked characteristics of the child 
labour population in Pakistan:

• Child labour is largely concentrated in 
rural areas. Infact, the work participation 
rate of rural children is eight times the 
rate of their urban counterparts.24

• Most of these children work as unpaid 
domestic workers. Girls take on a 
disproportionate share of these unpaid 
workers.

• The physical well-being and mental 
health of child labourers is further 
compromised by the far from ideal 
work environment and the nature of 

Figure 4.27 Growth in the average retail prices of essential items in 
Pakistan, 1996-2007

Source: GOP 2007b.

Fresh milk

Vegetable ghee

Dry onion

Moong pulse

Wheat flour

Annual increase (%)

5.7

5.0

9.4

10.0

6.4



82 Human Development in South Asia 2007

work they are engaged in. One-third of 
the child labourers work for more than 
42 hours per week.25

 Though successive governments in 
Pakistan have responded in terms of 
legislation and paperwork, the situation 
on ground remains dismal as far as child 
labour is concerned.

Labour productivity and working poverty

In view of the stagnant ratio of non-
agricultural labour productivity to 
agricultural labour productivity in 
Pakistan, one would expect the real wage 
earnings to be growing in the non-
agriculture sector. But is the scenario so 
straightforward? It does not appear to be 
so. The real wage rates for unskilled 
labour declined in Pakistan between 1998 
and 2005.26 Hence, being employed often 
does not guarantee an escape from poverty 
in Pakistan. What may be termed as the 
‘working poor’ constitute a high proportion 
of those employed. On one hand, 
agricultural labour productivity has not 
increased in Pakistan at the desirable pace 
(see figure 4.15). On the other hand, the 
strides in labour productivity in the 
manufacturing and services sectors have 
not been consistently backed up with 
correspondingly high real wages. The 
implication is that while more employment 
opportunities may have helped overcome 
extreme poverty in Pakistan, such jobs 
have often not been productive enough. 
Consequently, the incomes generated have 
been inadequate to enable a significant 
ratio of the working population to rise 
above the poverty threshold.

The educated unemployed

Those with higher educational attainments 
in Pakistan are facing an increasing threat 
of open unemployment. While a mere 
one out of ten unemployed in 1995 had 
received college/university education, this 
ratio ballooned up to one-fourth by the 
year 2002 (figure 4.28). The statistics 
point towards the growing preference of 

the least educated in Pakistan to grab the 
available work opportunities (even if not 
adequately remunerative) rather than 
staying unemployed. The swelling rank of 
the unemployed with college/university 
education is also a manifestation of the 
structural imbalance between the types of 
work that education is grooming people 
for and the pattern of opportunities 
actually available. In general, tertiary 
education in Pakistan is not teaching skills 
and aptitudes required for the job market. 
Hence, when the educated demand 
comparatively higher wages (having 
invested in their education for a long 
period) they are left with no job.

The informal economy

The huge and flourishing informal 
economy in Pakistan has a vital bearing 
on employment generation. The size of 
the informal economy as a share of GNP 
in Pakistan is as high as 37 per cent. 27 
This is a much larger informal sector share 
than the Asian average of 26 per cent. In 
financial terms, the informal economy in 
Pakistan was valued above a whopping 
US$219 billion in the year 2000.28

 There has been rapid employment 
growth in the informal sector in Pakistan. 
In case of the non-agriculture sector, the 
share of informal employment is on the 
increase and is currently estimated at 
nearly three-fourths of the total 

Figure 4.28 Trends in unemployment 
by educational attainment 
in Pakistan, 1995-2002

Source: World Bank 2006e.
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employment in the non-agriculture sector 
(figure 4.29). Such trends are attributable 
to the downsizing of the workforce in the 
public sector in pursuance of the 
privatisation agenda and implementation 
of structural adjustment policies.
 The informal economy in Pakistan (as 
is typical of the ‘unorganized’ sector) has 
low productivity with heavy bias towards 
unskilled labour. However, as the 
employment share statistics suggest, the 
informal economy is  of  primary 
significance as a job generator. In absolute 
terms, the informal economy has been 
absorbing staggering proportions of the 
urban labour force. Urban informal 
economy, infact, accounts for well over 
half the total employed in urban Pakistan.29 
This characteristic of the labour market in 
Pakistan is closely linked with another 
attribute earlier discussed—underemploy-
ment. While the statistics point towards 
impressive employment creation in the 
informal economic sector, underemploy-
ment has been prevalent among this 
‘employed’ labour force.

Demographic transition and youth 
unemployment

Currently Pakistan is going through a 
‘demographic dividend’ as a result of the 
bulge in the working age population, 
lower dependency ratio and surge in the 
population share of the youth. If the 
‘demographic dividend’ is to be used as an 
opportunity it has to be ensured that the 
growing population of the youth not only 
makes it into the workforce but also that 
what they deliver is of high quality. To 
achieve that it is imperative to equip the 
youth population with better education 
and skills as it is not guaranteed that the 
potential benefits of demographic 
transition can be automatically achieved. 
One-third of the ‘miracle growth’ in East 
Asia  has  been attr ibuted to the 
demographic dividend while Latin 
America failed to achieve the same result 
despite similar demographic trends. 
Infact, providing job opportunity to the 
youth presents special difficulties compared 

to providing employment to adult 
population. The youth often have very 
little prior work experience. They are also 
likely to lack information of the labour 
market. These hindrances, in addition to 
the tendency of the young to experiment 
before settling into a career path, make it 
rather challenging to keep youth 
unemployment in check when faced with 
a demographic transition, as is the case 
with Pakistan presently.
 The labour force participation rates for 
the youth have been stagnant in Pakistan. 
The male labour participation rate in rural 
areas for the age group 20-24 increased by 
only 1.2 percentage points between 1993-
94 and 2003-04.30 Admittedly, a low 
youth labour force participation rate does 
not in itself carry any negative connota-
tions. Less participation may be the result 
of pursuit of education for longer periods 
and at higher levels that is a good sign for 
Pakistan. However, even if that is the case, 
Pakistan does not stand to benefit from it. 
As among the unemployed in Pakistan the 
proportion of those with tertiary education 
is going up (see figure 4.28). In Pakistan 
more education in itself has failed to 
enhance the employability of the youth. 
The quality and relevance of education 
need to be addressed to meaningfully 
absorb the fast growing youth population 
into the labour force.
 Youth unemployment is high in 
Pakistan and the situation is getting 
wor se .  Figure  4 .31  shows  tha t 
unemployment rate increased from 9 per 

Figure 4.29 The percentage 
share of 
informal 
employment in 
non-agriculture 
employment in  
Pakistan, 2003-
2006

Sources: GOP 2007b and MHHDC 
staff computations.
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cent to 10.1 per cent among those 15-19 
years old between 1993-94 and 2005-06. 
Over the same period, unemployment 
rate also increased from 6.7 to 7.8 per 
cent among those in the age group of 
20-24 years. These statistics are based on 
those youth who describe themselves as 
‘unemployed’. In all likelihood, a large 
number of those employed may well be 

underemployed or not employed produc-
tively, underlining the demographic 
challenge for Pakistan.
 Thus it would be reasonably accurate 
to state that Pakistan’s potential to exploit 
the demographic dividend is being eroded 
by the presence of large-scale un-
employment and underemployment. The 
bonus provided by the demographic 
transition is only a temporary phase. The 
proportion of youth population is expected 
to start declining in the near future (figure 
4.32). Currently Pakistan is passing 
through a decade during which its youth 
population is estimated to increase 
annually by over a million on the average.31 
However, this phase will soon pass with 
the ratio of youth population projected to 
come down to 18 per cent in 2020 from 
the high of 22.4 per cent in 2010. It is a 
worrying prospect that far from seizing 
this moment of opportunity, Pakistan 
might end up with social anarchy and 
political instability unleashed by huge 
numbers of frustrated unemployed young 
men and women.

The poverty challenge

The consistently high GDP growth has 
apparently made a significant dent in the 
poverty levels in Pakistan (table 4.3). The 
headcount index which had ballooned 
from 25.8 per cent in 1996-97 to 34.5 
per cent in 2000-01 saw a decline of more 
than ten percentage points over the 
following four years. Figure 4.33 shows 
that the poverty gap (which determines 
the average depth of poverty) and the 
FGT index (which measures the severity 
of poverty) recorded steep annual increases 
of 12.3 and 17.6 per cent respectively 
between 1996 and 2000. The reduction in 
these measures since 2000-01 has, 
however, been at a much slower pace. The 
statistics, therefore, indicate that the 
depth and severity of poverty are serious 
and challenging issues for policy-makers 
in Pakistan.
 There is visible disparity in poverty 
incidence between urban and rural 
Pakistan (figure 4.34). According to latest 

Figure 4.31 Trends in youth 
unemployment in 
Pakistan, 1993-2006

Source: Arif and Chaudhry 2007.
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 Table 4.3 Trends in incidence, depth and severity of poverty in Pakistan, 
1996-2005

 (%)

  1996-97 2000-01 2004-05

 Headcount ratio 25.8 34.5 23.9
 Poverty gap 4.4 7.0 4.8
 FGT index 1.1 2.1 1.5

Note: Estimates are based upon the national poverty line of Rs. 673.54 per capita per month for 
the year 1998-99 equivalent to meet the adult caloric requirement of 2350 calories per day.

Sources: CRPRID 2005a and GOP 2007b.
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estimates, as was the case in 1996, the 
headcount index for rural areas is roughly 
twice that of urban Pakistan. Given that 
two-thirds of Pakistan’s population resides 
in rural areas, it is not very hard to gauge 
where exactly the menace of deprivation 
is based in the country. The gap between 
rural and urban poverty incidence has not 
seen any reduction over the years.

Vulnerability

Poverty in Pakistan is not only about 
having insufficient command over 
resources, it is also about exposure of the 
poor and non-poor to serious risks and 
defenselessness against all kinds of shocks. 
The less fortunate in Pakistan are exposed 
to a number of risks such as natural 
disasters, illness, disability, violence, crime 
and unemployment etc. The standard 
poverty concepts and measures do not 
capture the burden placed by these risks 
on the shoulders of the poor. To arrive at 
some re l i ab le  approx imat ion  o f 
vulnerability for Pakistan, it is important 
to distinguish between ‘chronic’ poverty 
and ‘transitory’ poverty. The defining 
feature of ‘chronic’ poverty is its extended 
duration.32 While the ‘transitory’ poor 
move in and out of poverty over time, the 
‘chronic’ poor suffer persistent deprivation. 
The chronically poor remain poor for 
much of their life, and may ultimately 
pass on their poverty to subsequent 
generations.33

Determinants of poverty and 
vulnerability

Taking into account the major economic 
activities, the incidence of poverty is the 
highest in the construction sector (figure 
4.35). However, the 40.6 per cent 
headcount ratio among those employed in 
the agriculture sector is a matter of even 
greater concern. It is because agriculture 
employs five times as many as the 
construction sector and infact accounts 
for more than 44 per cent of the total 
poor in Pakistan today.34 In particular, 
well over half the sharecroppers suffer 

from poverty (figure 4.36). On the other 
hand, those who cultivate their own land 
are much better-off with only one out of 
five below the poverty line in 2001-02. 
Figure 4.37 shows the distribution of the 
poor with respect to status of employment. 
The incidence of poverty is highest among 
the paid employed with the self-employed 
not so far behind. The well-being of both 

Figure 4.33 Trend in annual changes in poverty measures for 
Pakistan, 1996-2005

Sources: CRPRID 2005a; GOP 2007b and MHHDC staff computations.
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Figure 4.34 Trend in poverty incidence in Pakistan, 1996-2005

Note:  Estimates are based upon the national poverty line of Rs. 673.54 per capita per month 
for the year 1998-99 equivalent to meet the adult caloric requirement of 2350 calories 
per day.

Sources: CRPRID 2005a and GOP 2007b.
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these categories visibly deteriorated 
between 1993 and 2001.
 Illiteracy and poverty go hand in hand 
in Pakistan, as well as in other countries. 
Nearly half the households headed by an 
individual with no formal education are 
categorized as poor. The probability of 
being poor goes down with higher 
educational attainment. The headcount 
index is 22 per cent in cases where the 
household head has acquired secondary 
education.35 Finally, poverty incidence is 
14 per cent among households with well-
educated heads (educated at least upto 
B.A./B.Sc. level). However, between 1993 
and 2002, poverty incidence has multiplied 
three and a half times for households with 
(at least) graduate heads.36 The trend is in 
line with growing unemployment among 
the educated in Pakistan as discussed 
earlier.
 Access of the poor to basic utilities like 
electricity, natural gas and telephone is 
extremely limited as well. Only one poor 
out of ten benefits from the provision of 
natural gas while availability of a telephone 
line is even more rare.37 The health 
indicators for the poor are equally dismal. 
Less than one-fourth of the poor women 
undergo pre-natal consultation as 
compared to 43 per cent of their non-
poor counterparts.38 Infant mortality rates 
are, thus, higher for low income households 
in Pakistan.39 It is understandable also 
because the first quintile (which comprises 
individuals with the lowest consumption 
level) is exposed to higher health risks. 
Only one out of five of the poorest has 
access to a safe water source while well 
over 60 per cent lives in houses that have 
neither a flush toilet nor any sanitation 
facility.40

 In Pakistan, the availability of assets 
such as land, livestock and farm assets 
reduces the vulnerability of the poor in a 
significant manner.41 In case of physical 
assets, it is also important that these assets 
are liquid so that they can be sold off 
easily in times of need. Physical assets, in 
particular land, may also serve as a 
collateral to access credit markets. This is 
specially true for Pakistan where land is 

Figure 4.35 Trends in poverty incidence in Pakistan by industry of 
employment of the household head, 1993-2002

Source: Jafri 1999 and Ninno et al. 2006.
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Figure 4.36 Occupational category of the poor in the agricultural 
sector in Pakistan, 2001-02
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Figure 4.37 Trends in poverty incidence by employment status in 
Pakistan, 1993-2001
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the principal asset in the agrarian economy. 
Landlessness is likely to reinforce the 
negative effects of imperfect capital 
markets on the borrowing capacity of 
households. This creates a powerful 
vicious circle that increases vulnerability 
and makes it persistent over time.42 The 
distribution of land ownership is, 
therefore, vital to any understanding of 
the high prevalence of rural poverty. 
Figure 4.38 makes evident the extremely 
close relationship between poverty and 
land ownership in Pakistan. Poverty 
incidence among the landless is found to 
be very high at 54.9 per cent. Poverty 
declines by as many as 18 percentage 
points for very small land owners (owning 
under 5 acres of land), while it is virtually 
non-existent among large landowners. 
The poverty gap measure follows a similar 
pattern with the depth of poverty the 
highest (12.2 per cent) for the landless.

Poverty of opportunity

The previous discussion suggests that 
poverty is essentially a multidimensional 
phenomenon. An individual is poor due 
to his/her lack of different attributes of 
well-being that are necessary to maintain 
a decent level of living. In view of the 
serious limitation of the income/
consumption based poverty measures to 
fully capture the concept of poverty, 
Mahbub ul Haq suggested the poverty of 
opportunity index (POPI) in the Report 
on Human Development in South Asia 
1998.43 It is a composite of deprivations 
in three vital dimensions: health, education 
and income. Table 4.4 reveals that the 
POPI value for Pakistan is computed at 
32.4 per cent for the year 2005. It is a 
high value in absolute terms implying that 
poverty of opportunity affects one out of 
every three inhabitants of Pakistan. 
Undeniably, Pakistan has taken steps to 
overcome poverty of opportunity recording 
an annual rate of reduction of 3.4 per 
cent in the POPI since 1995. However, 
the POPI still compares unfavourably 
with the headcount measure for Pakistan. 
Infact, poverty as measured by the POPI, 

exceeds income poverty by 8.5 percentage 
points. Hence the gulf between income 
and opportunity remains wide.
 The breakup of the POPI into its 
component parts  helps in better 
understanding the divergence between 
poverty of income and poverty of 
opportunity in Pakistan. It is shocking to 
observe that nearly half the population in 
Pakistan is experiencing poverty of 
education opportunities (table 4.4). The 
high POPI value for Pakistan can largely 
be attributed to this serious deprivation of 
educational opportunities. Worryingly, as 
compared to the poverty of health and 
income opportunities, the progress in 
tackling educational deficits has been 
rather slow. Given the average annual 
reduction rate of 2.8 per cent for the 
poverty of education opportunities, it 
would take till the year 2028 when 
educational opportunities could be made 
available to 75 per cent of Pakistan’s 
population.

Figure 4.38 The incidence and 
depth of poverty by 
landholding in Pakistan, 
2001-02
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Source: Anwar et al. 2004.
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 Table 4.4 Trends in poverty of opportunity in Pakistan, 1995-2005
 (%)

  1995 2005 Annual reduction

 Poverty of health opportunities 19.3 14.1 3.1
 Poverty of education opportunities 62.9 47.4 2.8
 Poverty of income opportunities 31.0 17.0 5.8
 Poverty of opportunity index (POPI) value 45.7 32.4 3.4

Sources: MHHDC 2007a; UNDP 2006; UNICEF 2006c; UNPD 2007 and MHHDC staff 
computations.
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Growth, poverty and inequality:
the evidence and linkages

It is not a mere coincidence that the 
double-digit decrease in the percentage of 
the poor in Pakistan since 2000-01 has 
happened in the backdrop of accelerating 
GDP growth. While the year 2000-01 
saw a mere 2 per cent increase in the 
GDP, the growth rate peaked to 9 per 
cent by 2004-05. The poor have benefited 
from the high GDP growth with per 
capita income growing by more than 8 
per cent per annum since 1999. Though 
the direction of the growth-poverty nexus 
in Pakistan is unmistakable, a closer 
review of its nature is revealing.
 First, despite the impressive reduction 
in poverty, we must not overlook the fact 
that one out of every four citizens of 
Pakistan remains below the poverty line. 
The need, therefore, is for the sustainability 
of the high GDP growth over the long 
term for a persistent attack on poverty. As 
elaborated earlier, the insufficient 
contribution of total factor productivity 
(TFP) and the low rates of savings and 
investment do not present a reassuring 
picture for a sustainable growth of 
Pakistan’s economy in future.

 Second, the structure and pattern of 
GDP growth in Pakistan may not be 
conducive for a pro-poor growth. There is 
empirical evidence from both East Asia 
and South Asia that when the agricultural 
sector fails to perform strongly the 
outcome is a much more modest decline 
in poverty compared to a sharper poverty 
reduction propelled by rapid agricultural 
growth.44 The consistent volatility in 
agricultural performance does not exactly 
render Pakistan eligible for high GDP 
growth in future.

Inequality: the income and
non-income dimensions

Consumption/income inequality increased 
in Pakistan between 2000 and 2005. This 
is not sufficiently captured by the marginal 
rise reported in the consumption-based 
gini coefficient for both urban and rural 
areas.45 Studies indicate that the gini 
coefficients based on income are 
significantly higher and thus paint a much 
more dismal scenario of inequality for 
Pakistan.46 Figure 4.39 shows the 
percentage share of consumption 
expenditure for the poorest and richest 
quintiles for urban and rural Pakistan over 
the period 2000-05. It is obvious that 
consumption inequality is a greater issue 
for the urban dwellers. The consumption 
share of the richest 20 per cent in urban 
areas stands at a staggering 57.7 per cent, 
a far cry from the measly 4.8 per cent 
share for the lowest quintile. Still 
consumption continues to increase faster 
for the richest when compared with the 
poorest in urban Pakistan. This has 
resulted into the erosion of the 
consumption share of the lowest 20 per 
cent and consequently the widening of 
the rich-poor gap since 2000. On the 
other hand, the rural areas have seen a 
slightly more equitable distribution of 
consumption growth since 2000. The 
rural inequality variations have been 
marginal and a minimal contributory 
factor towards the changes in the aggregate 
consumption distribution of Pakistan.

Figure 4.39 Trends in the percentage share of consumption in 
Pakistan, 2000-2005

Source: GOP 2007b.
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 The exacerbating consumption disparity 
in Pakistan is largely fuelled by food 
inflation. Food consumption takes up half 
of what the Pakistani households spend 
on consumption (see figure 4.25). It has 
also been pointed out that prices of 
essential commodities (pulses, flour, milk 
etc.) consumed by low-income groups 
have multiplied annually by five per cent 
or more since 1996-97. A study has 
shown that one per cent decline in food 
prices in Pakistan lowers inequality by 
0.09 per cent and simultaneously raises 
the consumption share of the bottom 20 
per cent of the population by 0.12 per 
cent.47

 Rising inequalities lead to a weaker 
nexus between economic growth and 
poverty reduction. GDP increase which 
promotes a more unequal income 
distribution and/or fails to provide the 
depr ived with  greater  access  to 
opportunities cannot be deemed as pro-
poor growth. The contention that rapid 
strides of growth in Pakistan would have 
been able to touch the poor more 
adequately in the absence of adverse 
variations in inequality has been 
quantified.48 The sizable reduction in the 
headcount index between 2000 and 2005 
is entirely attributable to the growth in 
mean consumption expenditure per 
capita.49 Changes in consumption 
distribution, however, failed to reinforce 
the favourable effects of the increase in 
mean consumption. While changes in 
distribution tended to increase poverty, 
there was sufficient growth in mean 
consumption to compensate for the 
adverse effects of increasing inequalities. 
Hence, it was substantial consumption 
growth alone which ensured that the 
headcount in Pakistan continued to fall 
throughout the period.
 The non-income dimensions of 
inequality are also extremely relevant to 
the growth-poverty nexus in Pakistan. The 
extent and nature of these inequalities 
determine whether the poor have the 
skills and opportunities to adequately 
participate in and benefit from the 
economic growth taking place. As things 

stand, two-thirds of the rural households 
in Pakistan are landless.50 An almost 
similar proportion lacks access to tap 
water. The divergence between poverty of 
income and poverty of opportunity in 
Pakistan has been discussed earlier. 
Currently, millions more are denied basic 
human opportunities than are denied 
income. The dismally high illiteracy ratio, 
the abysmally low enrolment rate and the 
pathetic quality of education remain areas 
of greatest concern. What this effectively 
translates into for the less fortunate is 
poor skill level and very low probability 
of  f inding product ive  and wel l -
remunerated employment. There is little 
evidence that the current phase of high 
GDP growth in Pakistan has stimulated 
adequate employment generation, the 
major channel through which the impact 
of economic growth is transmitted to the 
poor. Though the GDP growth in Pakistan 
cannot conclusively be termed as ‘jobless 
growth’, it has not been adequately 
directed towards the betterment of the 
unemployed and the marginalized groups 
owing to a number of factors. First, the 
employment growth has not kept pace 
with the increase in labour force largely 
due to the plummeting absorptive capacity 
of the agricultural sector and the relatively 
sluggish absorption of workers shifting 
towards the non-farm sector. Second, 
there are serious questions about the 
quality of employment generated by 
economic growth. Most of the employment 
opportunities have been created in the 
informal sector characterised by low 
productivi ty  and mass ive under-
employment.

Conclusion

For the final word on the human 
development-economic growth nexus in 
Pakistan, we would like to remember 
what Mahbub ul Haq said on the issue. 
Haq lamented the unreasonable one-
dimensional pursuit to attain high levels 
of GNP growth. He acknowledged the 
pivotal role of economic growth in 
addressing poverty but emphasised that 
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the ‘character and distribution’ of this 
growth is no less significant than its 
quantity. In essence, the stress in Pakistan 
has been on ‘how much was produced 
and how fast’. The issue of ‘what was 
produced and how it was distributed’ has 
largely been left to take care of itself. 
Though potential gains in poverty 
alleviation have not been totally wiped 
out by rising inequality, economic growth 
in Pakistan is yet to be adequately linked 
with human development by deliberate 
redistributive public policy. Indeed the 
predicament of Pakistan lies in the utter 
divorce of income distribution policies 
from growth policies. Mahbub ul Haq’s 
assessment has turned out to be true for 
Pakistan even today when the equality of 

opportunity is severely restricted by 
numerous disparities. The sole lasting 
panacea for Pakistan lies in the ceaseless 
pursuance of an agenda that is focused on 
enhancing  the  product iv i ty  and 
participation of the less fortunate. The 
impressive GDP growth must also usher 
in equitable broad-based socio-economic 
progress. To accomplish that, generating 
adequate employment, indiscriminately 
providing quality education and health 
fac i l i t i e s ,  reduc ing  income/as se t 
inequalities, and tackling the structural 
issues obstructing rural development need 
to serve as the pillars of any future 
economic development policy frame-
work.

Economic growth in 
Pakistan is yet to be 
adequately linked 
with human 
development by 
deliberate 
redistributive public 
policy



Bangladesh, with a relatively small and 
extremely vulnerable economy, is 
characterized by high population density, 
low resource base, recurrent natural 
disasters, and persistent socio-political 
instability.1 In 2007, an estimated 144 
million people live in the country’s total 
land area of 148 thousand sq km giving a 
population density of more than 970 
persons per sq km, which is highest in the 
world excluding the city-states like 
Singapore. Most of the country’s landscape, 
being low deltaic plains, is submerged by 
monsoon floods every year and the 
country experiences devastating floods 
including tidal surge and cyclones at 
regular intervals. Despite such formidable 
constraints, Bangladesh has performed 
well, especially in recent years, showing 
that a country can achieve significant 
human and social development even at 
relatively low levels of income.2

 In the economic arena, the key element 
of the country’s poverty reduction agenda 
is ‘pro-poor economic growth’ that would 
bring more equalizing growth with greater 
impact on poverty.3 Among others, the 
pursuit of such a strategy in Bangladesh 
requires a good understanding of the 
nature of impact of macroeconomic 
policies on the pace and pattern of 
economic growth since macro-policies 
have a profound impact on the way in 
which growth affects poverty.
 The poverty impact of economic 
growth depends on the nature, strength, 
and other characteristics of the links that 
exist between growth and poverty in the 
country. Many of these links work 
through the dominant informal sector; 
they change over time; these are not direct 

and depend on what happens to inequality. 
If income inequality does not rise or rises 
only modestly, a rapid growth results in 
faster poverty reduction.4 An important 
concern of the macroeconomic agenda in 
Bangladesh is, therefore, to identify the 
contents and design of macroeconomic 
policies that are appropriate for fostering 
pro-poor growth in the country.

Recent economic growth and
human development

Overall growth performance

There has been a moderate acceleration in 
growth during 1997-2007 compared with 
earlier periods (table 5.1). The figures 
indicate that the country has made a 
relatively good progress in increasing the 
per capita income particularly over the 
last ten years when its growth rate 
accelerated to more than 4 per cent per 
year.
 Higher growth of per capita GDP, 
especially since the late-1990s, came from 
a combination of increased economic 
growth and reduced population growth 
(figure 5.1). This, especially the remarkable 
and early demographic transition at a 

Chapter 5

Economic Growth and Poverty Alleviation in 
Bangladesh 1997-2007*

* This is an abridged version of a paper contributed by Mustafa K. Mujeri, Chief Economist, Bangladesh 
Bank and Quazi Shahabuddin, Director General, of Bangladesh Institute of Development Studies 
(BIDS). The authors are responsible for the views expressed here.

 Table 5.1 Trends in economic growth in 
Bangladesh, 1997-2007

  Annual average growth rate (%)

  1997-2001 2002-2006 2007

 GDP 5.3 5.7 6.5
 Population 1.5 1.4 1.4
 Per capita GDP 3.8 4.3 5.1

Note: GDP is measured at constant 1995-96 prices. 
The figures for 2007 are provisional.

Source: GOB 2000, 2001 and 2007a.

The key element of the 
country’s poverty 
reduction agenda is 
‘pro-poor economic 
growth’



92 Human Development in South Asia 2007

relatively low level of development, shows 
the country’s transition to a new phase of 
development.
 Moreover, the values of the proximate 
determinants  of  growth changed 
favourably during the period (table 5.2). 
The growth in GDP was supported by a 
rising rate of investment. The share of 
investment in GDP increased by more 
than 7 percentage points since the 1980s 
and the expanded investment was 

increasingly financed through the sources 
of domestic and national savings. With 
the adoption of private sector-led 
development strategy, the relative role of 
the private sector has also been increasing 
and private investment now accounts for 
nearly three-fourths of the total yearly 
investment in the country. The country is 
also emerging as an attractive and 
competitive destination of foreign direct 
investment (FDI) for  which the 
government has been taking various 
measures to put necessary institutions and 
infrastructure in place in order to create 
an investment-friendly climate.
 The economy has become more open, 
with the share of merchandise trade 
(exports and imports) in GDP increasing 
from just over 29 per cent during 1998-
2000 to nearly 37 per cent during 2004-
2006. The inflation rate was significantly 
brought down to an average of 3 per cent 
per year during 2001-2003; but since 
then it has shown an upward trend and is 
estimated to have exceeded 7 per cent in 
2007. The overall budget deficit as a share 
of GDP continues to remain at relatively 
high levels of more than 4 per cent over 
the last ten years indicating the persistence 
of major constraints in domestic resource 
mobilization and problems of fiscal 
governance.
 The structure of the economy witnessed 
significant changes. The share of agriculture 

Figure 5.1 Trends in GDP growth and per capita GDP growth in 
Bangladesh, 1993-2007

Source: GOB 2000, 2001 and 2007a.
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 Table 5.2 Trends in selected 
macroeconomic indicators of 
the Bangladesh economy, 
1998-2006

  (% of GDP)

 Three-yearly average

  1998- 2001- 2004-
 Indicator 2000 2003 2006

 Gross
 investment 22.1 23.2 24.5
 Gross domestic
 savings 17.7 18.3 20.0
 Gross national
 savings 22.4 23.6 25.9
 Exports 11.8 13.0 15.0
 Imports 17.5 18.8 21.6
 Total revenue 9.0 10.1 10.7
 Tax revenue 7.3 8.0 8.6
 Total public
 expenditure 13.7 14.8 14.8
 Overall budget
 balance -4.7 -4.6 -4.2
 Current account
 balance -0.5 -0.4 0.1
 CPI inflation
 (%) 6.2 3.0 6.5

Source: GOB 2000, 2001 and 2007a.

 Table 5.3 Changes in economic 
structure in Bangladesh, 
1997-2007

 Growth (%) at constant 1995-96 prices

  1997-2006 2007

 Agriculture 3.6 2.8
 Industry 8.7 9.5
 Services 6.2 6.6
 GDP 5.5 6.5

 Share (%) in GDP at constant 1995-96 prices

  1997 2006

 Agriculture 25.9 21.8
 Industry 25.0 29.0
 Services 49.1 49.2
 GDP 100 100

Note: Figures for 2007 are estimates.
Source: GOB 2000, 2001 and 2007a.
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in GDP declined to 22 per cent in 2006 
from 26 per cent in 1997. The share of 
industry correspondingly increased from 
25 per cent in 1997 to 29 per cent in 
2006 due mainly to the impressive 
performance of manufacturing exports 
and construction activities. The share of 
the services sector remained unchanged at 
around 49 per cent (figure 5.2).
 At a disaggregated level, one can 
identify several sub-sectors that expanded 
rapidly over the last ten years. In 
agriculture, the growth rate of the crop 
and horticulture sub-sector increased 3.4 
per cent during the last ten years and 
fishing emerged as the fastest growing 
sub-sector with a yearly growth rate of 4.6 
per cent. In the case of industry, both 
manufacturing and construction activities 
experienced rapid growth. In the services 
sector, wholesale and retail trade, hotel 
and restaurants, and financial inter-
mediations experienced more rapid 
growth. It thus appears that some segments 
of all broad economic sectors got positive 
stimulus to emerge as rapidly growing 
activities in recent years.
 The above discussion highlights two 
important characteristics of the growth 
process of the last decade. First, the 
manufacturing sub-sector, despite its 
fluctuating growth over the years, has 
been making increas ingly  larger 
contribution to economic growth over the 
years. Second, the services sector, which 
comprises of mostly non-tradable 
activities, is becoming more important in 
the country’s growth process.
 Another significant characteristic of the 
last decade is the reduced fluctuation in 
the country’s annual economic growth.5 
In the past, large variation in the growth 
rate, among others, was a significant 
factor that inhibited greater investment 
flow and reduced its productivity in 
Bangladesh. An important contributory 
factor to high variability and associated 
uncertainties was the country’s vulner-
ability to natural disasters and similar 
unforeseen events.
 Over the last decade, Bangladesh 
economy underwent several structural 

changes that reduced its susceptibility to 
such events. Agriculture became more 
resilient with the spread of dry-season 
irrigated crop production and rapid 
expansion of non-crop agriculture, 
especially fish and animal production; 
non-agricultural sectors gained more 
importance; price effects of external 
shocks declined due to infrastructure and 
market developments resulting in greater 
spatial integration; and mitigation capacity 
of the government and civil society in 
responding to natural disasters significantly 
improved. In short, the economy has now 
become more resilient having diversified 
sources of growth along with greater 
capacity to deal  with short-term 
fluctuations.

Major reforms in economic policies

Since the mid-1970s, Bangladesh started 
to reverse its regime of restricted and 
state-controlled policy with neo-liberal 
policies to create an open and private 
sector-led economy and a liberal trade 
regime. The belief was that such a strategy 
would accelerate economic growth 
through relaxing some of the constraints 
of the small domestic market and 
providing access to foreign direct 
investment, facilitating technology 
transfers, creating marketing networks, 
and providing much-needed managerial 
and technical skills.
 These reforms significantly influenced 
the country’s socio-economic performance 
through changing the underlying allocative 

Figure 5.2 Structure of GDP in 
Bangladesh, 1997-2006

Source: GOB 2000, 2001 and 2007a.
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and distributive policies and shifting the 
sectoral allocation of resources and the 
ownership pattern of productive factors. 
The nature of impact of economic growth 
on poverty and social development was 
determined by several other factors as 
well, such as initial conditions, develop-
ment status in specific areas, socio-
political conditions, nature of governance, 
and other socio-cultural changes. Similarly, 
sustained political commitment resulting 
in policy consistency over a relatively 
longer period of time also brought 
impressive achievements in certain 
areas.6

 The implementation pattern of reforms 
varied over different sectors of the 
economy. The reforms were implemented 
rapidly in the trade sector resulting in sig-
nificant reduction in tariff and non-tariff 
barriers.7 The principal aim of these 
reforms was to liberalize the external trade 
and foreign exchange regimes and to 
rationalize the trade regime by lowering 
tariff rates, phasing out quantitative 
restrictions, streamlining import pro-
cedures, introducing tax reforms and 
export promotion measures.
 The deregulation in the industrial 
sector was slow and generated mixed 
outcomes. Despite the emergence of a 
dynamic and export-oriented readymade 
garments sector,  the rest  of  the 
manufacturing activities (with a few 
exceptions like the pharmaceutical 
industry) suffered from deep-rooted 
governance, finance, infrastructure and 
other problems in the absence of wider 
and deeper reforms.
 The deregulation in agriculture covered 
several policy changes, such as liberalization 
of the fertilizer and irrigation equipment 
markets, reforms in the public food grain 
distribution system, and elimination of 
subsidies on modern inputs. The overall 
impact of the policies was favourable that 
created significant positive impact on 
agricultural production and productivity. 
However, reforms in other areas, such as 
in the financial sector and in infrastructure 
policies, lagged behind creating serious 

deficiencies in the quality and quantity of 
much-needed services.8

 It is possible to identify several 
continuing themes of policy consistency 
within the country’s disjointed policy 
stream since the beginning, such as strong 
emphasis on favourable social development 
policy and recognition of the importance 
of grassroots mobilization, community 
interactions and women’s empowerment. 
While these are often under-rated in the 
conventional development discourse, an 
early recognition of the importance of 
harnessing the potential of these factors in 
Bangladesh created, despite a slow rate of 
economic growth, a more conducive 
environment for social development at a 
relatively low level of income.

Social and human development

The human development index (HDI), 
developed by UNDP, combines GDP per 
capita with health and education 
achievements into a single index to 
compare development trends. The HDI 
gives a reasonable basis of reviewing 
economic and social progress. Being a 
least developed country, the expectation is 
that Bangladesh would achieve fast 
progress in HDI, especially since countries 
starting with lower HDI tend to move up 
faster and this also favours rapid progress. 
The HDI levels of Bangladesh and other 
South Asian countries in 1995 and 2005 
are given in table 5.4. Bangladesh ranks 
the second lowest among the seven 

 Table 5.4 Trends in the human 
development index (HDI) for 
South Asian countries, 
1995-2005

  HDI Change in HDI

 Country 1995 2005 Absolute %

 India 0.451 0.619 0.17 37.3
 Pakistan 0.453 0.551 0.10 21.6
 Bangladesh 0.371 0.547 0.18 47.4
 Nepal 0.351 0.534 0.18 52.1
 Sri Lanka 0.716 0.743 0.03 3.8
 Bhutan 0.347 0.579 0.23 66.9
 Maldives 0.683 0.741 0.06 8.5

Sources: MHHDC 1999 and UNDP 2007.

The implementation 
pattern of reforms 
varied over different 
sectors of the economy
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countries in terms of HDI in 2005. The 
absolute progress of Bangladesh between 
1995 and 2005, however, is second fastest 
after Bhutan and, in percentage terms, it 
has the same position as well. This is not 
surprising as Bangladesh started with a 
low base value compared with India or 
Pakistan.
 Notwithstanding the relatively slow 
economic growth, Bangladesh’s progress 
in human development has been fast and 
stands out in the overall context of South 
Asia.9 No doubt, the level of social 
deprivations is still high in Bangladesh 
but the important point is the fast 
progress has been achieved in several 
areas, such as in reducing fertility, bringing 
down child mortality and improving life 
expectancy. In most areas, Bangladesh’s 
progress is not only higher than the 
average progress recorded by the LDCs 
but also compares favourably with the 
progress achieved by the developing 
countries (table 5.5).

 In addition to favourable policies, two 
factors contributed significantly to shaping 
the course of the country’s social 
development. First, success in promoting 
women’s agency role as a strong catalyst of 
social change and economic development 
even in the context of a predominantly 
traditional society. Since the 1970s, 
Bangladesh achieved considerable success 
in mainstreaming women into the 
development process, especially at the 
grassroots level.10 In particular, Bangladeshi 
women played the key role in the success 
of micro-credit and readymade garments 
exports, reducing population growth, 
increasing child nutrition and in the 
spread of primary education. As a result, 
the country successfully removed gender 
disparity in primary and junior secondary 
education by the 1990s. While significant 
gender gaps still persist in several areas, 
the role of women in all walks of life has 
become increasingly visible and has been 
instrumental in bringing about deeper 
social and economic changes.

 Table 5.5 A cross-country comparison of social development performance, 1995-2005

  India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka South Developing
       Asia Countries

 Total Fertility rate
 1995 3.6 5.9 4.1 5.2 2.4 3.9 3.4
 2005 2.9 4.0 3.1 3.5 1.9 3.0 2.8
 % Annual change -2.1 -3.8 -2.8 -3.9 -2.3 -2.5 -1.9

 Life expectancy at birth
 (year)
 1995 62 63 57 55 73 62 62
 2005 64 64 64 62 74 64 65
 % Annual change 0.3 0.2 1.2 1.2 0.1 0.4 0.5

 Infant mortality rate
 (per 1,000 live births
 1995 76 95 85 81 15 78 67
 2005 56 79 54 56 12 58 57
 % Annual change -3.0 -1.8 -4.4 -3.6 -2.2 -3.0 -1.6

 Under-five mortality rate
 (per 1,000 live births)
 1995 115 137 115 114 19 116 99
 2005 74 99 73 74 14 76 83
 % Annual change -4.3 -3.2 -4.4 -4.2 -3.0 -4.2 -1.7

 Adult literacy rate,
 ages 15 and above (%)
 1995 52 38 38 28 90 49 71
 2005 61 50 41 49 91 58 79
 % Annual change 1.8 3.1 0.8 6.3 0.1 1.9 1.2

Sources: UNDP 1998a and 2007; UNICEF 1996 and 2006c and MHHDC 1999 and 2006.

Since the 1970s, 
Bangladesh achieved 
considerable success 
in mainstreaming 
women into the 
development process
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 Second, in contrast to the typical co-
existence of a ‘weak state’ and weak civic 
and grassroots movements and activism in 
low-income societies, the rapid advance 
made by the NGOs and civil society 
organizations (CSOs) in Bangladesh has 
provided alternative delivery mechanisms 
and created vocal institutions in favour of 
grassroots development and in support of 
the social development agenda.11 The 
process also led to the creation of ‘social 
entrepreneurialism’ as an important stra-
tegic element in fostering social develop-
ment through catalyzing the developmental 
roles of the organizations of the poor such 
as the community based organizations 
(CBOs) and the organizations for the poor 
(NGOs and CSOs).
 With rapid gains in increasing per 
capita income and success in social 
development, Bangladesh was able to 
overcome the phenomena of mass 
starvation and the threat of famine 
syndrome in the backdrop of endemic 
vulnerability to natural disasters. The 
production of rice, the staple food, more 
than doubled from its post-Independence 
level and the country became nearly self-
sufficient in food grains. Increased disaster 
preparedness and expanded capacity to 
implement lean-season targeted wage-
employment and transfer programmes 
enabled the country to provide minimum 
food entitlements to the poorest in times 
of crisis.12

 Bangladesh also successfully reduced its 
dependence on external assistance, which 
was once considered as essential for the 
country’s survival and as a permanent 
feature of its economic governance.13 
Domes t i c  re source  mobi l i z a t ion 
progressively increased and was supported 
by rapidly increasing export earnings and 
remittances by overseas workers.14 Higher 
economic growth also led to steady 
decline in income poverty during the 
1990s compared with the marked 
instability in poverty trends of the earlier 
periods. In short, Bangladesh demonstrated 
considerable promise and potentials in 
both social and economic development 

since the mid-1990s notwithstanding the 
bleak predictions of the earlier years.

Agriculture and rural development

Despite achieving substantial progress in 
reducing poverty and undernourishment, 
the dietary energy consumption of nearly 
44 million people in Bangladesh is below 
a minimum level required for maintaining 
a healthy life and carrying out normal 
physical activities.15 This shows that, while 
in the rural areas economic activities are 
being diversified responding to the 
changing  env i ronment  and new 
opportunities arising in both agriculture 
and non-agriculture sectors, many are still 
poor and food-insecure; and poverty 
reduction does not necessarily translate 
into less hunger and malnutrition.
 With most of the poor and food-
insecure households living in the rural 
areas, ensuring sustainable and equitable 
development of agriculture and the rural 
sector is especially critical to Bangladesh. 
Moreover, with existing structural 
characteristics of the economy, a high 
agricultural growth is needed to create the 
synergies for diversification of the rural 
economy through improving the coverage 
and quality of social services, ensuring 
well-functioning rural institutions, and 
expanding the rural infrastructure.16

Recent agricultural growth 
performance

A significant feature of the Bangladesh 
economy is the declining share of 
agriculture in GDP (table 5.6). While this 
is a natural process, the role of agricultural 
growth in providing food and income 
security, especially in the rural areas, is 
critical since more than half of the 
country’s labour force is employed in 
agriculture. Within agriculture, crop and 
horticulture is the dominant activity, 
claiming 56 per cent of agricultural GDP 
in 2006.17 The share of non-crop 
agriculture, on the other hand, has 
increased—from about 35 per cent of 
agricultural value added in 1990 to 41 per 

Bangladesh also 
successfully reduced 
its dependence on 
external assistance
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cent in 1997 and further to 44 per cent 
in 2006. This is most pronounced in 
fishing: 22 per cent in 2006 as compared 
with 15 per cent in 1990. It may be 
mentioned here that if the 15-year period 
(1990 to 2006) is divided into two sub-
periods, 1990 to 1997 and 1998 to 2006, 
it becomes clear that most of the changes 
in crop and horticulture as well as in 
fishing occurred during the earlier sub-
period.
 The pattern of agricultural growth over 
the last decade, disaggregated by sub-
periods and sub-sectors, is given in table 
5.7. It shows that during 1996-2006, 
agricultural grew at a faster rate (3.6 per 
cent) than the growth rate of population 
(1.4 per cent). A closer examination of the 
growth rates by sub-periods reveals that 
although both GDP and population 
displayed steady upward and downward 
growth trends respectively, though at a 
decelerating rate, agriculture exhibited 
fluctuating growth over the 1990-2006 
period. For example, agriculture grew at a 
rate of only 1.8 per cent during 1990-
1996, which was lower than the population 
growth rate during the period. However, 
the growth rate picked up significantly 
(5.3 per cent) during 1996-2000, but 
declined to 3.2 per cent during 2000-
2006. This can largely be attributed to 
significant acceleration and/or surge in 
growth of crop and horticulture during 
1996-2000 (4.6 per cent). In fact, crop 
and horticulture registered negative 
growth during the early 1990s.

Foodgrain production

Bangladesh has made significant progress 
in foodgrain production, particularly in 
rice production since Independence.18 
Total foodgrain (rice and wheat) 
production more than doubled since 
1971, increasing from around 10 million 
tons in early 1970s to 25 million tons by 
late 1990s and further to nearly 29 
million tons in 2006.19 This phenomenal 
increase can largely be attributed to two 
factors: first, substitution of local varieties 
of rice by high yielding varieties (HYVs) 

during the three crop seasons—aus, aman, 
and boro; and second, increase in acreage 
under boro rice which has higher yield 
compared with aus and aman.

Non-rice crops

The new seed-fert i l izer- irr igation 
technology favoured rice and wheat 
production in Bangladesh. In the process, 
other crops including coarse grains, 
pulses, roots and tubers, oilseeds and 
spices that used to occupy a significant 
amount of cropped area became less 
attractive in terms of their production 

Figure 5.3 Trends in composition of agricultural value added in 
Bangladesh, 1990-2006

Source: Authors’ calculations.
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 Table 5.6 Trends in production structure and composition of agricultural 
value added in Bangladesh, 1990-2006

 (%)

  1990 1997 2000 2006

 Share in GDP

 Crop and horticulture 18.8 15.2 14.0 12.2
 Animal farming 3.6 3.3 2.9 2.9
 Forest and related activities 2.0 1.9 1.8 1.8
 Fishing 4.2 5.5 5.9 4.9
 Total 28.6 25.9 24.6 21.8

 Share in agricultural GDP

 Crop and horticulture 65.5 58.8 57.1 56.0
 Animal farming 12.6 12.6 11.8 13.5
 Forest and related activities 7.1 7.4 7.3 8.2
 Fishing 14.8 21.2 23.8 22.3
 Total 100 100 100 100

Note: The shares are based on BBS data at constant 1995-96 prices.
Source: Authors’ calculations.
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incentive from the farmers’ point of view. 
The notable exceptions, however, included 
vegetables and potato. These crops, grown 
in less favourable production environment, 
were largely bypassed by the green 
revolution.
 As a result, production of some of these 
crops, e.g. some minor foodgrain, pulses, 
oilseeds and spices have either exhibited a 
declining trend or could not keep pace 
with population growth during the past 
decade. The production of these minor 
crops needs promotion to reduce import 
dependency, if not for complete import 
substitution. Moreover, these crops 
provide substantial opportunities for value 
addition after processing and for creation 
of employment opportunities in the rural 
areas. This shows the ample scope that 
exists for agricultural diversification 
through promotion of non-rice crops in 
Bangladesh.20

Non-crop agriculture

All three non-crop sub-sectors displayed 
trend growth rates exceeding 4 per cent 
during the 1996-2006 period (table 5.7). 
The growth performance, however, has 
not been uniform for these sub-sectors. 
Animal farming experienced modest 
growth during the 1990s but the growth 
rate picked up considerably, exceeding 5 
per cent, in recent years (2000-2006). 
Intensive development efforts of public 
and private sectors (especially establishment 
of both dairy and poultry farms in the 
private sector) and the NGOs through 
expanded vaccination, feed production 

and improved management contributed 
to the recent success.
 Forestry exhibited a relatively modest 
growth of 3 per cent during the early 
1990s but the rate accelerated (around 5 
per cent) in subsequent periods, both 
during the late 1990s and in recent years. 
Fishing sub-sector exhibited phenomenal 
growth of around 8 per cent during the 
1990s but the growth rate has considerably 
declined (less than 2 per cent) in recent 
years.

Review of changes in agricultural 
policy regime

The past performance of agriculture was 
greatly influenced by macroeconomic and 
sector-specific policy changes. The reform 
in trade and exchange rate policies 
changed the incentive structures in 
agriculture and between agriculture and 
non-agricultural sectors. The liberalization 
of the economy, market-oriented reforms 
and reduced regulations favoured growth 
in agricultural output and productivity.21

 The sector-specific policies in agriculture 
evolved around the dissemination of 
modern technology—the so-called ‘green 
revolution’—with direct involvement of the 
public sector. The Bangladesh Agricultural 
Development Corporation (BADC) had a 
virtual monopoly in procurement and 
distribution of fertilizer, seed, pesticides 
and minor irrigation equipment in the 
country. The Bangladesh Water Develop-
ment Board (BWDB) implemented large 
scale surface water irrigation, flood control 
and drainage projects. With economic 
reforms, liberalization of input and output 
markets became the dominant feature.
 The markets for other agro-inputs such 
as power tillers and pesticides were also 
liberalized. The deregulation of agricultural 
pricing and distribution policies and 
abolishing public monopoly in foodgrain 
trade provided positive incentives to the 
private traders and farmers.22 The changes 
in policy regime contributed to increased 
production while prices of irrigation 
equipment and other inputs declined, and 
ownership of irrigation equipment for all 

 Table 5.7 Trends in agricultural growth by sub-sectors in Bangladesh, 
1990-2006

 (% at constant 1995-96 prices)

 Sub-sector 1990-1996 1996-2000 2000-2006 1996-2006

 Agriculture 1.8 5.3 3.2 3.6
  Crop and horticulture -0.1 4.6 2.6 3.4
  Animal farming 2.4 2.7 5.1 4.1
  Forest and related activities 2.9 4.7 4.8 4.7
  Fishing 7.8 8.9 1.8 4.6
 GDP 4.6 5.4 5.7 5.5
 Population 2.0 1.6 1.3 1.4

Source: Authors’ calculations.
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categories of farmers increased with no 
clear evidence of adverse distributional 
consequences.23

 The reforms in agriculture led to 
reduced price distortions which encouraged 
the farmers to take more rational decisions, 
with respect to both input use and crop 
production. The anti-rural bias in 
economic incentive structure declined 
through adjustments in exchange rate, 
lowering of the rate of protection for 
import- substituting industries, reduced 
dispersion of tariff structure and reduction 
of tariff anomalies. It is important, 
therefore, to pursue further reforms to 
remove existing distortions that will 
encourage increasing production and 
exploiting export potential of crops having 
comparative advantage.
 Similarly, reform measures aimed at 
deregulation, privatization and liberaliza-
tion of trade and marketing structure in 
agriculture led to increased fertilizer use 
along with adoption of HYVs and 
investments in irrigation and other 
agricultural equipment. Although these 
reforms contributed to accelerated growth, 
further liberalization of markets and 
production processes is needed to ensure 
increased use of modern inputs and better 
performance of input and output markets. 
The government needs to adopt a clear 
and time-bound strategy and policies to 
implement the reform agenda to ensure 
more effective participation of the private 
sector.24

Rural development and expansion of 
non-farm activities

A significant development in the rural 
economy during the last decade relates to 
changes in livelihood systems and 
expansion of rural non-farm activities. In 
rural areas, dependence on agriculture for 
livelihood shows a declining trend with 
increasing importance of rural non-farm 
activities.25 The expansion of non-farm 
activities, however, has not led to much 
increase in per capita income.26 The 
labour force has increasingly been pushed 
out of agriculture into low productivity 

self-employment activities in the non-
farm sector.27

 When non-farm activities supplement 
farm employment, even a low return 
increases household income. However, if 
non-farm employment becomes the only 
occupation, which is largely the case for 
the poor in rural Bangladesh, expansion 
of informal sector dominated by traditional 
low productive activities provides 
subsistence to the participants. The non-
farm sector, in its present form, thus 
mostly serves as a source of ‘distress 
employment’ for the rural poor. The need 
for Bangladesh is to ensure rapid growth 
of high productivity activities in the non-
farm sector which requires pro-rural bias 
in government policies, development of 
rural infrastructure facilities, access to 
credit and marketing information, creation 
of production and consumption linkages 
and well designed as well as effectively 
executed assistance programmes.
 Rural non-farm (RNF) sector faces 
several constraints related to market 
demand for RNF products, infrastructure, 
technology, institutional support, and 
macroeconomic and trade policies. The 
promotion of the sector, therefore, requires 
several strategic choices and policy 
actions.28 These are:
 First, the promotion of RNF activities 
needs to be highlighted as a poverty 
reduction strategy. In particular, those left 
out in the residual segments of RNF 
sectors will need coping mechanism and 
effective social protection support.
 Second, RNF sector needs mainstreaming 
in policy discourse so that RNF focus is 
built  into the rural development 
programme and project formulation 
process.
 Third, the key drivers of RNF growth 
need s t rengthening.  Agr icul ture , 
encompassing crops, livestock, poultry, 
fishery and forestry should continue to 
grow as the key drivers of rural economic 
growth. The other key drivers include 
focusing on diversifying domestic and 
export market for RNF products, using 
rural remittances for productive purposes, 
and finding new drivers. As a policy 
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choice, the RNF sector should be left as 
an ‘informal sector’ to maintain the 
growth momentum and accelerated 
poverty reduction.
 Finally, the most important strategy for 
RNF development will be to allow the 
market to function more efficiently 
through removal of barriers and creation 
of an enabling environment. The candi-
dates for immediate intervention include 
infrastructure, rural electrification, better 
physical and electronic communication 
services, education, training and skill 
formation, technology upgrading, 
fostering market opportunities for RNF 
products and services, appropriate rural 
financial services, and business develop-
ment services. Although the NGOs and 
the private sector deliver much of the skill 
formation training, the government’s job 
is  to provide al l  out support to 
infrastructure and public utilities to 
harness the full potential of the sector. To 
create a ‘virtuous circle of rural growth’ 
through unleashing the potentials of RNF 
sector growth, there should be a two-
pronged strategy: (i) improvement of rural 
investment climate; and (ii) improvement 
of the institutional environment for 
efficient delivery of services.
 Given the characteristics of the rural 
labour market and the structure of farm 
holdings dominated by small and marginal 
farmers, it is necessary to improve the 
prospects of rural households for increasing 
both farm and non-farm incomes. While 
productivity-enhancing investments in 
agriculture is critical in raising farm 
incomes, increasing non-agricultural 
income of the land-poor households can 
release important internal dynamics of 
raising their household income and 
increasing agricultural productivity.

Betterment of rural population

The betterment of the rural population, 
especially improvement in the living 
standard of the rural poor, is inextricably 
linked with the nature of rural and 
agricultural growth. An analysis of poverty 
trends and growth rates of GDP and 

agriculture over different sub-periods 
indicate that declining poverty is generally 
associated with relatively high GDP 
growth originating in agriculture.29 It 
should, however, be emphasized that 
although agricultural growth matters for 
poverty reduction, the structure of such 
growth is important which determines the 
extent to which benefits of growth is 
transmitted to the poor.
 It is now widely recognized that the 
best way to ensure food security in an 
agriculture-dominated country like 
Bangladesh is through accelerated growth 
of food and other agricultural products. 
Furthermore, even a modest productivity 
growth in agriculture in the country is 
likely to boost employment and income 
growth in other non-farm activities 
through production and consumption 
linkages. 30 Some evidence shows that 
rural non-farm activities exhibit significant 
backward and forward linkages with crop 
and non-crop production systems in 
Bangladesh, and crop production has 
already emerged as the most important 
source of demand stimulus in the 
economy.31

 In rural areas, real food price, however, 
has declined. Moreover, the long-term 
decline in real rice prices became 
prominent during the 1990s. The majority 
of the poor households, in both rural and 
urban areas, being net purchasers of food 
benefited from such declining food prices. 
On the other hand, real agricultural wage, 
which is the major source of income of 
the rural poor, showed increasing trend 
during the 1996-2005 period. The index 
of real wage in agriculture increased from 
105 (five-year average) during 1996-2000 
to 116 during 2001-2005.32 All these 
developments helped the poor to improve 
their poverty situation.
 However, two factors seem to have 
prevented a larger flow of benefits of 
higher agricultural growth from reaching 
the rural poor in Bangladesh. First, despite 
technological change and growth of 
output, rapid increase in the agricultural 
labour force is a major factor in depressing 
agricultural wages. Second, the inequitable 
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soc ioeconomic  envi ronment  a l so  
constrained the rural poor to derive 
significant benefits from agricultural 
production growth and rapid dissemination 
of modern technology.
 The role of agriculture in poverty 
reduction is interlinked with other efforts 
to develop the rural economy, e.g. food 
aid as safety nets, rural infrastructure 
development, microcredit and other 
targeted programmes. At the micro level, 
these are important interventions to 
increase agricultural production and bring 
diversification in the rural economy.
 The food assisted programmes of the 
government aim to increase household 
food security and promote human 
development. The programmes create 
employment opportunities and provide 
income supplement to the poorest 
households. The food for works (FFW) 
programme generates seasonal employment 
during the lean periods in exchange for 
work in rural infrastructure projects. The 
vulnerable group development (VGD) 
programme, targeted to poor women-
headed households, provides food aid and 
development package (e.g. savings, group 
based social awareness, functional 
education, skill training, and credit). The 
food for education (FFE) programme 
supports the poverty stricken families to 
send their children to schools by giving 
income entitlement through food.
 In addition, vulnerable group feeding 
(VGF), gratuitous relief (GR) and test 
relief (TR) programmes address transitory 
food insecurity problems of vulnerable 
groups. Food assisted programmes 
expanded rapidly in the 1990s. The share 
of these programmes in public food 
distribution system (PFDS) increased 
from 39 per cent in 1992 to around 80 
per cent in the late-1990s. Total 
expenditure for safety net programmes 
increased from US$331 million in 1997 
to US$425 million in 2005—an increase 
of 28 per cent over the period.33

 The microcredit programmes aim to 
promote income and employment of the 
poor along with their social and economic 
empowerment. Both government and 

NGOs are actively involved in microcredit 
operations. The recent data on sectoral 
composition, however, indicate that 
agriculture received only 13 per cent of 
disbursed microcredit of the NGOs while 
substantial amount went to small trade 
(42 per cent). The beneficiaries were 
overwhelmingly women (85 per cent) and 
95 per cent of the credit was given in 
rural areas. The microcredit activities are 
generally efficient and create net surplus 
for the poor borrowers. The programmes 
generate positive impact on socioeconomic 
indicators including children’s schooling, 
nutrition and fertility.34 Two aspects of 
microcredit is significant in rural poverty 
reduction: first, it is the major source of 
institutional credit for the rural poor; and 
second, microcredit enables the poor to 
adopt productivity-raising technologies in 
agriculture and promote a wide range of 
activities in non-agriculture sector. 
However, these are yet to reach the 
majority of the poor and bring sustainable 
benefits to them.35

Re-thinking rural development 
strategies

Over the last decade, agriculture in 
Bangladesh has undergone major 
transformation, including changes in its 
structure, resource base, technology and 
organization of production. The changes 
were led by crop production, especially 
production of rice. The near-stagnation of 
foodgrain production in the first half of 
the 1990s gave way to a significant surge 
in rice production during the later years, 
which not only eliminated the ‘food gap’ 
but made the country nearly self-sufficient 
in foodgrain production. There has, 
however, been some deceleration in 
growth of foodgrain output in recent 
years. In the context of these developments, 
there is a need to re-thinking the 
agricultural and rural development 
strategies to cope with changed circum-
stances.36

 Except for a few import-competing 
crops such as sugarcane and oilseeds, 
Bangladesh has comparative advantage in 
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the production of most agricultural crops. 
The exploitation of this potential will, 
however, depend on investment on 
developing infrastructure for storage, 
processing, marketing and financial 
services, for which public support is 
needed. Investment for reliable supply of 
power in rural areas, development and 
maintenance of an efficient transport 
network, and modern communications 
facilities for low-cost and timely exchange 
of information is crucial. The development 
of infrastructure will also reduce the cost 
of processing, storage and marketing of 
fisheries and livestock production which 
will encourage private sector investment 
in these activities.
 An important area in which public 
sector involvement is critical is agricultural 
research, education and training for 
generation of knowledge, information and 
technology. Because of severe land 
constraint, sustainability of growth in 
crop production in the coming decades 
will depend on the government’s continued 
support to developing agricultural 
technologies, improving farming practices, 
and transferring new technologies to the 
farmers.
 In response to changing pattern of 
demand, the future strategies needs 
emphasis on promoting non-cereals crops, 
fish, and livestock products. Faster 
development of livestock and fisheries will 
also contribute to equity and food security 

by focusing on disadvantaged social 
groups and regimes where the crop 
production environment is unfavourable. 
The promotion of rice-fish cropping 
system in the deepwater floodplain and 
saline-affected coastal areas (areas bypassed 
by the green revolution) could help 
improve economic conditions of the rural 
poor in these less developed regions.
 To face the challenges of emerging 
global opportunities, WTO rules provide 
several opportunities which Bangladesh 
agriculture can capitalize under the 
Agreement on Agriculture (AoA). 
Bangladesh, as a least developed country, 
is exempted from reduction commitments 
on tariffs, export subsidies and domestic 
support to agriculture. In the present 
situation, Bangladesh can increase support 
to agriculture without violating the 
provision of WTO to avail emerging 
opportunities along several directions; 
geographically (fast growing import 
markets), horizontally (increasing the 
spread of export commodities), and 
vertically (increasing value added of 
export commodities).
 Under the existing situation, the 
priority for Bangladesh is to ensure 
sustained rural growth, along with 
productivity growth in agricultural 
product ion,  food divers i f icat ion, 
development of efficient markets to 
facilitate food distribution and storage, 
strengthening emergency preparedness to 
address transitory food insecurity, 
expanding income generating opportunities 
of the poor and food-insecure households 
along with targeted interventions to 
address immediate needs, and improving 
nutritional outcomes through raising 
consumption of safe and nutrient-rich 
foods among the vulnerable groups 
especially women and children.

Labour force and employment

Growth in labour force

The labour force in Bangladesh has 
expanded considerably during the last two 
decades. The total labour force was 

Figure 5.4 Characteristics of labour force in Bangladesh, 1996-2003

Source: GOB 2004.
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estimated at 46.3 million in 2003 
compared with 36.1 million in 1996.37 
This shows that, in Bangladesh, more than 
1 million people enter the labour force 
annual ly  and,  g iven the present 
demographic trend, the growth of the 
labour force is unlikely to taper off during 
the coming decade.
 The rural-urban variation in the labour 
force growth is also significant. Between 
1996 and 2003, the rural labour force 
grew by 26 per cent from 27.7 million to 
35 million while the increase in urban 
labour force was from 8.3 million to 11.3 
million, an increase by 36 per cent. 
Among others, this reflects the impact of 
significant urbanization that has taken 
place in the country.
 In urban areas, females accounted for 
24 per cent of the labour force in 2003 
compared with 19 per cent in 1996. The 
size of the female labour force in the 
rural areas increased from 3.8 million to 
7.6 million during the same period. 
While the total labour force participation 
rate increased from 52 to 57 per cent 
between 1996 and 2003, the male 
participation rate remained constant at 
around 87 per cent but the female 
participation rate increased sharply from 
16 to 26 per cent over the same period. 
The increase in the female labour force 
participation rate was significant in both 
rural and urban areas, but was relatively 
high at more than 27 per cent in the 
urban areas. These changes suggest that 
the urban labour market has been 
emerging as more attractive to women, 
presumably due to the rapid expansion 
of women’s employment opportunities in 
the readymade garments and similar 
other sectors.

Employed labour force

The number of employed population 
along with sex composition and rural-
urban residence is given in table 5.8. The 
number of employed population (15 years 
and above) registered an increase of 
around 27 per cent between 1996 and 
2003 compared with an increase of more 

than 28 per cent in the total labour force. 
A noteworthy feature is that the period 
witnessed a more rapid expansion of 
female employment in the urban areas 
which increased from 1.5 million to 2.5 
million whereas the growth of urban male 
employment was from 6.4 million to 8.2 
million. Also, the expansion of urban 
employment was faster than employment 
in the rural areas as a result of which the 
share of urban employment in total 
employment increased from less than 23 
to 24 per cent over the period.
 Considering the total size of the 
population, the number of unemployed 
population is low. As per the ILO 
definition of unemployment, the total 
number of unemployed population 
increased from 1.3 million in 1996 to 2.0 

Figure 5.5 Trends in participation and unemployment rates in 
Bangladesh, 1996-2003

Source: GOB 2004.
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 Table 5.8 Trends in employed labour 
force in Bangladesh, 
1996-2003

  (million)

   Female Male Both sex

 2003 National 9.8 34.5 44.3
  Rural 7.3 26.3 33.6
  Urban 2.5 8.2 10.7
 1996 National 5.0 29.8 34.8
  Rural 3.5 23.4 26.9
  Urban 1.5 6.4 7.9

Source: GOB 2004.
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million in 2003.38 This represents an 
increase in the unemployment rate from 
3.6 per cent in 1996 to 4.3 per cent in 
2003. In view of the existing realities, 
such low rates of open unemployment are 
expected in a country such as Bangladesh 
since the participants in the labour force 
are compelled to engage in some work—
even for few hours and at low wages in 
the informal sector—in order to subsist 
with his/her family. As a result, the 
‘standard’ unemployment rate does not 
provide a real picture of the supply-

demand balance of the labour market and 
adequately reflect the degree of inefficiency 
that prevails in the labour market.39

 At the aggregate level, agriculture is 
still the largest sector of employment 
although the non-agricultural sectors are 
gaining greater importance over time.40 
Between 1996 and 2003, the total number 
of employed persons increased by about 
9.5 million, in which the contribution of 
agriculture was 62 per cent while 
manufacturing contributed only 8 per 
cent and the rest 30 per cent came from 
services and other sectors. The sectoral 
trends in production and employment, 
however, show that the agriculture sector 
is still over-burdened with ‘surplus labour’ 
with low value added-employment ratio 
and average value added per worker 
compared with other sectors (table 5.9). 
The non-farm sector is gaining importance 
in employment, providing about 48 per 
cent of total employment in 2003, along 
with higher returns to labour in key non-
farm occupations.
 Another important aspect of the labour 
market in Bangladesh is the formal-
informal divide in employment which has 
significant consequences for return to 
labour and security of employment (table 
5.10). In 2003, despite some decline in 
share over earlier years, the vast majority 
(79 per cent) was engaged in informal 
activities. The share of formal public 
sector jobs has remained relatively 
unchanged, while hiring by private firms 
has produced most of the growth in 
formal sector employment.
 In terms of status of employment, the 
share of the self-employed category has 
increased rapidly and constituted 44 per 
cent of the employed labour in 2003. 
There has been a corresponding decline in 
the category of unpaid family helpers 
from 40 to 22 per cent between 1996 and 
2003. These developments indicate 
greater commercialization of the economy 
and higher mobility of the labour force 
across various activities. There are, 
however, significant gender differences in 
the status of employment. More than 52 
per cent of the female labourers (compared 

 Table 5.9 Changes in sectoral value 
added and employment in 
Bangladesh, 1996-2003

   1996 2003

 A. Value added-
  employment ratio

  Agriculture 0.52 0.45
  Industry 1.88 2.01
  Services 1.30 1.42
  Total 1.00 1.00

 B. Value added per
  worker (Index)

  Agriculture 52.6 51.0
  Industry 188.2 226.1
  Services 130.4 159.4
  Total 100 112.4

Note: In part A, value added is taken as a percentage 
of GDP and employment as a percentage of 
total employed labour. In part B, employment 
is the total employed labour in respective 
sectors with no adjustment for the degree of 
underemployment.

Source: Authors’ calculations.

 Table 5.10 Trends in employment pattern 
in Bangladesh, 1996-2003

  % of employed persons

 Sector of employment 1996 2000 2003

 Formal, public 4.2 4.5 4.2
 Formal, private 8.8 14.4 16.6
 Informal 87.0 81.1 79.2

 Employment status

 Self-employed 29 32 44
 Employee 12 13 14
 Day labourers 18 18 20
 Unpaid family helpers 40 37 22

 Total (employed
 in million) 34.8 39.0 44.3

Source: GOB 2004.
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with only 12 per cent of the males) 
worked as unpaid family helpers whereas 
the share of female self-employed workers 
in total female employment was 25 per 
cent compared with a similar share of 51 
per cent for males. The majority of the 
poor women work as unpaid family 
helpers or for daily wages in agriculture 
or in non-farm and family enterprises. 
The status of female employment also 
corroborates the female education 
patterns. In 2003, 58 per cent of female 
workers had no schooling at all while 
another 15 per cent had some primary 
schooling.
 A noteworthy development in the case 
of female employment is the boom in the 
readymade garments (RMG) sector in 
which nearly 90 per cent of the employees 
are women. In 2003, about 17 per cent of 
the employed women worked in the 
manufacturing sector of which nearly 67 
per cent was engaged in the RMG sector 
as compared with 30 per cent of the male 
manufacturing employment. Garment 
industry jobs that tend to be concentrated 
in big metropolitan cities (Dhaka and 
Chittagong), have attracted many young 
women migrant workers from the rural 
areas, often from the poorer households. 
For these young women, factory work 
means not only higher earnings, but more 
status and responsibility relative to other 
work available in the rural areas including 
a sense of pride and empowerment at 
being able to support their families.

Youth employment

In Bangladesh, youth labour is an 
important component of the total labour 
force. In quantitative terms, nearly 43 per 
cent of the labour force consisted of youth 
labour in 2003, declining from 55 per 
cent in 1996. As a result, although the 
total labour force increased by nearly 10 
million between 1996 and 2003, the 
number of youth labour declined by 0.2 
million over the same period. Significant 
differences in the growth of male and 
female youth labour may also be noted. 
The absolute number of male youth 

labour declined by 0.7 million while the 
number of youth female labour increased 
by 0.5 million, mainly due to changes in 
participation rates.
 In 2003, the number of employed 
youth labour was 17.8 million (nearly 94 
per cent of the youth labour force), with 
a female share of 29 per cent. The 
educational status of the employed youth 
labour shows that nearly 43 per cent of 
them had no schooling whereas, among 
the unemployed youth category, similar 
share is 26 per cent. The bulk of the 
unemployed labour, moreover, belongs to 
the youth labour category. During 2003, 
1.2 million out of a total of 2.0 million 
unemployed persons were youth. The 
trends are similar for both female and 
male youth as well as in rural and urban 
areas.
 For the youth labour, the disadvantaged 
situation is also reflected in the high 
unemployment rate among the educated 
persons. Nearly 35 per cent of the 
unemployed youth had secondary or post-
secondary and higher education in 2003 
and the situation did not differ much 
between females and males: 37 per cent of 
the unemployed female youth has 
secondary or post-secondary education 
compared with 34 per cent of the 
males.41

 In short, the employment situation of 
the youth labour highlights two important 
characteristics of the labour market in 
Bangladesh. First, the problem of 
unemployment mostly affects the youth 
labour in Bangladesh. This suggests that, 
for addressing the worsening unemploy-
ment situation, the economy needs to 
generate employment opportunities for 
the youth at a much faster rate compared 
with the past. Second, the large majority 
of the unemployed youth are educated 
who are deprived of employment 
opportunities largely due to mismatch 
between supply and demand in the labour 
market, inappropriate and inadequate 
skills to effectively perform in the labour 
market and the slow pace of job creation, 
particularly in the formal sector. The 
policy implications are clear: in order to 
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meet the challenges in the labour market, 
Bangladesh needs to create jobs for the 
educated youth at a rapid rate, which will 
come mostly through rapid expansion of 
productive and skill-intensive formal and 
informal sector activities.42

Skilled-unskilled wage inequality

Another important characteristic of the 
labour market over the last decade is the 
increasing gap between the wage rates of 
unskilled and skilled labourers (table 
5.11). The low level and the slow pace of 
growth of agricultural wages have been 
largely due to relatively high levels of 
unemployment and underemployment 
recorded in the agriculture sector.
 The widening wage inequality between 
the skilled and the unskilled workers, 
especially during a period of rapid trade 
liberalization, has been a subject of 
analysis for its implications on poverty 
and labour market reforms. The wage and 
trade literature points to the existence of 
several factors, including trade reform and 
technological changes, which might 
contribute to widening of the wage gap. 
A double-calibration decomposition 
analysis with a general equilibrium model 
of the Bangladesh economy suggests that 
skill-biased technical change is the most 
significant determinant of the increase in 
wage inequality in Bangladesh.43

 Over time, the development of the 
Bangladesh economy will generate a 
higher demand for skilled labour (a 
relatively scarce factor) rather than the 
abundant unskilled labour. This will 

contribute to faster rise in the wage of 
skilled labour than the unskilled wages 
thereby expanding wage disparity. The 
process has significant poverty implications 
since unskilled workers especially in the 
rural areas form the largest majority of the 
poor in Bangladesh. A strong element of 
Bangladesh’s pro-poor agenda should, 
therefore, focus on providing education 
and upgrading the skill level of the labour 
force. This will reduce the ‘wage divide’ 
between the skilled and the unskilled 
labour with consequent positive income 
effect on the poor labour households.
 Under the private sector-led growth 
strategy that is being pursued in 
Bangladesh, the private sector has been 
and will continue to remain the major 
source of employment generation. This, 
however, does not undermine the 
importance of the role that the government 
can play in employment creation through 
various actions, such as provision of 
complementary infrastructure and 
improvements in the investment climate 
and economic governance, which can 
have profound effects on the labour 
market and the employment situation in 
the country.

Rationalizing role of the government: 
developments in the fiscal sector

The performance of the Bangladesh 
economy crucially depends on how 
effectively and efficiently the government 
carries out its developmental and regulatory 
functions. Along with these functions, one 
of the basic concerns of the government 
in Bangladesh is to promote economic 
security, especially for the poor, by using 
economic means to prevent deprivation, 
and vulnerability to deprivation.
 In this respect, while it is true that the 
need for state action partly arises from the 
failure of the market to provide adequate 
protection and promotion of living 
conditions of the people, it does not 
follow that state action for economic 
security must dispense altogether with 
reliance on the market. Insofar as the 
market mechanism contributes to 

 Table 5.11 Trends in wage differential 
between skilled and unskilled 
labour in Bangladesh, 
1990-2005

 Ratio: skilled/
 unskilled wages 1990 1996 2005

 Manufacturing 1.87 2.08 2.37

 Construction 3.31 3.20 3.08

Note: The daily wage rate of unskilled agricultural 
workers is taken as unskilled wage while skilled 
wages are the daily wages of skilled 
construction and manufacturing workers

Source: Authors’ calculations.

In order to meet the 
challenges in the 
labour market, 
Bangladesh needs to 
create jobs for the 
educated youth at a 
rapid rate
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economic expansion, provides effective 
means of matching supplies with demands, 
and yields widespread entitlement 
generation (through employment creat-
ion), it can be a significant ally in 
providing economic security through 
public action.
 With a private sector-led market 
oriented economy, the effective manage-
ment of the fiscal sector, especially 
through public expenditure and taxation 
policies, assumes crucial importance in 
ensuring macroeconomic stability and 
promoting higher economic and social 
development. The size of the public sector 
is relatively small in Bangladesh (table 
5.12). Total public expenditure as a share 
of GDP is less than 15 per cent compared 
with around 18-20 per cent in other 
South Asian countries. Total revenue 
earnings, as a share of GDP is less than 
11 per cent and tax revenue is around 9 
per cent indicating the prevalence of very 
low tax efforts in the country.44

Public expenditure

Over the years, the slow increase in public 
expenditure has been inadequate to meet 
the pressing infrastructure and other 
social development needs of the country. 
In real terms, total public expenditure 
increased from nearly Tk. 160 billion in 
1990 to Tk. 218 billion in 1996 and 
further to Tk. 391 billion in 2006. In per 
capita terms, public expenditure nearly 
doubled to more than Tk. 2,800 between 
1990 and 2006. In spite of this increase, 
total resource available to the government 
is limited to provide the essential public 
goods in the growing economy. In 
addition to its size, the composition of 
public expenditure is an important factor 
that justifies the increasing role of the 
government in Bangladesh in the era of 
globalization.
 The broad composition of public 
expenditure covering both the revenue 
and the development budgets is given in 
table 5.13. The revenue expenditure has 
experienced about a five-fold increase 
between 1990 and 2006; and one of the 

important aspects of the budget is the 
progressively rising share of interest 
payments on public debt. This has 
doubled to more than 20 per cent of the 
total revenue expenditure during the 
period.45 In the case of development 
expenditure, a notable trend is the 
allocation of increasingly more resources 
to social sectors that include education 
and health. As a result, total public 
resources spent on education and health 
have followed upward trends although, as 
a share of GDP, these are still low at less 
than 2 per cent for education and around 
1 per cent for health.
 Along with expansion of education at 
all levels, a more equitable access to 
quality education is essential to improve 
the skills of the labour force and to make 

 Table 5.12 Trends in the size of public sector in Bangladesh, 1990-2006
 (Yearly average as % of GDP)

  1990-1995 1996-2000 2001-2005 2006

 Revenue earnings

 Total revenue 8.2 9.3 10.4 10.8
 Tax revenue 6.6 7.5 8.4 8.7

 Public expenditure

 Total expenditure 13.5 13.6 14.8 14.7
 Annual development
 programme (ADP) 5.4 5.9 5.7 5.2

Source: Authors’ calculations.

 Table 5.13 Trends in the composition of public expenditure in Bangladesh, 
1990-2006

  1990 1997 2000 2006

 Revenue budget (%)

 Expenditure on goods and services 57.7 59.1 44.2 43.7
 Interest payments 9.5 13.7 19.2 20.2
 Subsidies and transfers 32.8 27.0 26.2 29.6
 Others … 0.2 10.4 6.5
 Total 100 100 100 100
 Total (in billion Taka*) 89.5 124.7 159.9 255.9

 Development budget (%)

 Economic sectors 21.1 15.8 18.6 22.9
 Infrastructures 68.1 58.1 51.5 45.1
 Social sectors 10.1 23.3 24.1 27.6
 Others 0.7 2.8 5.8 4.4
 Total 100 100 100 100
 Total (in billion Taka*) 73.1 107.1 133.7 133.5

Note: *at constant 1995-96 prices.
Source: Authors’ calculations.
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them more relevant to the market needs.46 
In general, the progress of education in 
Bangladesh has been pro-poor, with 
enrolment (and completion) rates rising 
faster amongst girls than boys, and faster 
in rural areas than in urban areas. But still 
inequalities in education are significant 
and call for sustained action. For the 
education sector, serious problems exist 
with respect to late entry and high 
repetition and dropout rates, along with 
the low quality of education at all 
levels.47

 The pattern of public expenditure on 
education is generally pro-poor in that it 
favours primary and secondary education 
in which the poor are more prominently 
represented. However, as the unit cost per 
pupil is significantly higher in tertiary 
education (in which children from richer 
families are over-represented), the children 
of the rich receive more in per child terms 
than the children of the poor. This shows 
that there is room for improving the 
poverty focus of education policies and 
financing.
 Moreover, as Bangladesh needs to 
sustain a level and kind of economic 
growth that would drive an economic 
transition to broad-based growth, it will 
have to diversify manufacturing and 
exports beyond its dependence on a few 
largely low-wage growth sectors (e.g. 
readymade garments) and find alternative 
sources of decent employment for those 
who are currently unemployed or 
employed primarily in low-input, weather-
dependent, subsistence-oriented small-

holder agriculture. To attract domestic 
and foreign investment needed for such 
an economic transformation, Bangladesh 
requires a substantial increase in the stock 
of educated workers who can supply the 
needs of higher-wage, greater value-added 
economic activities.
 Similarly, in the health sector, effective 
government policies to mitigate the 
impact of preventable diseases, protect the 
poor from impoverishing costs of health 
care, and ensure their access to affordable, 
essential high quality health care and 
health education are important for 
Bangladesh. These are key public goods 
that increase the stock of human capital 
and facilitate long-term economic growth. 
The country’s health policy should also 
take into account the important role that 
is already being played by the non-state 
actors (e.g. private sector and NGOs) in 
providing significant services as well as in 
mobilizing and managing funds.

Resource mobilization

As shown in table 5.12, the tax-GDP 
ratio is very low in Bangladesh at around 
9 per cent, which is one of the lowest in 
South Asia. The composition of tax 
revenue is shown in table 5.14. Total tax 
revenue experienced more than a three-
fold increase over the last sixteen years, 
along with a declining share of taxes on 
international trade as a result of trade 
liberalization. An important drawback of 
the tax system, however, is that, although 
tax reforms reduced the growth of revenue 
earnings from international trade taxes, 
compensating increase in tax yields did 
not take place through augmentation of 
income and domestic taxes to increase the 
total tax revenue at the desired rates.48 
Therefore, unless revenue mobilization 
efforts are streamlined to generate 
increasingly more revenues, the scope of 
increasing public expenditure would 
remain limited.
 The share of direct taxes in total tax 
revenue has increased slowly and now 
contribute about a fifth of total tax 
earnings. In nominal terms, income tax 

 Table 5.14 Trends in the sources of tax revenue in Bangladesh, 1990-2006

 Source 1990 1997 2000 2006

 (%) of total
  i. Taxes on income and wealth 17.2 14.5 19.7 21.0
  ii. Taxes on international trade in
   commodities and transactions 49.5 68.2 61.5 44.9
  iii. Taxes on domestic trade in commodities
   and transactions 28.4 11.6 13.6 33.2
  iv. Other taxes 4.9 5.7 5.2 0.9
 Total 100 100 100 100
 Total taxes (in billion Taka*) 71.2 138.3 147.8 232.7

Note: *at constant 1995-96 prices.
Source: Authors’ calculations.
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collection increased from around Tk. 17 
billion in 1997 to nearly Tk. 70 billion in 
2006 whereas total income tax collected 
was less than Tk. 7 billion in 1988.
 While the direct tax system seems to 
possess some degree of progressive 
structure, a major concern is its low 
coverage and the prevalence of large scale 
tax evasion and non-compliance.49 
Moreover, the existence of a large informal 
sector and the ‘underground economy’ is 
a major problem in increasing tax revenues 
in the country.
 In the case of taxes on commodities 
and transactions (indirect taxes), reforms 
in the external sector have significantly 
reduced the tariffs on imported goods. 
During the 1990s, Bangladesh substantially 
liberalized its external sector under the 
reform programmes despite controversies 
surrounding the impact of trade 
liberalization, and globalization in general, 
on poverty.50 As a result, the country’s 
global economic integration rapidly 
increased in the 1990s as indicated by 
higher trade to GDP ratio and other 
global integration measures.51

Distribution of tax burden

From the perspective of equity and justice, 
one of the important issues in tax policy 
is the question of tax incidence that is, 
whether there has been an evolution 
towards a more progressive tax structure.52 
In the absence of any credible study on 
shifting the burden of existing taxes, it is 
difficult to assess the nature of economic 
incidence of taxes in Bangladesh. The 
evidence on statutory incidence, however, 
suggests that the structure of taxes is 
relatively progressive in nature. The rate 
of income tax and the generally higher tax 
rates on goods usually consumed by the 
richer segment of the population support 
the above hypothesis.
 Similarly, agriculture and the rural 
sector seem to bear a relatively small 
burden of direct taxes. Within the taxes 
on income and wealth category, land and 
agricultural income taxes constitute a very 
small share (less than 5 per cent) indicating 

a low direct tax burden on the rural 
sector. The shifting of tax burden of 
indirect taxes to the rural population is 
also likely to be small since the informal 
sector remains mostly outside the purview 
of the tax system and the major agricultural 
inputs, such as chemical fertilizer and 
diesel for irrigation, are subsidized by the 
government.53

Budget deficit and debt management

The budget deficit incurred by the 
government has been financed by 
borrowing, both from internal and 
external sources. Although the budget 
deficit averaged a high of about 12 per 
cent of GDP per year during the 1980s, 
it was brought down to 5 per cent 
during the early 1990s and further to 
around 4.4 per cent over the last ten 
years (figure 5.6).
 The financing of the budget deficit also 
underwent significant changes over time. 
The government has two major sources of 
financing the deficit: (i) foreign financing 
which comprises of project aid, commodity 
aid, food aid, and other loans and grants 
from multilateral and bilateral donors; 
and(ii) domestic financing mainly 
consisting of borrowing from banking and 
non-banking sources. During the 1980s, 
on average, about 87 per cent of the 
deficit was financed through foreign 
financing; which declined to around 80 
per cent in the early 1990s and further to 
53 per cent during the last ten years 
(figure 5.7).

Figure 5.6 Trends in budget deficit in Bangladesh, 1995-2006

Source: Authors’ calculations.
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Foreign financing

The composition of foreign financing has 
changed over the years. Between 1972 
and 2006, the total amount of foreign 
economic assistance received by Bangladesh 
was nearly US$45 billion, of which about 
45 per cent was in the form of grants and 
the rest was loan. But the share of grants 
declined over time while that of loan 
increased. For the average annual disbursed 
amount of US$1.3 billion during 2004-
2006, the share of grants was only 26 per 
cent. As a result, outstanding external 
debt and debt service payments for 
external loans progressively increased. The 
total external debt outstanding was 
US$3.4 billion in 1980, which increased 
to US$10.6 billion in 1990 and further to 
US$15.0 billion in 1997 and US$18.9 
billion at the end of the fiscal year 2006.
 The debt service payments for medium 
and long-term loans also increased from a 
low of US$108 million in 1980 to 
US$302 million in 1990 and further to 

US$463 million and US$644 million in 
1997 and 2006 respectively. Despite the 
increase in the absolute amount, the total 
debt service liability (DSL) as shares of 
total export and foreign exchange 
(including remittances) earnings has not 
experienced consistently upward trends 
due to rapid increases in exports and 
remittances. As a share of export earnings, 
DSL reached a high of more than 24 per 
cent in 1988 and, since then it has 
declined to around 6 per cent in 2006. 
The trend in the share is similar for total 
foreign exchange earnings with a high of 
more than 14 per cent in 1975 and 
declining to about 4 per cent in 2006.

Domestic borrowing

In the face of resource shortfall and a 
declining trend in net foreign aid inflows, 
domestic borrowing (from both banking 
and non-banking sources) has assumed 
increasingly greater significance in 
managing the fiscal sector by the 
government (table 5.15). In particular, 
borrowing from the central bank and 
non-bank sources has increased sharply 
which could have adverse implications on 
the economy, especially on inflationary 
tendencies and crowding out of private 
investment.
 Increased borrowing by the government 
has also implications on the availability of 
budgetary resources as the government 
has to devote more resources for payment 
of interest on the debt incurred. Table 
5.16 shows that the interest payment on 

Figure 5.7 Trends in the financing of budget deficit by Bangladesh, 1995-2006

Source: Authors’ calculations.
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 Table 5.15 Trends in net government borrowing from domestic sources in 
Bangladesh, 1991-2006

 (billion Taka)

  Yearly average

 Source 1991-1995 1996-2000 2001-2005 2006

 Banking system 67.4 203.2 216.9 604.1
 Central bank -8.4 136.9 152.6 935.2
 Scheduled banks 75.8 66.3 64.3 -331.1
 Nonbanking sources 85.6 209.0 426.9 310.3
 Total 153.0 412.2 643.8 914.4
 Total as % of GDP 1.2 1.9 2.1 2.2

Source: Authors’ calculations.
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total government debt (both domestic and 
foreign) has increased by more than 
seven-fold since the early 1990s to nearly 
Tk. 755 billion in 2006. As a share, this 
has risen from 12 per cent to a fifth of the 
total  revenue expenditure of the 
government. The bulk of the increase in 
interest payments has, however, come 
from domestic debt which has increased 
by nearly twelve-fold since the early 1990s 
compared with a two-and-a-half fold 
increase for interests on foreign debt.54

 Since the late 1990s, the government 
seems to have been forced to borrow more 
from domestic sources due to urgent 
needs of increasing public expenditure 
coupled with slow growth in tax revenue 
and a declining trend in net inflow of 
foreign aid. Although the total debt 
service liability of Bangladesh is still not 
very high relative to total public 
expenditure and GDP, it appears that a 
large part of the borrowings are not ex 
ante in nature and are made by the 
government to meet unanticipated deficits. 
Such borrowings are, therefore, made 
mostly by default and not by design, so 
that these may adversely affect the fiscal 
stability and reduce tax efforts in the 
economy. For ensuring a pro-active role of 
the government, it is desirable that 
borrowings are kept within safe limits and 
effective measures are taken to increase 
the low revenue effort that has been 
persisting for long in Bangladesh.

Poverty and inequality

Although economic growth is a major 
tool for fighting poverty, the issue is 
complex since the impact of economic 
growth on the rate of poverty reduction 
depends on the nature, strength, and 
other characteristics of the links that exist 
between economic growth and poverty. 
Moreover, these links are not direct and 
work at two stages which determine, first, 
the relationship between economic growth 
and the distribution of income and, 
second, the relationship between the 
distribution of income and poverty.

 One obvious conclusion that follows 
from the above is that the effectiveness 
with which economic growth translates 
into poverty reduction depends on initial 
conditions (e.g. initial income distri-
bution), the stage of development, and 
other socio-economic characteristics of a 
country. In particular, the degree of 
inequality determines the strength of the 
poverty elasticity of growth.55

Growth-poverty nexus in Bangladesh: 
some recent evidence

That the faster economic growth since the 
1990s has been associated with a faster 
rate of poverty reduction compared with 
the earlier years is well documented.56 
During the 1980s, poverty incidence 
declined at a very slow rate, with 
substantial variation during different sub-

Source: Authors’ calculations.

Figure 5.8 Trends in interest payment on public borrowing in 
Bangladesh, 1993-2006
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 Table 5.16 Trends in interest payment on government debt in Bangladesh, 
1991-2006

 (billion Taka)

  Yearly average

 Source 1991-1995 1996-2000 2001-2005 2006

 Interest on domestic debt 53.1 174.1 433.0 624.6
 Interest on foreign debt 50.7 72.2 98.3 129.9
 Total interest payments 103.8 246.3 531.3 754.5
 Total interest payments as
 % of government’s total
 revenue expenditure 12 17 20 20

Source: Authors’ calculations.
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periods and between rural and urban 
areas. The higher per capita real GDP 
growth had a salutary effect on the 
poverty situation in the 1990s. Between 
1992 and 2005, the national head-count 
index declined from 59 to 40 per cent 
indicating a poverty reduction rate of one-
and-a-half percentage points per year 
(table 5.17). This faster pace has largely 
been due to higher growth of income 
(consumption) during the period. The 
annual HIES-based real per capita 
consumption expenditure growth at the 
national level was only 0.6 per cent 
during the period 1984 and 1992 which 
rose to 1.7 per cent between 1992 and 
2005.
 A declining trend can also be observed 
for other poverty measures, such as 
poverty gap index and squared poverty 
gap index. The changes also show that the 
progress in reducing the head-count index 

has been better in the urban areas. The 
rural areas, on the other hand, displayed 
a better progress in reducing the depth 
and the severity of poverty, as captured by 
the poverty gap and the squared poverty 
gap indices respectively.
 In addition to rural-urban variation, 
considerable regional diversity in poverty 
exists in Bangladesh.57 These regional 
variations in poverty level are influenced 
by many factors, including uneven 
expansion of socio-economic opportunities 
and differences in the incidence of natural 
disasters. The incidence of poverty tends 
to be high in disaster-prone areas. Poverty 
is also high for the landless, especially 
those who have agricultural wage labour 
as their principal occupation and for those 
who are engaged in marginal occupations 
and skills. Similarly, poverty and social 
deprivations are high for the hill people 
of the Chittagong Hill Districts and the 
tribal population in other parts of the 
country.
 Among the poor, around one-third 
lives in ‘extreme poverty’, that includes 
those who belong to specific chronic 
poverty groups, such as the elderly poor, 
disabled people, destitute persons, socially 
marginalized ethnic groups, and those 
engaged in dying occupations. Consider-
able interface is also observed between the 
persistence of chronic poverty and 
unfavourable agricultural environments, 
such as flood-prone, salinity-prone, river 
erosion-prone, and drought-prone areas. 
Multiple and overlapping vulnerabilities 
including long duration in poverty often 
spanning generations, adverse interplays 
between the vulnerable ecology and 
chronic social disadvantages, very high 
levels of consumption shortfalls and food 
insecurity characterize the lives of the 
extreme poor.58

 In the case of income inequality, the 
Gini coefficient rose considerably, with 
urban inequality rising faster than the 
rural inequality. Despite the sharp increase 
in urban income inequality, faster decline 
in the urban head-count index was 
achieved through higher growth in urban 
income relative to the rural income: in 

 Table 5.17 Trends in poverty and 
inequality in Bangladesh, 
1992-2005

  (%)

   1992 2000 2005

 Headcount index
  National 58.8 48.9 40.0
  Urban 44.9 35.2 28.4
  Rural 61.2 52.3 43.8
 Poverty gap index
  National 17.2 12.8 9.0
  Urban 12.0 9.1 6.5
  Rural 18.1 13.7 9.0
 Squared poverty
 gap index
  National 6.8 4.6 1.3
  Urban 4.4 3.3 0.7
  Rural 7.2 4.9 1.5
 Gini index of
 income inequality
  National 38.8 45.1 46.7
  Urban 39.8 49.7 49.7
  Rural 36.4 39.3 42.8

Note: The figures are based on the Household Income 
and Expenditure Surveys (HIES) of the 
Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics (BBS). The 
poor are estimated using the cost of basic needs 
(CBN) method and are taken as those living 
below a poverty line, corresponding to an 
intake of 2,122 kcal/person/day plus a non-
food allowance corresponding to the non-food 
expenditure among households whose 
expenditure equals the food poverty line.

Sources: GOB 2006b and World Bank 2002b.
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rural areas, real per capita income increased 
at only 0.5 per cent per year during the 
1990s compared to a robust growth of 4.4 
per cent in the urban areas.59 Nevertheless, 
the rising inequality remains a major 
factor as to why the full potential of the 
poverty reducing effects of the accelerated 
growth of the period was not translated 
into reality.60 Also inequality increased 
rather sharply during the early 1990s, 
which coincided with the period of rapid 
trade liberalization.

Characteristics of poor households

The occupational pattern of the poor 
households  shows  some marked 
characteristics. In terms of occupation, 
agricultural labour households have a high 
incidence of poverty as do non-agricultural 
casual and unskilled workers (table 5.18). 
In both rural and urban areas, the 
incidence of poverty is significantly high 
(75 and 67 per cent respectively) for the 
households headed by casual wage 
labourers. Of the total number of the 
poor, 46 per cent in the rural areas and 36 
per cent in the urban areas belong to this 
category. Similarly, households whose 
heads are self-employed in agriculture and 
non-agricultural sectors account for 40 
and 35 per cent of the poor in rural and 
urban areas respectively. The income 
profile likewise shows a high reliance on 
daily wage labour as the major source of 
income of the poor households. For the 
poorest 20 per cent of the households, 
daily wage income provides nearly half of 
their total income.61

 These characteristics indicate that 
labour is the main asset and the income 
source of the poor households in 
Bangladesh. For reducing poverty, policies 
therefore need to increase the returns to 
labour in both agriculture and non-
agricultural activities and enable the poor 
to get more remunerative jobs. In this 
respect, the expansion of non-farm 
activities, especially in the rural areas, is 
important for two reasons. First, the 
access to non-farm income will raise both 
household income and enhance the 
capacity of the poor farmers to invest in 
agriculture.62 Second, the growth of non-
farm activities will lead to a reduction in 
the dependence of land-poor households 
on the agricultural labour market thereby 
increasing both agricultural labour 
productivity and wage rates. This will 
facilitate the adoption of productivity-
enhancing technologies in agriculture and 
enhance the returns from non-farm assets 
creating greater incentives for the poor 
households to invest in such assets. A 
virtuous cycle of rapid growth of the rural 
economy thus depends on policies that 
support the growth of high productivity 
non-farm activities for which investments 
in education and skill development of the 
poor, giving them access to finance and 
technology, and ensuring the availability 
of basic infrastructure services in the rural 
areas are important facilitating factors.

Trends in income inequality

In the context of the existing growth-
poverty nexus in Bangladesh, it is 

 Table 5.18 Poverty incidence by occupation of household head in Bangladesh, 2000

  Rural Urban

  Head count % of Head count % of
 Occupation index (%) population poor index (%) population poor

 Casual wage labour 74.9 33 46 66.9 20 36
 Salaried employment 35.1 9 6 24.1 30 20
 Self-employment: non-agriculture 44.6 18 15 32.2 32 28
 Self-employment: agriculture 43.3 31 25 47.9 5 7
 Unemployed/not working 42.9 10 8 25.9 13 9
 Total 53.0 100 100 36.6 100 100

Source: World Bank 2002b.
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important, therefore, to examine the 
sources of income inequality and their 
imp l i c a t i on s  on  fu tu re  g rowth 
possibilities.63 Some evidence on the 
inequality of different income sources can 
be drawn from the Gini income elasticity 
(GIE) decomposition that shows the 
contribution of each income source to the 
overall income inequality.64 The values of 
GIE for broad income sources, given in 
table 5.19, show that the contribution of 
daily wage labour income is the highest in 
reducing income inequality, followed by 
agricultural income. All other income 
sources do not have equalizing effects on 
the overall income distribution.
 The available information indicates 
that, since the 1990s, the rural non-farm 
sector has experienced a more rapid 
expansion of relatively larger scale enter-
prises that employ wage labour rather 
than the low-earning self-employment 
activities primarily at the lower end of the 
productivity-scale of the earlier decades.65 
The major gainers of such structural 
transformation in the rural non-farm 
sector have been the relatively well-off 
groups who have better access to financial, 
human and other capital with greater 
ability to involve in more dynamic 
activities having higher returns. As a 
result, the non-farm enterprises in both 
rural and urban areas are now very similar 
in terms of their distributional conse-
quences.
 A major implication of the above 
results is that, under the existing socio-
economic realities, the sectoral growth 
opportunities even in the more dynamic 
rural non-farm sector are such that the 

scope of pursuing the growth and equity 
objectives simultaneously within the 
growth pattern itself is somewhat limited 
in Bangladesh.

Policy implications

The experience of the last decade suggests 
that most of the dynamic sectors have an 
underlying trend toward generating higher 
income inequality. In a situation like this, 
the way out lies in creating the conditions 
such that the relatively worse-off groups 
can participate more effectively and gain 
a greater share of the benefits rather than 
undermining the growth of these dynamic 
activities. It is obvious that this requires 
effective measures to address the sources 
of rising inequality, such as the uneven 
spread of economic and social oppor-
tunities, skewed distribution of financial 
and human capital, and growing disparities 
in access to both material and non-
material dimensions of well-being.
 In addition, although available studies 
in Bangladesh do not provide enough 
information on the impact of physical 
infrastructure on poverty reduction per se, 
some evidence suggests that there are 
profound effects of infrastructure, such as 
all-weather roads and electricity, on the 
incomes of the poor.66 The message from 
these studies clearly indicates that better 
infrastructure is necessary both for 
ensuring higher level and growth rate of 
rural income and, hence, these should 
form a key element of the growth and 
poverty reduction agenda in the country.
 In summary, it can be argued that the 
promotion of equitable growth in 
Bangladesh would depend more on the 
pursuit of ‘asset building’ policies 
favouring the poor rather than ‘twisting’ 
the growth pattern of the production 
sectors. The policies, in this respect, need 
to focus on expanding the asset base of 
the poor in a broader sense covering 
physical, financial, human, social, political 
and other forms of capital that strengthen 
the bargaining power of the poor and 
ensure their fair access to resources, public 
services and decision-making. This will 

 Table 5.19 Gini income elasticity (GIE) 
of major income sources in 
Bangladesh, 2000

 Income source Share in GIE
  total income

 Daily wage labour 0.145 -0.218
 Agriculture 0.169 0.717
 Salaried employment 0.162 1.247
 Non-agriculture 0.271 1.448
 Other sources 0.251 1.264
 Total 1.000 …

Source: World Bank 2002b.
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enhance their capability to avail the 
market opportunities of accelerated 
growth across the entire economy. The 
preceding discussion on Bangladesh’s 
growth experience, nevertheless, indicates 
several characteristics of the growth 
process that are important for future 
growth of the economy.
 First, the relative importance of tradable 
and non-tradable sectors, despite changes 
due to structural shifts, are such that still 
the non-tradable sectors like services, 
construction, small-scale industry and 
other demand-driven activities are 
important contributors to economic 
growth in Bangladesh. This suggests that 
future growth policies in the country, at 
least in the medium term, should 
simultaneously focus on accelerating the 
growth of both tradable and non-tradable 
sectors rather than focusing exclusively on 
a tradable sector-led growth.
 Second, despite the recent increasing 
trend in the total factor productivity 
growth, the contribution of productivity 
growth to the overall growth of the 
economy is low.67 Increased productivity 
needs to play a more significant role in 
future economic growth for which effective 
policies for ensuring technological progress 
and greater efficiency in resource use 
across all sectors of the economy will be 
critical.
 Third, as the past evidence shows 
economic reforms, if appropriately 
designed and credibly implemented, will 
bring powerful changes in the long-run 
growth prospects of the economy.68

 Fourth, the asset building policies, in 
view of the significant heterogeneity 
among the poor, should target the 
constraints of specific poor groups. An 
important concern, in this respect, is to 
reduce income inequality, or at least keep 
it rising only modestly, to enable economic 
growth to contribute to faster poverty 
reduction.69

 The developments of the last decade 
also bring out two important issues in 
Bangladesh’s macroeconomic policy 
agenda: (i) how wide is the scope of 
pursuing policies to ‘rectify’ income 

inequality without adversely affecting 
economic growth; and (ii) what is the 
nature of impact of growth maximizing 
policies on poverty in the face of 
potentially widening income inequality 
with growth. In this respect, growth 
maximizing policies deserve attention as 
Bangladesh has less income inequality 
compared with many low income 
countries. This, however, does not 
undermine the importance of addressing 
inequality for which development of 
human capital, skill improvement and 
empowerment of the poor provide effective 
vehicles for redistribution.
 In Bangladesh, the basic concern of 
economic security is to use economic 
means to prevent deprivation, and 
vulnerability to deprivation. The poor, 
with their lack of access to remunerative 
employment, do not have the capability 
to achieve minimum levels of basic 
functioning in many respects, such as 
food, clothing, shelter, good health, 
education, as well  as power and 
participation in socio-economic, political 
and cultural processes. It is important, 
therefore, to recognize that millions of the 
poor and the vulnerable groups in 
Bangladesh need economic security of 
some sort. The problem is not merely that 
more than 55 million people live below 
the poverty line but, more disturbingly, 
many of those who live on the edge of 
subsistence are in constant danger of 
falling further into a state of destitution.
 From the perspective of poverty 
reduction, therefore, economic security 
has to cover two important aspects. First, 
‘promotion’, that is, enhancing the living 
conditions of the poor and dealing with 
their regular and often persistent 
deprivation. Second, ‘protection’, that is, 
dealing with vulnerability to deprivation 
that may emerge due to natural disasters 
and other economic or social crises. 
Although the objectives of promotion and 
protection are distinct, the pursuit of 
these objectives is not independent of 
each other. The success in one will no 
doubt make the other easier to achieve.

Increased productivity 
needs to play a more 
significant role in 
future economic 
growth



116 Human Development in South Asia 2007

 In a market economy as in Bangladesh, 
increasing private income through decent 
employment indeed offers the best 
opportunity to ensure economic security 
and reduce poverty. However, there also 
exists a distinct role of public support in 
the process. Increasing economic growth 
expands private incomes through 
employment generation and creates an 
improved basis for public support. This 
may be called ‘economic security mediated 
through the growth channel’. Furthermore, 
the government resorts directly to wide-
ranging public support programmes, such 
as targeted employment creation, income 
redistribution, healthcare, education, and 
special assistance to disadvantaged groups. 
This, we may term as ‘economic security by 
provision of direct support’.
 Bangladesh’s PRSP, adopted in 2005, 
emphasizes four areas for addressing 
poverty and inequality.70 These are: (i) 
enabling environment for creating more 
remunerative jobs in both crop and non-
crop activities; (ii) upgrading the skill 
levels  of workers;  ( i i i )  access to 
infrastructure to exploit opportunities for 
more remunerative activities; and (iv) 
expansion of the asset base of the poor 
covering human, physical, and financial 
capital. Since the realization of job-led 
growth depends upon employment-
friendly growth of the private sector, the 
above requires government action to 
bringing positive changes in the quantity 
and quality of employment through 
appropriate labour market and comple-
mentary policies.

Concluding observations

Based on the review of the Bangladesh 
economy over the last ten years, the 
chapter highlights the primacy of 
economic growth and the need to broaden 
the growth process in order to achieve the 
count r y’s  soc io -economic  goa l s . 
Furthermore, the analysis indicates that 
Bangladesh, with a limited scope of 
pursuing a pro-poor growth agenda 
within its sectoral production structure, 
would benefit more by implementing 

effective ‘asset building’ policies for 
mitigating the problem of inequality. 
Such policies, however, should be 
conceived within the broader domain of 
developing human capital including 
health, education, nutrition, and social, 
political and other assets that can 
contribute to enhancing the capabilities of 
the poor.
 The pursuit of pro-poor growth in 
Bangladesh needs to follow a process in 
which growth is accompanied by public 
policies and investments that maximize 
growth along with generating a ‘superior’ 
pattern of distribution rather than a 
strategy that maximizes economic growth 
alone. The above requires actions in a 
number of areas, such as mobilizing 
higher domestic resources, attracting more 
foreign direct investment, enhancing the 
economy’s absorptive capacity and creating 
an ‘investment-friendly’ environment in 
the economy. One of the key areas in this 
respect is improvement in infrastructure 
that would be instrumental in unfolding 
the higher growth dynamics in the coming 
decade through accelerating a ‘virtuous 
cycle’ of broad-based growth, establishing 
stronger linkages for the provision of basic 
social services, and ensuring wider regional 
and sub-regional cooperation.
 While it is true that rapid growth is 
needed to reduce income poverty in 
Bangladesh, it is equally important to 
ensure that the growth process remains 
environmentally sound such that growth 
can enhance the welfare of the people, 
particularly of the poor. Bangladesh has a 
high degree of ecological sensitivity and 
vulnerability such that adequate focus on 
mitigating the environmental costs and 
developing the capacity to enforce 
environmental safeguards is important for 
ensuring a process of growth that remains 
consistent with improvements in the 
living standards of the poor. Similarly, 
addressing the gender concerns at both 
macro and micro levels will be critical in 
ensuring the desired growth and poverty 
reduction outcomes. The present analysis 
highlights three major areas where 

It is equally 
important to ensure 
that the growth 
process remains 
environmentally 
sound
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supportive policies would be important in 
initiating the desirable transformations.
 First, capital productivity remains low 
in Bangladesh. Within the current policy 
regime that promotes liberalization and 
globalization of the economy, capital 
would become more mobile in future. In 
such a situation, increasing productivity 
will be an essential pre-requisite to ensure 
that the investors (both domestic and 
foreign) have adequate incentives to invest 
the required amount of capital in 
Bangladesh.
 Second, developing and nurturing new 
sources of growth would be critical since 
many of the traditional sources that 
played the key role in moving the 
economy forward in the last decade are 
tapering off or are likely to be threatened 
in the coming decades (e.g. rice-led 
growth of agriculture, vulnerability of 
readymade garments exports,  and 
remittances). It needs also to be emphasized 
that the exploitation of new sources of 
growth is a time-consuming process which 
often involves a lag between market 
penetration and adoption and diffusion of 
n e w  t e c h n o l o g i e s  i n  d o m e s t i c 
production.
 Third, the fragility and vulnerability of 
the Bangladesh economy to natural 
disasters and external events is high. 
Although the economy has shown 
significant resilience in the face of natural 
disasters in recent years, effective policies 
for ensuring macroeconomic stability will 
be critical in view of the structural 
weaknesses of the external sector and the 
domestic economy.
 The above suggests that, while 
mobilization of adequate resources for 
boosting the investment rate is one of the 
central concerns, issues such as how to 
enhance capital productivity, bring about 
des i rable  s t ructura l  changes  and 
innovations to develop and nurture new 
source s  o f  g rowth ,  and  in s t a l l 
comprehensive shock-management 
mechanisms to effectively manage risks 
and vulnerability of the economy are 
important for Bangladesh to realize the 
benefits of higher investments and ensure 

better growth and poverty reduction 
outcomes.
 The removal of distortions and 
constraints to ensuring a well-performing 
market economy takes time, especially for 
a country like Bangladesh. Moreover, the 
mobilization of required resources, 
creation of the facilitating institutions 
and, above all, bringing in the social 
consensus and marshalling the political 
will to define the country-specific 
parameters of a well-governed market 
economy involve time-consuming and 
long-term processes. In this context, a 
pragmatic approach may combine two 
broad features.
 First, re-define a more sharpened role 
of the public sector in areas of essential 
public goods (e.g. health, education, 
nutrition and other basic social services 
and physical infrastructure), and channel 
credit and support public investments in 
critical segments of the production 
activities that are under-served by the 
private entrepreneurs and the financial 
market under existing imperfect situations, 
assuming that the government’s economic 
decisions have a longer time horizon and 
reflect social preferences better than 
private decisions under imperfect 
conditions. For example, adequate access 
to finance and provision of supportive 
macro and structural policies for the small 
and medium enterprises are likely to 
encourage them to broaden their scope of 
activities, capture the economies of scale, 
and go for developing the linkages with 
large-scale and export-oriented enterprises. 
In effect, a judicious selection of such 
activities will effectively contribute to 
boosting the capital productivity and 
facilitate the emergence of new sources of 
growth.
 Second, while the creation of a level-
playing field is the ultimate goal, the 
transitory phase may adopt a somewhat 
interventionist approach covering well-
defined and time-bound policies of 
‘special and differential treatment’ to 
specific and selected production activities 
in the private sector that have the potential 
to generate significant spillover benefits in 

Adequate access to 
finance and provision 
of supportive macro 
and structural policies 
for the small and 
medium enterprises 
are likely to encourage 
them to broaden their 
scope of activities
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terms of key indicators, such as technology, 
employment, markets, business practices, 
and exports. This will introduce a culture 
of practicing productivity-enhancing 
measures across the economy resulting in 

better efficiency and higher growth. The 
important issue for Bangladesh will be to 
define and adopt appropriate strategies 
keeping the nature of its ‘soft state’ in 
view.



While India made significant progress in 
delivering primary and secondary 
education in the last decade, it is nowhere 
near providing equitable elementary 
education to all its children. In fact, this 
decade saw some disconcerting develop-
ments, and at the turn of the millennium 
the state retracted from a constitutional 
promise made to its children.
 In 2002 the 86th Amendment of the 
Constitution of India, for the first time 
since it was framed over half a century 
earlier, diluted the state’s commitment to 
universalise elementary education. Under 
pressure to acknowledge the ‘Fundamental 
Right to Education’, which had earlier 
been declared by a ruling of the Supreme 
Court in 1993, an ambiguous clause was 
added to the new Article 21A on the 
Right to Education: ‘The State shall 
provide free and compulsory education to 
all children of the age of 6 to14 years, in 
the manner as the state may, by law, 
determine (italics added).’ Not only does 
it reduce the original Constitutional 
provision for ‘all children until they 
complete the age of fourteen years’, but 
the qualifying caveat allows the state to 
get away with whatever ‘quality’ it deems 
fit for those who, in fact, suffer the 
severest inequalities. The amendment has 
not been notified even five years later and 
no law has been framed; several drafts of 
the ‘Free and Compulsory Education Act’ 
have since been prepared but not placed 
before the Parliament. The 2004 draft Bill 
was most problematic since it had 
attempted to get legal sanction for the 
thousands of  low-cost  ‘a l ternate’ 
arrangements with poorly paid para-
teachers. The 2005 draft, on the other 
hand, paid attention to the norms for a 

‘school’ and a ‘teacher’, to ensure equitable 
quality education for all children. 
However, claiming financial constraints 
for a central legislation the government 
used a poorly drafted Model State Bill to 
direct the states to frame their State 
Acts.

Education for equality of opportunity

The state’s vacillation on the Act reflects 
its policy shift away from the vision of 
education that promotes equality, social 
cohesion and ‘removal of disparities’. This 
has repercussions on the education of 
disadvantaged children, for whom equality 
is closely linked to the transformative 
quality of education. India’s last Education 
Commission,1 inspired by a socialist 
democratic vision of national development, 
had strongly recommended the Common 
School System. It stated that: ‘It is the 
responsibility of the education system to 
bring different social classes and groups 
together and thus promote the emergence 
of an egalitarian and integrated society. 
But at present, instead of doing so, 
education is itself tending to increase 
social segregation and to perpetuate and 
widen class distinctions….The children of 
the masses are compelled to receive sub-
s t a n d a rd  e d u c a t i o n … w h i l e  t h e 
economically privileged parents are able 
to ‘buy’ good education for their children. 
This is bad not only for the children of 
the poor but also for children from the 
rich and privileged groups’ (Section 1.36, 
1.37). It went on to propose the 
‘neighbourhood school’ which will 
‘provide ‘good’ education to children 
because sharing life with common people 
is, in our opinion, an essential ingredient 

Chapter 6

Education in India (1995-2005)*

* This is an edited version of a paper contributed by Anita Rampal of Delhi University Institute of 
Education. The views expressed here are author’s own.

It is the responsibility 
of the education 
system to bring 
different social classes 
and groups together
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of good education. Secondly, the 
establishment of such schools will compel 
the rich, privileged and powerful classes 
to take an interest in the system of public 
education and thereby bring about its 
early improvement’ (Section 10.19). This 
proposal was subsequently upheld by the 
National Policy on Education2 which 
recommended Common Schools to 
ensure that ‘up to a given level, all 
students, irrespective of caste, creed, 
location or sex, have access to education 
of comparable quality’ (Section 3.2).
 However, disregarding this legacy of 
policy declarations which acknowledged 
the dialectical relationship of both ‘quality 
for equality’ and ‘equality for quality’, the 
state has forged a new polemic for a 
‘school’ and a ‘teacher’, and promoted a 
deeply discriminatory public system over 
the last decade. ‘Education Guarantee 
School’ (EGS) or ‘Alternative School’ 
(AS), and ‘acharyaji’, ‘guruji’ or ‘shiksha 
mitra’ (literally educational friend) are 
some of the euphemisms used for the low-
cost options for the ‘unreached’, which 
include a majority of Dalit children 
already facing social discrimination. It is 

indeed ironical that decades after the 
Constitution had made a commitment to 
provide free and compulsory education to 
all children ‘within ten years’, the new 
millennium was ushered in by a 
government that strove to legally absolve 
itself of this responsibility on grounds of 
what was not ‘immediately feasible’, and 
instead pushed for a differentiated system 
that reinforces inequities.  It also 
disregarded the resolve of its last National 
Policy on Education, 1986 which had 
declared—‘It shall be ensured that free and 
compulsory education of satisfactory 
quality is provided to all children up to 
14 years of age before we enter the twenty 
first century’ (italics added).

Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan (SSA)

The year 2005 was meant to be doubly 
significant. The United Nations (UN) 
Millennium Development Goals (MDG) 
had sought to eliminate gender disparity 
in primary and secondary education, 
while the SSA, the programme of 
Government of India for Universal 
Elementary Education (UEE), had set a 
more ambitious target to bring all children 
in school. In fact, it had first set its target 
at 2003, but shifted it to 2005, though its 
website3 continues to mention both at 
different places (see box 6.1).
 Targets do not seem to lend adequate 
urgency to policy frameworks and political 
commitments. 2005 has come and gone, 
2007 is on its way out, and India neither 
has gender parity in primary and secondary 
education nor is it close to all children 
completing five years of primary schooling. 
Moreover, there is reluctance to enact the 
Free and Compulsory Education Act on 
grounds of inadequate funds, while the 
struggle for ‘equitable education for all’ 
gains greater expediency.
 2005, however, had one silver lining—
the new National Curriculum Framework4 
(NCF). After five years of intense debate 
on the ‘saffronisation’ of education,5 
promoted by a right-wing government 
especially in the context of the teaching of 
history, and the communal divisiveness 

MDG 3 Promote gender equality 
and empower women

Target Eliminate gender disparity in 
primary and secondary education, 
preferably by 2005, and in all levels 
of education no later than 2015

Indicators

Ratio of girls to boys in primary, 
secondary and tertiary education
Ratio of literate women to men, 
15-24 years old
Share of women in wage employment 
in the non-agricultural sector
Proportion of seats held by women in 
national parliament

Objectives of SSA

1. All children in school, ‘Education 
Guarantee Centre’ Education 
Gaurantee Centre or ‘Alternate 
School’ Alternate School by 2003 
(later changed to: All 6-14 age 
children in schools/Education 
Guarantee School by 2005)

2. All children complete five years of 
primary schooling by 2007

3. All children complete eight years 
of schooling by 2010

4. Focus on elementary education of 
satisfactory quality with emphasis 
on education for life

5. Bridge all gender and social 
category gaps at primary stage by 
2007 and at elementary education 
level by 2010

6. Universal retention by 2010

Box 6.1 Millennium Development Goal (MDG) 3 and the objectives 
of Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan (SSA)
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reflected in NCF 20006 and its textbooks, 
there was a high level of academic 
engagement by a variety of persons 
participating in the development of NCF 
20057 and its textbooks. NCF 2005 
focuses on the processes by which learners 
actively construct knowledge, and directed 
the syllabus to remove rigid disciplinary 
boundaries, to relate to children’s diverse 
lives, and depart from the traditional 
approach of ‘imparting information’. It 
also addressed the alienation faced by the 
large underprivileged majority, whose 
lives, experiences and knowledge systems 
are not acknowledged by the school 
curriculum. Some new National Council 
of Educational Research and Training 
(NCERT) textbooks, such as those for 
Maths, Hindi and Environmental Studies, 
which adopt an integrated approach at the 
primary level, or History and Political 
Science at higher levels, have provided an 
innovative conceptualisation of those 
subjects and become exemplars in creative 
textbook design. Textbooks are developed 
in teams which include professional 
academics, educationists, school teachers 
and persons from non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs) working together, 
with no individual authors. Encouraging 
active engagement by learners, these 
books incorporate humour, narratives, 
true and inspiring experiences of ordinary 
people. States have also been asked to 
review their syllabi and textbooks in 
keeping with the NCF 2005, and though 
the numbers involved in many of the 
States is much larger, some have taken up 
the challenge.

From Literacy Campaign to Education 
For All (EFA)

The Total Literacy Campaigns in the 
nineties helped achieve the highest decadal 
growth in literacy rates, and the female 
literacy rate increased by over 14 per cent. 
However, the 61st round of National 
Sample Survey8 (NSS) shows that at the 
turn of the new millennium literacy rates 
have slowed down considerably, with a 

mid decade increase of 1.7 and 3.2 per 
cent for males and females respectively.
 The literacy campaign had addressed 
adults in the age group of 15-45 years, 
through a decentralised and participatory 
programme, in which the district 
administration collaborated with local 
teams and voluntary groups. The teaching 
was carried out by over twelve million 
volunteers without any remuneration. The 
government bore a reasonably low cost 
(often less than US$2 per learner) for the 
campaign, while the community pitched 
in more, through provision of volunteer 
teachers (VTs), space for literacy classes, 
or food and shelter for the ‘kala jathas’ or 
traveling theatre groups involved in 
cultural mobilisation. Innovative efforts in 
community mobilisation ensured the 
participation of large numbers of adult 
learners and volunteers, to conduct classes 
in groups of ten or more.
 The campaign sought to define ‘literacy’ 
not in the narrow sense of an ‘autonomous’ 
variable which unproblematically ensures 
‘progress’ or social mobility, but more as 
an enabling process of cultural and social 
mobi l i sat ion against  the present 
disempowering political and feudal 
conditions, in an endeavour towards 
greater participation in development. 
There is a growing consensus that narrow 
economic definitions of poverty need to 
be expanded to include its various other 
dimensions, both economic and non-
economic, which affect the quality of 
people’s lives and circumscribe them from 
accessing basic entitlements. These could 
be entitlements at the level of the 
individual—such as food, drinking water, 
clothing, or shelter—as well as those 
defined by various institutions of society, 

 Table 6.1 Trends in literacy rate in India 
(population 7 years and over), 
1991-2005

  (%)

 Census year Total Males Females

 1991 52.21 64.13 39.29
 2001 64.84 75.26 53.67
 2004-05 67.30 77.00 57.00

Sources: GOI 2001a and 2006a.

The literacy campaign 
had addressed adults 
in the age group of 
15-45 years, through 
a decentralised and 
participatory 
programme
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such as the right to education, health, 
work, etc.
 Inspired by the Frierian approach to 
‘read the word and the world’, the 
campaign went beyond reading and 
writing, to encompass issues of social 
justice and transformation. Several 
districts undertook a range of motivational 
and developmental programmes, such as, 
watershed management and participatory 
resource mapping exercises, health camps, 
‘right to information’ campaigns, and 
cycling trainings, especially for women 
learners who often outnumbered the men. 
The campaigns had consciously promoted 
a different self-image of women, through 
cycling or performing on the streets as 
part of the travelling cultural troupes or 
‘kala jathas’. This emphasis on mobility 
and on singing, acting and speaking in 
public, something they had never imagined 
they would be allowed to do, had been a 
precursor to women’s active participation 
in the public and even political spheres. 
The campaign supported the formation of 
women’s cooperatives and self help groups, 
had encouraged them to contest the local 
self government or ‘panchayat’ elections9 
even against the political mafia in the 
state of Bihar, and also played a key role 
in the strongly confrontationist anti-
arrack (local liquor) movement in Andhra 
Pradesh (AP).
 The Literacy Campaign had for the 
first time shown that curriculum design 
and material production could be 
decentralized to the district level. It was 
officially recommended that districts 
would form their Academic Committees 
to develop and print their own primers, 
with the help of the State Resource 
Centre. This decision helped promote the 
idea of participation, local enterprise and 
the cultural contextualisation of education, 
using the spoken language of learners 
through several scripts.
 By the end of the nineties the National 
Literacy Mission had lost its initial drive 
and failed to measure up to the changing 
countours of the programme. Its 
bureaucracy became preoccupied with 
literacy statistics, often insisting that the 

programme be confined only to ‘reading 
and writing’, and did not adequately plan 
for consolidation in the Continuing 
Education phase. The post campaign 
situation in such districts where the total 
literacy campaign had been effective was 
quite complex. The campaign had released 
tremendous social energies and many 
districts witnessed an unprecedented 
cultural resurgence. But the volunteers 
and learners felt disappointed when their 
hopes and aspirations were not met by the 
subsequent programmes, which also did 
not address their demand for vocational 
and entrepreneurial skills. For instance, 
serious efforts to provide and sustain 
networks of rural libraries were not made, 
nor were the local self governments 
provided a role in implementing the 
Continuing Education phase of the 
campaign. Instead, the district committees, 
even those which had earlier functioned 
in a democratic fashion, were rendered 
more bureaucratic through increasingly 
top-down government fiats. Moreover, 
payment of stipends to individual 
coordinators instead of the appropriate 
committees dampened the collective 
enthusiasm of the community of 
volunteers and also opened the gates for 
political pressures to appoint persons 
not necessarily committed to the 
programme.
 A disaggregated look at the educational 
status of rural women shows low 
participation at all levels, especially for 
those in the sector of agricultural labour. 
The 55th Round of NSS10 1999-2000 
provides levels of education according to 
different monthly per capita expenditure 
classes (MPCE). Table 6.2 shows that 
overall only 11.4 per cent have completed 
primary school. Moreover, in households 
involved in agricultural labour only 31 
per cent women are literate, out of which 
half could not finish primary school, 
while just 8 per cent completed primary 
and 5 per cent completed upper primary 
school.
 The change in literacy rates of the 
Scheduled Castes/Tribes (SC/ST) by sex 
and urban/rural region is shown in 

By the end of the 
nineties the National 
Literacy Mission had 
lost its initial drive
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table 6.3. It reflects the impact of the 
programmes on the most disadvantaged 
populations in rural regions, where 
literacy rates grew by about 18 percentage 
points. It also suggests that it is in these 
regions that formal schooling needs to be 
strengthened most. Many districts which 
ran an effective literacy campaign also saw 
a dramatic increase in primary school 
enrolments, with neo-literate participants 
aspiring for good education for their 
children, but the system did not always 
keep pace with the demand. Moreover, 
the Education for All (EFA) programme 
in India named ‘Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan’ 
(or SSA, literally meaning Campaign for 
Universal Education), initiated in 2000, 
took its inspiration from the successful 
literacy programme but failed to maintain 
the participatory spirit of the ‘campaign’, 
and also sidelined the older age group by 
narrowly focusing on children 6-14 years 
old.

Education for All (EFA)

The most important contribution of the 
EFA Declaration in 1990 had been the 
‘expanded vision’ of education it espoused, 
with a focus on learning: ‘Whether or not 
expanded educational opportunities will 
translate into meaningful development—
for an individual or for society—depends 
ultimately on whether people actually 
learn as a result of those opportunities, i.e. 
whether  they incorporate  useful 
knowledge, reasoning ability, skills and 
values. The focus of basic education must, 
therefore, be on actual learning acquisition 
and outcome, rather than exclusively 

upon enrolment, continued participation 
in organised programmes and completion 
of certification requirements. Active and 
participatory approaches are particularly 
valuable in assuring learning acquisition 
and allowing learners to reach their fullest 
potential. It is, therefore, necessary to 
define acceptable levels of learning 
acquisition for educational programmes 
and to improve and apply systems of 
assessing learning achievement.’11

 The EFA Declaration was seen to have 
provided an opportunity for a new 
framework to:12

• Acknowledge that all—children, youth 
and adults—have learning needs to be 
met, and that learning begins at birth 
and lasts a lifetime;

• Restructure the present model focused 
on teaching (which assumes that 
learning automatically takes place) and 
recover the value of learning as the 
primary objective of all educational 
processes;

 Table 6.2 Distribution of rural women (age 7+ years) in India by level of education and household type, 1999-2000
 (per 1000)

    Below    Higher Graduate &
 Household type Not literate Literate primary Primary Middle Secondary secondary above

 Self employed in non-agriculture 497 503 190 130 104 52 17 10
 Agricultural labour 688 312 153 86 54 15 4 1
 Other labour 552 448 171 131 97 36 10 3
 Self employed in agriculture 545 455 167 120 100 44 16 7
 Others 381 619 158 146 140 100 47 29
 Not recorded 555 445 211 96 76 38 25 0
 All 566 434 165 114 90 41 15 8

Source: GOI 2001b.

 Table 6.3 Trends in literacy rates of Scheduled Castes/Scheduled Tribes 
(SCs/STs) in India by sex and region, 1991-2001

 (%)

 Year/ Scheduled Caste (SC) Scheduled Tribe (ST)

 region Male Female Total Male Female Total

 1991

 Rural 45.95 19.45 33.25 38.45 16.02 27.38
 Urban 66.60 42.29 55.11 66.56 45.66 56.60
 Total 49.91 23.76 37.41 40.65 18.19 29.60

 2001

 Rural 63.66 37.84 51.16 57.39 32.44 45.02
 Urban 77.93 57.49 68.12 77.77 59.87 69.09
 Total 66.64 41.90 54.69 59.17 34.76 47.10

Sources: GOI 2001b and 2007c.
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• Place ‘knowledge’ at the heart of the 
education process, including traditional 
and everyday knowledge;

• Recognise the importance of personal 
motivation and interest in learning 
processes (often lost in averages and 
cumulative school/group statistics);

• Link education to social processes, 
promoting an understanding of crucial 
interfaces—school and life, education 
and work, curriculum and culture, 
theory and practice, etc.

 However, EFA reviews at the turn of 
the millennium across the world noted 
that the expanded vision and ambitious 
goals for ‘quality education for all’ had 
effectively been shrunk and the focus was 
restr icted predominantly towards 
universalising access only to primary 
schooling, with ‘school performance’ 
assessed using conventional quantitative 
factors. The inter-sectoral stress on support 
policies (for health, nutrition, employment, 
etc) to enhance the learning environment 
of the entire population was ignored. 
Moreover,  the lone indicator for 
‘learning’—the pivotal theme of the EFA 
proposal—was narrowly and ambiguously 
defined as the ‘percentage of pupils having 
reached at least grade 4 who master a set 
of nationally defined basic learning 
competencies’.
 The Asia Pacific Programme for 
Education for All of United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organization (UNESCO) had conducted 
EFA review studies in selected countries 
of South Asia to see if issues related to the 
quality of life had been addressed. Its 
report13 notes that lack of relevance and 
poor quality had continued to plague 
primary education in all countries of the 
region. It considers it a matter of serious 
concern that while some effort is made to 
relate education to life in adult and non-
formal education programmes, such 
attempts to give a ‘life orientation’ to 
primary education are either lacking or 
are even consciously thwarted. The report 
shows that while there have been efforts 
to widen access and increase enrolment, 

there has been no concern about what 
children learn and what they do not, and 
whether that learning is at all meaningful 
for their lives. There was also little 
attention paid to whether school learning 
actually empowers them and their 
community by enhancing their:

• Power to take decisions and collective 
organised action for their own 
development

• Acquisition of skills, knowledge and 
the confidence that they can and 
should take action to better their 
condition.

 Despite the EFA vision, teaching in the 
South Asian region has continued to be 
decontextualised, geared towards getting 
marks in an archaic system of examinations 
governed by paper and pencil type tests. 
Policies have not sought alternate methods 
of ‘authentic’ assessment, to look at how 
formal  or  non-formal  educat ion 
programmes help in the progress of 
learners, especially girls, and to focus on 
performance indicators not attainment 
measures. The Programme for International 
Student Assessment14 has indicated that a 
departure from conventional assessment 
to focus on ‘meaningful learning for life’ 
can provide higher motivation for all, and 
help especially those from disempowered 
backgrounds. The state of Kerala with 
already high enrolments had initiated 
curricular reform for quality improvement 
under District Primary Education 
Programme (DPEP), and found that its 
new assessment pattern helped reduce 
anxiety and also ensured that less privileged 
children performed better than in the 
traditional examination.15 However, other 
state and central Boards have yet to follow 
suit, and the formal examination system 
remains a significant obstacle to the goal 
of UEE.
 Notwithstanding the global recognition 
of India as an ‘emerging’ country along 
with China, its educational achievements 
over the last two decades offer a sharp 
contrast and present a sober reminder of 
its unfinished UEE agenda. The EFA 

Despite the EFA 
vision, teaching in the 
South Asian region 
has continued to be 
decontextualised



 Education in India (1995-2005) 125

Global Monitoring Report on literacy16 
has noted that despite its improved 
literacy rate India has the largest share of 
the world’s non-literate population (35 
per cent); in fact, its adult literacy rate 
was seen to be similar to and female adult 
literacy rate lower than that of Sub-
Saharan Africa. A comparison with China 
places India at a considerable educational 
disadvantage (as figure 6.1 shows); indeed, 
India’s adult literacy at the turn of the 
millennium is 30 percentage points below 
China’s, and worse than what China had 
already achieved in 1975.

Expansion of a differentiated
public system

The Seventh All India School Education 
Survey17 records an increase in schools at 
all levels: 14 per cent increase in primary 
schools, 50 per cent in upper primary and 
38 per cent in the number of secondary 
schools between 1993 and 2003.18 The 
Survey shows that in 2003 out of 5.87 
lakh villages 79 per cent had ‘primary 
stage schooling facility’, 31 per cent had 
upper primary schools, 11 per cent have 
secondary schools and 3 per cent have a 
higher secondary school (see Annex tables 
6.1 and 6.2). Despite the term ‘primary 

stage schooling facility’ instead of ‘school’, 
there are still large numbers of unserved 
habitations. Moreover, even where there is 
a schooling facility the provision can be 
so inadequate that it effectively functions 
as a poor child minding centre. Over 16 
per cent of the recognized 6.5 lakh 
primary schools had only a single teacher 
for all the grades, and a substantial 
majority has at best two teachers. 
Moreover, the large numbers of EGSs set 
up with central assistance under the SSA, 
not counted as ‘recognised’ by the official 
district information system, function with 
a single teacher for all primary grades, 
with a second teacher sanctioned only 
when the number of pupils exceeds the 
prescribed ratio. This issue shall be 
discussed in greater detail in the section 
on teachers.

Enrolment/achievement

Enrolment ratios provided by the 
Education Department are generally 
found to be at variance with data acquired 
through household surveys. Most research 
studies therefore use the large sample 
based surveys by the National Sample 
Survey Organisation (NSSO) and the 
National Family Health Survey (NFHS), 

Sources: Barro and Lee 2004 and Riboud et al. 2007.

Figure 6.1 Trends in educational status of the adult population in India and China, 1975-2004
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or even conduct their own sample surveys 
to estimate numbers of enrolled and out-
of-school children. The NFHS-219 
conducted in 1998-99 had reported that 
among rural populations 56 per cent of 
females and 31 per cent of males age 6 
and above remained illiterate, and that 
though illiteracy was declining it was high 
even among the young. About one in four 
of the population age 10–19 years was 
reported illiterate compared with over half 
the population age 30 and above. 
‘Although improvements are being made, 
the goal of universal primary education is 
far from being a reality in India. Seventy-
nine per cent of children age 6–14 are 
attending school, up from 68 per cent in 
NFHS-1 (1992-93). Among children age 
15–17, however, the school attendance 
rate is only 49 per cent indicating a high 
rate of school dropout. Since NFHS-1, 
school attendance rates for the age group 
6–14 have increased more rapidly for 
females (from 59 to 74 per cent) than for 
males (from 76 to 83 per cent). School 
attendance rates at all ages are much 
higher in urban areas than in rural 
areas.’20

 The latest NFHS-321 (2005-06) findings 
focus on the 15-49 years age group, of 
which 64 per cent of the women and 45 
per cent of the men have either no 
education at all or have not completed 
eight years of elementary school.
 School attendance is not reliably 
recorded and there are marked differences 
between enrolment and attendance figures; 
though some household surveys enquire 
about children attending school, the 
responses do not always reflect the actual 
situation in schools. Attendance of 

children in rural areas is more irregular 
owing to their seasonal participation in 
domestic economic work, illness in the 
family or irregularity in the functioning 
of the school so that the real size of out-
of-school children is estimated to be 
larger than what is reported by most 
studies.22

 There have been concerns about trends 
showing a decline in enrolments during 
the end of the nineties, even from states 
which have not yet enrolled two thirds of 
their children, and in districts that had 
been implementing the centrally sponsored 
DPEP. In the 1980s, the rate of growth 
was about 2.65 per cent per annum, 
whereas between 1994-95 and 1998-99, 
it declined to about 0.41 per cent. This 
decline was not confined to only boys’ 
enrolment, but was equally serious for 
girls’ enrolment, and was accompanied by 
a decline in public expenditure.23 Recent 
district-wise analysis24 shows that about 
180 out of 581 districts report a decline 
in primary enrolment. However, as 
compared to the non-DPEP districts, 
higher enrolment was achieved in districts 
under the DPEP, yet the average drop-out 
rate in the non-DPEP districts (8 per 
cent) remains lower than in the DPEP 
districts (11 per cent).

Out of school children

A United Nations Children’s Fund 
(UNICEF) research project involving a 
large sample household survey spread over 
91 districts of the seven most educationally 
backwards states noted that despite the 
increase in enrolment and the ‘apparent 
progress’ in terms of schooling facilities 
and the supply of teachers, there is a high 
incidence of out-of-school children. It 
noted that nearly one-fifth of children in 
the 6-10 years age-group in all states are 
out of school in rural areas, and one-tenth 
in urban areas.25

 Under diverse national and international 
pressures to get children into schools, 
those ‘out-of-school’ fall in a highly 
contested category and there are few 
reliable estimates. With different entry 

 Table 6.4 Educational attainment by 
gender in India (population 
15-49 years), 2005-06

  (%)

 Educational attainment Women Men

 No education 41 18
 Complete less than 8 years 23 27
 Complete 8-9 years 14 21
 Complete 10 years and above 22 34

Source: IIPS 2007.

Attendance of 
children in rural 
areas is more 
irregular owing to 
their seasonal 
participation in 
domestic economic 
work
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ages for school enrolment and a wide age 
spectrum in the early grades across 
different states, which usually provide 
grade specific data, it is difficult to get a 
reliable picture of how many children of 
a given age are actually attending a given 
grade. With all kinds of ‘alternatives’ in 
the category of ‘school’, including Bridge 
Courses/camps for out-of-school children, 
the situation is now further confounded. 
This helps the Ministry of Human 
Resource Development to announce that 
‘From about 320 lakhs in 2002-03, the 
number of out of school children had 
reduced to 70.5 lakhs based on the reports 
of States and Union Territories in March 
2006’. However, educationists emphasise 
that an excessive focus on ‘enrolment’ 
figures detracts from the real situation of 
poor quality and inadequate learning 
conditions, which result in high drop out 
rates in many states, so that half the 
enrolled children do not complete 
elementary school, as indicated by official 
statistics.

Drop out

Official data on drop out rates at each 
level of school in the last decade is given 
in table 6.5. While the drop out rate in 
primary school has reduced in the last ten 
years from 42 to 29 per cent, more 
significantly in the case of girls, it remains 
disturbingly high at about 51 per cent at 
the elementary stage. Though less than 
half of those who enrol in school actually 
manage to complete eight years of 
schooling, yet the government is not 
ready to pass an Act to ensure the Right 
to Education for every child.
 Table 6.6 gives the distribution of 
persons of age 5-29 years who are 
currently attending an educational 
institution, by level, gender and rural/
urban region, and shows that the highest 
drop out at the middle level is among 
rural girls.
 Data collected through the District 
Information System for Education26 
(DISE), on ‘recognized’ government and 
private schools—not including the EGS 

schools, non-formal centres or ‘unrecog-
nised’ private schools—shows an average 
dropout rate of almost 10 per cent in each 
primary grade during the intermediary 
two years 2004-05 and 2005-06, 
indicating ‘a very high drop-out rate at 
primary level over a period of five years’. 
States such as Arunachal Pradesh, 
Rajashthan and Uttarakhand reported a 
high average drop-out rate of 16, 15 and 
14 per cent respectively, while Haryana, 
West Bengal (WB), Uttar Pradesh (UP) 
and Bihar had almost 12 per cent drop 
out rate. On the other hand, Kerala with 
1.3 per cent, Tamil Nadu with 2 per cent 
and Himachal Pradesh with 2.9 per cent 
drop-out rate have almost achieved the 

 Table 6.5 Trends in drop out rates at primary, elementary and secondary 
stages in India, 1995-2005

 (%)

  Primary (I-V) Elementary (I-VIII) Secondary (I-X)

 Year Boys Girls Total Boys Girls Total Boys Girls Total

 1995-96 41.4 43.0 42.1 56.6 61.7 58.8 66.7 73.7 69.6
 1998-99 40.9 42.3 41.5 54.2 59.2 56.3 64.5 69.8 66.7
 1999-00 38.7 42.3 40.3 52.0 58.0 54.5 66.6 70.6 68.3
 2000-01 39.7 41.9 40.7 50.3 57.7 53.7 66.4 71.5 68.6
 2001-02 38.4 39.9 39.0 52.9 56.9 54.6 64.2 68.6 66.0
 2002-03 35.9 33.7 34.9 52.3 53.5 52.8 60.7 65.0 62.6
 2003-04 33.7 28.6 31.5 51.9 52.9 52.3 61.0 64.9 62.7
 2004-05 31.8 25.4 29.0 50.5 51.3 50.8 60.4 63.9 61.9

Source: GOI 2007c.

 Table 6.6 Distribution of currently attending persons (age 5-29 years) by 
educational level in India, 2004-05

 (per 1000)

  Educational level

  Below   Secondary  Dropout rate at
 Category primary Primary Middle and above All middle level

 Rural

 Male 30 509 227 233 1000 544
 Female 34 555 225 186 1000 595
 Person 31 530 227 212 1000 572

 Urban

 Male 41 362 207 388 1000 428
 Female 42 376 220 360 1000 415
 Person 41 370 213 375 1000 424

 Rural+Urban

 Male 32 472 223 273 1000 528
 Female 35 507 224 235 1000 558
 Person 34 487 223 258 1000 542

Source: GOI 2007c.
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goal of universal retention at primary 
level. The average retention rate in 
primary school was about 70 per cent in 
2005-06; though in Bihar and Jharkhand, 
the retention rate is still very low at 42 
and 59 per cent respectively.

Repetition

DISE data also shows that on an average, 
a student takes 9.1 years to complete primary 
school as compared to the requirement of 5 
years. In the year 2005-6 about 10 million 
children were made to repeat grades in 
elementary school, out of which over 3 
million repeated Grade I. The number of 
repeaters constituted 6 per cent of the 
total elementary enrolment and 85 per 
cent of them were in rural schools.27

 It is disturbing to see that over 3 
million children or one third of all those 
who were made to repeat grades were in 
Grade I, of which almost half were on 
account of having been failed. In fact, the 
number of repeaters reduces in the higher 
Grades, but while in the lower classes they 
are made to repeat on account of both 
failing and long absence from school, by 
the time they reach Grade VI the majority 
of repeaters are on account of ‘failure’. 
The average repetition rate in primary 
grades in a few states, such as, Arunachal 
Pradesh (16 per cent), Bihar (13 per 
cent), Chhattisgarh (12 per cent), Gujarat 
(11 per cent), Sikkim (22 per cent), 
Tripura (15 per cent) and WB (14 per 
cent) is much above the national average 
(6.3 per cent). These states in fact have a 

high repetition rate in Grade I. Despite 
policy decisions to stop detention of 
young children in the early grades, the 
average repetition rate in Grade I was 
10.5 per cent. The states of Bihar (25 per 
cent), Gujarat (15 per cent), Sikkim (21 
per cent) and WB (20 per cent) all 
reported a very high repetition rate in 
Grade I.
 High rates of repetition and failure at 
Grade I raise serious questions about what 
schools are achieving in the early years 
and, more significantly, what irreparable 
harm they do to children’s motivation and 
self image by ‘failing’ them in the first 
instance. It also reflects the weakest aspect 
of the system, namely, poor teaching 
practices especially at the early stages, and 
also at pre-school, and teachers’ beliefs 
about learners from poor and disadvantaged 
homes. Teachers are not trained and 
convinced on how classes need to be 
structured to ensure adequate peer learning 
and collective work, so that young 
children from diverse socio-economic 
backgrounds can learn effectively. If this 
is the situation in the ‘recognised’ sector, 
it can be reasonably assumed that in the 
‘unrecognised’ sector, with generally 
poorer provision and little parental 
support for children who are first 
generation learners, it is likely to be 
worse.
 Some of the other findings about the 
state of ‘recognised’ schools as reported in 
the DISE data show that:28

• Over 3 lakh new schools were opened 
since 1994 of which 88 per cent are 
located in the rural areas

• As many as 16.6 per cent primary 
schools have only one teacher of which 
96 per cent are located in the rural 
areas.

• A large number of schools reported 
either having none or just a single 
teacher despite the national average of 
2.8 teachers per primary school. On 
average rural primary schools have 2.7 
teachers while urban primary schools 
have 4.7 teachers.

 Table 6.7 Grade-specific number of repeaters in India with reasons of 
repetition, 2005-06

  Failure Long absence Re-admission % of total Total no. of
 Grade (%) (%) (%) repeaters repeaters

 I 47.07 35.68 17.25 31.16 31,14,701
 II 48.00 35.99 16.01 13.74 13,73,846
 III 52.81 31.65 15.54 11.23 11,22,975
 IV 54.37 29.25 16.38 8.32 8,31,165
 V 64.64 18.70 16.66 10.86 10,86,002
 VI 72.41 14.80 12.80 9.96 9,95,700
 VII 71.84 14.93 13.23 7.68 7,67,281
 VIII 77.71 10.18 12.11 7.04 7,03,956
 Total 56.94 27.42 15.64 100.00 99,95,626

Source: Mehta 2007.
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• The average number of teachers per 
school (at all levels) is only 4.2, with 
most states in the central heartland 
having lower than 3.5 teachers per 
school.

• The ratio of primary to upper primary 
schools/sections reveals one upper 
primary school/section for every set of 
2.6 primary schools/sections.

• Almost 5 lakh para-teachers were 
appointed in 2005-06 which is 10.6 
per cent of the total teachers, as 
compared to 379 thousand (9.1 per 
cent) in 2004-05. About 93 per cent of 
the total para-teachers were in rural 
areas; moreover, 66 per cent of all para 
teachers are in primary schools.

• In over 79,400 (7.1 per cent) schools 
there were only para-teachers working 
in 2005-06.

Differentiated participation of
social groups

How do different social groups and 
communit ies  fare  in educat ional 
participation and what is the system’s 
capacity to retain them? The last decade 
has seen efforts to collect disaggregated 
data to help focus on such differences and 
the Census 2001,29 for the first time, 
provided information on levels of 
education according to religion. The 
Sachar Committee Report30 on the socio-
economic and educational status of the 
Muslim community highlighted the 
differential status of Socio-religious 
Communities (SRC) across the educational 
spectrum and stated that there is a double 
disadvantage when low levels of education 
combine with low quality education. The 
deprivation of Muslims increases manifold 
as the level of education rises, and in some 
instances their relative participation is 
even lower than the SCs who are victims 
of a long standing caste system. The SCs/
STs are still the least literate group in both 
urban and rural India. The literacy levels 
of 64 and 68 per cent amongst male SCs/
STs and Muslims respectively are far 
below the level for ‘All Others’ which is 
81 per cent. In contrast, the literacy rate 

of 50 per cent for Muslim women is 
comparable with women of other 
communities and much greater than that 
of the SC/ST women in rural India.
 The Sachar Report points to the urgent 
need for disaggregated analyses at different 
levels, especially to inform policy decisions 
and allocation of resources. Though in 10 
out of the 21 selected states literacy rates 
among Muslims are higher than the state 
average, yet state statistics sometimes 
mask the effect of place of residence on 
educational participation and attainment. 
In AP, for instance, 68 per cent of 
Muslims are literate, compared to 61 per 
cent for the state as a whole and 63 per 
cent for ‘All Others’. But Muslim urban 
literacy levels for both genders in AP are 
lower than all SRCs except the SCs/STs. 
In general, state level literacy estimates 
suggest that Muslims in urban areas, 
especially Muslim women, are much 
lower than the state average. However, 
there are states like Tamil Nadu where 
Muslims do better in all sub-groups and 
states like Kerala where the differences 
across SRCs are minimal.
 Age specific literacy rates from the NSS 
61st Round data31 (2004-05) show that in 
recent years the literacy rates for the SC/
ST population have risen more sharply 
than for Muslims (table 6.8). While 
persons of the older age groups (23 years 
and above) in the Muslim community 
had much higher literacy levels, these are 
higher for SCs/STs in the younger age 
groups (14-17 years), who have indirectly 
benefited from affirmative action as 
parents tend to make more effort to invest 
in their education. This also corroborates 

 Table 6.8 Literates by age groups in India, 2004-05
 (%)

   Hindus
 
Age groups

 Gen OBC SCs/STs 
Muslims Other minorities

 6-13 years 90.2 80.8 74.7 74.6 88.5
 14-15 years 95.7 87.5 80.0 79.5 91.9
 16-17 years 95.0 85.2 78.6 75.5 91.3
 18-22 years 91.4 76.9 65.0 70.5 85.8
 23 years & above 74.0 50.6 36.5 46.1 67.0
 Total 80.5 63.4 52.7 59.9 75.2

Source: GOI 2006a.

The SCs/STs are still 
the least literate group 
in both urban and 
rural India
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the trends observed in the Census 200132 
that for both males and females in urban 
and rural areas the literacy levels of SC/
STs overtook that of Muslims in the 
1990s.
 The lower caste Muslim children have 
the lowest enrolment (36 per cent) and 
also record the highest percentage (33 per 
cent) in the ‘never enrolled category’. On 
an average a child in India goes to school 
for only four years. The mean years of 
schooling of Muslims is the lowest (about 
three years four months). While the share 
of dropouts and children who have never 
attended school is higher among Muslims 
than most other SRCs, enrolment rates 
have risen significantly in recent years.
 Estimates indicate that among all 
children, the numbers who regularly 
attend school is 2 in 5 for SC/ST children, 
1 in 5 for Muslim children and only 1 in 
8 for lower caste Muslim children. Muslim 
girls emerge as the most marginalized 
group. An analysis of the trends between 
the 1991 and 2001 Census33 suggests that 
while the Indian middle class has grown 
at a much faster pace during the last 
decade or so, the Muslim middle class lags 
behind. Unlike literacy which is a stock 
measure and changes slowly over time, 
enrolment is a flow variable that can be 
improved within a relatively shorter 
period. A larger inter-group disparity in 
school enrolment compared with the 
disparity in literacy rates suggests that the 
enrolment rate in elementary school 
among the Muslims has been falling in 
the immediate past, especially so in case 
of females. ‘What is startling is the 

increase in illiteracy amongst the women 
in younger cohorts. While literacy levels 
were more even amongst Muslim and 
Hindu women in the period 1950-80, the 
differentials have widened substantially 
among the younger age women around 
the year 2001. This evidence is further 
supported by the fact that the enrolment 
rates of Muslim girls have steeply fallen 
relative to the all India average, especially 
during and after the decades of the 
1990s.’34 There has been a relatively 
greater dependence of Muslims on private 
schooling which entails greater expenses, 
and given their low economic conditions, 
seems to be due to ‘compulsions emerging 
out of inappropriate education’, with 
teacher discrimination and a hostile 
environment posing as possible impedi-
ments (table 6.10).
 A study35 on educational inequalities 
between social groups shows a declining 
gap between dalits, adivasis (tribals) and 
others in the odds of completing primary 
school, but not for Muslims. The analyses 
were based on data from four rounds of 
the National Sample Surveys, to see 
changes in educational attainment for 
individuals aged 6-29 between the years 
1983 (round 38), 1987-88 (round 43), 
1993-94 (round 50), and 1999-2000 
(round 55). The results show that the 
inequalities in college education have 
narrowed for adivasi men but for all other 
groups, dalit men and women and adivasi 
women, there seems to be a widening of 
inequality rather than narrowing. In fact, 
as income rises, adivasis are far more able 
to achieve parity in college graduation 

 Table 6.9 Literacy rates and percentages of those who completed at least the relevant 
higher levels of education in India (population 7 years and over)

  Literacy    Higher Technical/
  rate Primary Middle Secondary secondary Diploma Graduates

 All religions 64.8 52.3 32.9 21.0 10.5 5.5 5.0
 Muslim 59.1 44.4 24.2 13.6 6.0 2.7 2.5
 Hindu (including
 SCs/STs) 65.1 52.7 33.4 21.4 10.9 5.7 5.2
 Hindu (excluding
 SCs/STs) 70.5 59.1 38.9 25.8 13.4 7.2 6.6
 SCs 54.7 40.2 22.1 11.7 5.1 2.2 2.0
 STs 47.1 30.8 16.2 8.5 3.6 1.5 1.3

Sources: GOI 2001a and Shariff and Razzack 2006.

 Table 6.10 Students (age 
6-14 years) in 
private schools 
in India by caste 
and religion

  Total Male Female

 Scheduled
 Tribes 3.2 3.8 2.3
 Scheduled 
 Castes 5.8 6.9 4.2
 Hindus 9.3 10.4 7.7
 Muslims 13.3 14.4 11.9
 All 9.8 10.8 8.3

Source: Shariff 1999.

 Table 6.11 Trends in 
predicted 
probability of 
primary school 
completion for 
various social 
groups (age 
12-17 years) in 
India, 1993-2000

  Males Females

 1993-94

 Upper Caste
 & Other 0.785 0.691
 Dalit 0.665 0.527
 Adivasi 0.636 0.482
 Muslim 0.582 0.506

 1999-2000

 Upper Caste
 & Other 0.799 0.761
 Dalit 0.697 0.623
 Adivasi 0.668 0.575
 Muslim 0.583 0.554

Source: Desai and Kulkarni 
forthcoming.
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with upper caste Hindus than the dalits, 
showing little evidence that those among 
the ‘creamy layer’ of the scheduled caste 
population are disproportionately 
capturing the benefits of affirmative action 
policies.
 The probability of completing different 
levels of school education (primary, 
middle, secondary etc.) has gone up for 
all communities in the last decade, with 
the sharpest rise in the probability of 
completing middle school. On an average 
about 62 per cent of the eligible children 
in the upper caste Hindu and other 
religious groups (excluding Muslims) are 
likely to complete primary education 
followed by Muslims (44 per cent), SCs 
(39 per cent) and STs (32 per cent). 
Completion of primary education seems to 
be the major hurdle for school education; 
once children complete primary education, 
the proportion of children completing 
middle school is the same (65 per cent) 
for Muslims, STs and SCs but lower than 
‘All Others’ (75 per cent). The next 
transition also shows a similar pattern; 
about 50 per cent of Muslim and SC/ST 
children who have completed middle 
school are likely to complete secondary 
school as well, which is lower than the ‘All 
Other’ group (62 per cent). In the 
transition from secondary to college 
education, Muslims perform somewhat 
better than SCs and STs; 23 per cent of 
the SC/ST students and 26 per cent of 
Muslims who complete secondary 
education are likely to complete college 
education, while this is 34 per cent for 
other groups.
 Estimates from the Census 200136 data 
suggest that only about 38 million persons 
above 20 years old have secured a 
graduation degree and beyond; and only 
4 million have received a technical 
diploma/certificate. Overall this amounts 
to about 6 per cent of the relevant 
population having completed graduation 
and less than 0.5 per cent having technical 
qualifications at the diploma/certificate 
level. In the case of Muslims the number 
is under 4 million graduates, which is 
about 3.6 per cent of the appropriate 

population, and those technically qualified 
is 0.4 per cent. The NSSO 61st Round 
data37 (provisional) on graduate level 
education shows that the SCs/STs and 
Muslims are the most disadvantaged as 
their respective shares are much lower 
than their share in the population.
 Girls from poor rural households or 
disadvantaged communities, such as from 
the Scheduled Caste, Scheduled Tribe or 
from among Muslim communities, 
continue to be most educationally 
deprived. While the gender gap has 
narrowed in enrolments, as can be seen 
from tables 6.12 and 6.13, the drop out 
rates of both boys and girls of SC and ST 
communities is alarmingly high. 51 per 
cent of all children, but 60 per cent of SC 
girls and 67 per cent ST girls drop out 
before they complete middle school. 62 
per cent of all children drop out before 
completing Class X, but the percentage of 
SC and ST girls who drop out before 
finishing secondary school is 74 and 81 
per cent respectively (tables 6.14, 6.15 
and 6.16).
 Poverty combined with caste causes 
very low participation of Dalit children in 
schools; however, the role of caste has 
been analysed separately in a study of UP 
and Bihar.38 Even in the highest per capita 

 Table 6.12 Trends in enrolment of Scheduled Caste children in India, 
1994-2005

 (Thousands)

  Primary Upper primary

 
Year

 Boys Girls Total % Girls Boys Girls Total % Girls

 1994-95 10889 7543 18432 40.9 3330 1883 5213 36.1
 2003-04 12764 10365 23129 44.8 4754 3343 8077 41.4
 2004-05 13762 10995 24757 44.4 5100 3597 8697 41.4

Source: GOI 2007c.

 Table 6.13 Trends in enrolment of Scheduled Tribe children in India, 
1994-2005

 (Thousands)

  Primary Upper primary

 
Year

 Boys Girls Total % Girls Boys Girls Total % Girls

 1994-95 5454 3605 9059 39.8 1377 871 2248 38.8
 2003-04 6776 5741 12517 45.9 2136 1526 3662 41.7
 2004-05 7367 6369 13737 46.4 2395 1776 4171 42.6

Source: GOI 2007c.
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consumption quintile the enrolment of 
SC/ST children of age 6-13 years was 65 
per cent as compared to over 90 per cent 
of those from middle and upper caste 
groups. In the lowest consumption 
quintile SC/ST enrolment was 41 per 
cent while that of the middle and upper 
castes was 54 and 84 per cent respectively. 

Dalit girls suffer the multiple burdens of 
poverty, caste and gender and have to 
work the hardest to overcome the 
consequences of the poor quality of 
education doled out to them. The actual 
experience of schooling of Dalit children, 
through various overt forms of caste 
discrimination from their peers and 
teachers, is found to obstruct social access 
to education, by hurting their dignity and 
self worth. Lack of expectation from 
home and school is known to seriously 
affect the performance of children from 
poor Dalit families. Dreze and Gazdar 
1996, note the discriminatory practices of 
teachers and peers in schools of UP where 
children from the lowest castes are treated 
as ‘untouchable’ and are regular targets of 
verbal abuse and physical assault. However, 
the recent centrally sponsored Mid Day 
Meal Scheme (with a 2 per cent cess on 
income tax), which had earlier run 
successfully for decades in the states of 
Tamil Nadu and Kerala, has now effectively 
brought more Dalit children to school in 
other states as well, and provided them 
with perhaps the only secular space to eat 
together with others.
 The presence of a school in their 
habitation does attract enrolment of Dalit 
children, as was seen in Madhya Pradesh 
(MP), but its irregular functioning or 
discrimination against Dalit children 
causes irregularity in attendance and high 
incidence of effectively being ‘pushed 
out’. Participation in political processes 
helps in asserting their identity and builds 
educational aspirations to continue 
schooling in adverse conditions. However, 
socio political mobilization and its benefits 
remain confined to groups not suffering 
from acute poverty and the more powerful 
sub-communities in villages with a mixed 
SC population. Moreover, schooling 
participation among tribal children has to 
be seen with reference to the alienation 
they face within the system which refuses 
to respect their cultural identities and 
their continuous struggle for survival.39 
Adivasis live in relatively remote tribal 
habitations on hills or in forests that lack 
schools and roads, and face several other 

 Table 6.16 Comparison of drop-out rates for Scheduled Caste/Scheduled 
Tribe (SC/ST) children with total children in India, 1990-2005

 (%)

  Primary (I-V)
 
Year

 All Boys SC Boys ST Boys All Girls SC Girls ST Girls Total

 1990-91 40.1 46.3 60.3 46.0 54.0 66.1 42.6
 2001-02 38.4 43.7 51.0 39.9 47.1 54.1 39.0
 2003-04 33.7 36.8 49.1 28.6 36.2 48.7 31.5
 2004-05 31.8 32.7 42.6 25.4 36.1 42.0 29.0

  Elementary (I-VIII)
 
Year

 All Boys SC Boys ST Boys All Girls SC Girls ST Girls Total

 1990-91 59.1 64.3 75.7 65.1 73.2 82.2 60.9
 2001-02 50.3 58.6 67.3 57.7 63.6 72.7 53.7
 2003-04 51.8 57.3 69.0 52.9 62.2 71.4 52.3
 2004-05 50.5 55.2 65.0 51.3 60.0 67.1 50.8

  Secondary (I-X)
 
Year

 All Boys SC Boys ST Boys All Girls SC Girls ST Girls Total

 1990-91 67.5 74.3 83.3 76.9 83.4 87.7 71.3
 2001-02 64.2 71.1 79.9 68.6 74.9 82.9 66.0
 2003-04 61.0 71.4 77.9 64.9 75.5 81.2 62.7
 2004-05 60.4 69.1 77.8 63.9 74.2 80.7 61.9

Source: GOI 2007c.

 Table 6.14 Trends in drop-out rates of Scheduled Caste children in India, 
1995-2005

 (%)

  Primary (I-V) Elementary (I-VIII) Secondary (I-X)

 
Year

 Boys Girls Total Boys Girls Total Boys Girls Total

 1995-96 43.7 48.5 45.7 64.7 70.5 67.0 N.A N.A N.A.
 1998-99 40.5 42.8 41.4 59.9 65.4 62.2 72.7 78.2 74.9
 2003-04 36.8 36.2 36.6 57.3 62.2 59.4 71.4 75.5 73.1
 2004-05 32.7 36.1 34.2 55.2 60.0 57.3 69.1 74.2 71.3

Source: GOI 2007c.

 Table 6.15 Trends in drop-out rates of Scheduled Tribe children in India, 
1994-2004

 (%)

  Primary (I-V) Elementary (I-VIII) Secondary (I-X)

 
Year

 Boys Girls Total Boys Girls Total Boys Girls Total

 1994-95 56.9 61.3 58.6 74.5 80.0 76.7 N.A N.A N.A.
 1998-99 54.8 56.8 55.7 70.1 75.7 72.4 79.8 85.1 82.2
 2003-04 49.1 48.7 48.9 69.0 71.4 70.1 77.9 81.2 79.3
 2004-05 42.6 42.0 42.3 65.0 67.1 65.9 77.8 80.7 79.0

Source: GOI 2007c.
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constraints that heighten their sense of 
alienation from school.
 There is overwhelming evidence that 
the disadvantaged, including girls deprived 
of their fundamental rights, are looking 
towards education as the only possible 
way out of their condition, and are, in 
fact, going the extra mile to catch up on 
lost opportunity. Given a slender second 
chance, they use education to help fight 
many of their life’s struggles even outside 
school. The overwhelming response of 
married girls coming back to school in AP, 
even courageously challenging the validity 
of their ‘child marriages’, is a moving case 
in point. Over 14,000 girls in the last five 
years, in Rangareddy district alone, have 
been supported by the M. Venkatarangaiya 
Foundation (MVF) and rehabilitated to 
resume their studies, through special 
bridge-school-camps. Like Susheela (age 
15) ,  who formal ly  returned the 
‘mangalsutra’ and persuaded the village 
panchayat to annul her year-old ‘illegal’ 
(child) marriage to a much older man, 
most girls have found courage and refuge 
through their passion for school to opt 
out of traumatic marriages and chart a 
new course for themselves. Moreover, as 
MVF has shown even in the case of 
bringing back into schools children 
engaged in child labour, the Bridge 
Course needs to be run sensitively, well 
beyond basic literacy and numeracy to 
address complex social issues, and build 
confidence to fight for change.

Issues of quality and efficiency

Tremendous efforts are often mobilised to 
enrol children into schools without 
necessarily demanding that these be 
transformed for better quality. Indeed, 
without a transformative vision, and no 
serious examination of the structural 
underpinnings of inequity perpetuated by 
the present education system, the thrust 
of most efforts is increasingly on 
uncritically doling out the same somewhat 
more ‘efficiently’.
 Empirical findings of a study40 of 
children in diverse poverty situations in 

three states showed that young girls, 
especially if they happened to be the 
oldest child, though enrolled in school, 
were not ‘free’ to study. Girls attending 
government schools reported that they 
work at home both before as well as after 
school. Apart from sibling care, girls 6-11 
years old said they supported their 
households with the care of cows/goats, 
fetching fuel wood/fodder, water, running 
errands and looking after sick family 
members. They put in long hours every 
day and did not get time to study at 
home—especially girls who are higher up 
in the birth order. Energy levels were 
found to be low and had a deleterious 
impact upon their ability to concentrate 
in school. Discussions with children 
revealed that on most days, given their 
morning chores, almost 10 to 15 per cent 
of children (majority of them being girls) 
come to school without eating. It was 
pointed out that in the context of 
malnourished, hungry and overworked 
girls from poor households the provision 
of a hot mid day meal becomes all the 
more necessary to help them perform at 
school. Moreover, if regularity could be 
ensured, most girls were found to perform 
as well if not better than boys in school.
 The past decade has seen a growing 
chasm between quality and equity, with a 
differentiated vision of learning and 
teaching for those considered the ‘hardest 
to reach’. There is even a sense of 
impatience with the ‘fluff of quality’ in 
large enrolment programmes conducted 
by or in partnership with the government. 
These accept a minimalist vision of 
schooling, with quick fix methods of 
giving ‘inputs’ that overlook a professional 
approach towards children’s development 
and learning. Quality is generally equated 
with ‘outcomes’ measured through marks 
achieved in standardised achievement 
tests. Moreover, teaching has been reduced 
to ‘using a range of methods’ (often 
trivialised as only song and dance in the 
name of being ‘joyful’) for transmission of 
‘content’ knowledge, artificially divorced 
from teachers’ pedagogical knowledge.

Quality is generally 
equated with 
‘outcomes’ measured 
through marks 
achieved in 
standardised 
achievement tests
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 Quality has thus taken a dialectical 
course; on one hand, public education 
resorts to low cost options for the poor 
with little concern for quality, especially 
of the process of teaching and learning, 
while on the other, elite private schools 
unabashedly brand ‘quality’ with the 
trappings of affluent ‘inequality’—with 
air-conditioned classrooms and buses, 
food from five star hotels, foreign tours, 
expensive books, computers and other 
prescribed paraphernalia. Courts are being 
invoked to stem such customised 
segregation and private schools in Delhi 
have been charged for having reneged on 
the condition on which they obtained 
cheap government land, by refusing to 
allocate 25 per cent seats for poor 
students.41 In the last couple of years 
groups such as Social Jurist have legally 
used the Right to Information and 
mobilised communities to see that 
children eligible for free seats do get 
admitted in such private schools. Flaunting 
examination ‘marks’ to show outcomes of 
‘quality’ some elite schools adopt unethical 
practices to poach toppers from other 
schools while not giving re-admission to 
their own students who may not manage 
to get high marks in Grade X. Parents, 
especially from lower and middle income 
groups, have been caught in this ‘quality’ 
bind and feel compelled to abandon 
government schools while often opting for 
dubious private schools at a heavy cost, 
because they fear their children will be left 
behind in the mindless race for marks and 
English medium instruction.
 Studies  on chi ldren’s  learning 
achievement are often inadequately 
designed, following an outdated tradition 
that expects disjointed nuggets of 
information. However, all assessments 
have shown poor results in most states 
and indicated that even after four years in 
primary school children are not learning 
well. Assessing children’s learning is an 
area that has not received serious attention 
during the DPEP and SSA interventions 
and examination reform remains a 
daunting challenge. In fact, Kerala was 
the only state to have radically changed its 

evaluation pattern under the DPEP 
curriculum renewal, designing examination 
questions as creative and non-threatening 
‘ learning act iv i t ies’ .  Creat ing an 
environment for qualitative restructuring 
of assessment in selected districts, through 
participatory discussions and mobilization 
at the panchayat level, helped convince 
parents to look for more meaningful 
learning in classrooms and also demand 
more qualitative feedback, instead of mere 
marks or grades.42 The poorest district, 
with the largest Muslim population and 
normally the lowest in the order of 
students’ marks in public examinations, 
Mallapuram was found to occupy the 
second place after Thiruvananthapuram in 
the State Scholarship examination. Even 
poor parents acknowledged the difference 
in children’s performance and the self-
confidence it gave them—they said 
children were no longer afraid of 
examinations and often did not know 
when they had been examined. Indeed, 
with increasing incidence of psychological 
disorders, depression and alarming rates 
of suicides across the country, especially 
peaked at the time of examinations or 
results, this was by no means a mean 
achievement.

Formal or non-formal, teacher or 
volunteer?

The framework for SSA states that unlike 
the earlier Non Formal Education (NFE) 
scheme for ‘out of school’ children, which 
followed a part time ‘parallel track’, the 
present ‘holistic ’ approach to EGS 
envisages that ‘child-wise planning is 
undertaken for each ‘out of school’ child 
and the possibility of enrolment/
mainstreaming of ‘out of school’ children 
into formal schools is explored. This 
would require that the non-formal and 
formal systems converge totally at all levels.’ 
According to its website, the Programme 
Evaluation Organisation (PEO) of the 
Planning Commission held that the NFE 
Scheme has not been able to provide 
quality education on account of insufficient 
involvement of the local community, 
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absence of linkages for entry at different 
levels into formal schools and the notion 
that the alternative system is inferior, 
second-rate and second-grade, both 
qualitatively and quantitatively. The 
revised EGS scheme claims that: ‘Mere 
insistence on `low-cost’ would result in 
dilution in quality. Therefore, the 
investments under the revised EGS and 
Alternative & Innovative Education (AIE) 
are much higher than the current NFE 
scheme. However, they are still less than 
the per-pupil investment in the formal 
system, largely on account of the 
considerably lower honorarium to the 
Education Volunteers compared to salaries 
of regular government teachers.’
 While many such f lexible and 
‘alternative’ strategies were useful in 
specific short contexts, for instance, the 
Shiksha Karmi programme in Rajasthan, 
for remote and inaccessible locations in 
the desert, or the Bridge Courses run by 
the MVF to bring child labour back to 
school, the blanket ‘total convergence’ of 
the formal and non-formal systems—
sought through the deliberate blurring of 
boundaries between the teacher and the 
volunteer, or the school and centre—has 
proved to be a travesty of the right of the 
child to quality education.
 Under the externally assisted DPEP, the 
state of MP had in the mid-nineties first 
introduced what it termed as ‘reforms’ in 
the status of schools and teachers, later 
incorporated in the centrally sponsored 
Education Guarantee Scheme. The state 
had recruited thousands of para-teachers 
through the local self governments, using 
euphemisms such as ‘guruji’, ‘acharyaji’, 
‘skiksha karmi’ or the ‘samvida shikshak’ 
(on fixed-term contract), on a fraction of 
the salary of a regular teacher. Ironically, 
the MP government aggressively refuted 
the introduction of para-teachers and as 
table 6.17 from the Seventh Educational 
Survey shows, no para teachers are listed 
against MP! On the other hand, it 
acknowledged that teachers are a ‘dying 
cadre’, and after 1995 brought a new 
legislation to rename all types under the 
same category and transferred the entire 

teacher cadre (for all new recruitment) to 
the local bodies.
 The main difference between regular 
and para-teachers lies in their pre-service 
professional training requirement: while a 
regular teacher is required to have 
completed a two-year programme of 
Diploma or Certificate in Teacher Training 
before being considered for appointment 
in a primary school, the para teacher is 
given a notional few days’ training after 
appointment.
 An analysis43 of EGS schools in MP 
shows that the school system was extended 
and differentiated but not univeralised—
and that social hierarchies and inequalities 
were reinforced, with children of different 
socio-economic backgrounds having 
access to different types of schools. It was 
an ‘incomplete Guarantee’—of schools 
that were opened for disadvantaged 
communities, but functioned only 
nominally, with an unqualified teacher 
who got less than the minimum wages of 
a daily labourer, and was officially meant 
to be kept on ‘insecure’ tenure to ensure 
better performance. Studies44 show there 
is no basis to expect greater motivation 
from teachers on annual contract, who 
take the job to overcome unemployment 
and in the expectation of a permanent 
post, so that in due course of time the 
insecurity only increases job dissatisfaction 
and adversely affects the work in schools. 
This questionable model of school 
‘efficiency’ has seriously eclipsed the 
endeavour for quality and professionalism 
in the country’s move towards universalis-
ation.
 Salaries of government school teachers 
vary from Rs 5,000 to 8,000 a month for 
headmasters, Rs 4000 to 6000 (or more, 
given the seniority) for assistant teachers, 
Rs 2,500 for samvida shikshaks (on 
contract), Rs 2,256 for shiksha karmis, 
and a mere Rs 1,000 for gurujis, up from 
Rs 500 at the inception of the EGS. 
Teachers belonging to the new categories 
have weaker bargaining power than 
assistant teachers; lack of security of 
tenure is meant to increase their efficiency, 
as they can be terminated on the complaint 
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of parents or panchayat members. Since 
samvida shikshaks and gurujis do not 
constitute district-level cadres, organised 
agitation is more difficult for them, which 
helps the government resist pressure to 
bring them at par with assistant teachers. 
The government has ostensibly changed 
the status of the public sector teachers in 
line with that of private school teachers, 
where insecurity of tenure, low salaries, 

and tight control by the employer are the 
norm. However, the mechanisms of 
accountability of private school teachers 
towards parents—they pay fees directly to 
the school and are more socially 
influential—are not directly replicable in 
the public sector.45

 The state government had won 
international prizes for its claimed 
‘schooling revolution’ with ‘power to the 

 Table 6.17 Trends in the number of teachers in rural primary schools in India, 1993-2002

  2002 1993

  Full-time teachers including     % increase in
 Sl. Principal/Headmaster Para-teachers Part-time teachers % of female Number** number of
 No. State/U.T.        among the of full-time teachers*(AIES
   Total Female Total Female Total Female teachers* teachers 1993-2002)

 i     ii iii iv v vi vii viii ix x xi

 1 Andhra Pradesh 123227 41772 16109 5693 624 282 34.07 86720 60.67
 2 Arunachal Pradesh 2213 425 343 99 65 31 20.50 2155 18.61
 3 Assam 74774 22088 2076 768 671 314 29.74 62789 22.39
 4 Bihar 71279 10768 2053 524 691 331 15.40 75494 -2.86
 5 Chhattisgarh 50846 10447 0 0 663 403 20.55 42974 18.32
 6 Goa 1388 1019 0 0 0 0 73.41 1928 -28.01
 7 Gujarat 6514 2382 4931 2573 123 78 43.29 21678 -47.20
 8 Haryana 32560 14083 366 128 99 54 43.16 13051 152.29
 9 Himachal Pradesh 24917 10541 2910 1211 358 227 42.23 17479 59.20
 10 Jammu & Kashmir 20421 7022 2281 576 232 120 33.47 14409 57.55
 11 Jharkhand 26959 4264 1040 681 259 189 17.66 27709 1.05
 12 Karnataka 49517 17514 1336 675 398 264 35.77 35290 44.10
 13 Kerala 32508 23240 366 243 141 90 71.43 32504 1.14
 14 Madhya Pradesh 113179 25123 0 0 1485 639 22.20 88872 27.35
 15 Maharashtra 77363 24572 4832 1952 26 14 32.27 87150 -5.69
 16 Manipur 6568 2198 0 0 110 40 33.47 8414 -21.94
 17 Meghalaya 12592 5859 149 65 113 66 46.50 7834 62.64
 18 Mizoram 2893 1086 57 18 52 44 37.42 1868 57.92
 19 Nagaland 6176 2110 136 54 96 38 34.28 5460 15.60
 20 Orissa 70502 18080 6412 2242 2366 650 26.42 80430 -4.37
 21 Punjab 35159 20863 0 0 97 77 59.34 37000 -4.98
 22 Rajasthan 76020 18511 1983 1821 1144 442 26.07 67404 15.72
 23 Sikkim 2704 1023 42 20 0 0 37.98 2490 10.28
 24 Tamil Nadu 76632 47308 1512 1184 216 178 62.05 91720 -14.80
 25 Tripura 8428 1464 86 7 14 9 17.28 7957 7.00
 26 Uttar Pradesh 258610 63872 36272 14244 6877 2753 26.49 209300 40.89
 27 Uttaranchal 27461 14180 2122 1060 858 488 51.52 20723 42.75
 28 West Bengal 119813 21984 748 203 171 110 18.40 119974 0.49
 29 Andaman &
  Nicobar Islands 684 303 6 6 13 9 44.78 697 -1.00
 30 Chandigarh 66 53 0 0 0 0 80.30 124 -46.77
 31 Dadra &
  Nagar Haveli 213 72 2 1 0 0 33.95 192 11.98
 32 Daman & Diu 156 95 0 0 0 0 60.90 115 35.65
 33 Delhi 1792 906 13 9 35 7 50.69 2448 -26.27
 34 Lakshadweep 31 10 0 0 0 0 32.26 61 -49.18
 35 Pondicherry 810 423 0 0 3 2 52.22 805 0.62

     INDIA 1414975 435660 88183 36057 18000 7949 31.38 1275218 17.87

Notes: *Col. ix and Col. xi include para-teachers but exclude part-time teachers  ** There were no para teachers.
Source: NCERT 1998 and 2007.
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people’, who could get education on 
demand. However, the process of setting 
up schools was largely driven by the 
sarpanches (the local government chiefs), 
who got political mileage and power to 
control funds and employment, distributed 
mainly among influential families that 
had eligible educated persons. Poor and 
uneducated parents did not demand more 
than what they got—a school that opened 
for some hours a day, where the teacher 
did not show hostility towards their 
child—and did not question the efficiency 
of the ‘volunteer’ or the quality of 
teaching and learning.
 Parental satisfaction is a relative notion 
crucially linked to expectations and 
aspirations, but has been problematically 
used as an indicator of ‘quality’. This was 
also problematic in the Pratichi Education 
Report46 which termed the Shishu Shikha 
Karmasuchi (SSK run on the EGS 
pattern) in WB as ‘great achievers at low 
cost’ and noted that parents seemed less 
dissatisfied with the SSK schools than 
those of children in primary schools. The 
overview of the report rightly stressed that 
the poor quality of teaching widens the 
gap between the two classes—one which 
can buy education, and the other which 
cannot, forcing children to seek private 
tuition (an issue of major concern in 
WB). However, the analysis failed to go 
beyond cursory perceptions of quality, 
using parameters such as the attendance 
of children or the time spent in school, 
without detailed classroom observations. 
Moreover, it is a matter of concern that 
the SSK model, instead of being 
acknowledged as an interim short-term 
measure to provide alternate education to 
disadvantaged children, before they are 
accommodated in formal mainstream 
schools, was being claimed by its managers 
as the ‘alternate mainstream’ model of 
WB, even for the upper primary level.
 A UNICEF review47 of the SSK 
programme found it to be disturbingly 
gender skewed, with old male trainers for 
an all-women cadre of inexperienced and 
submissive sahayikas (literally, assistants), 
chosen from among housewives aged forty 

plus who, it was claimed, will be ‘satisfied’ 
with Rs 1000 as honorarium and ‘not 
make  any  demands  fo r  regu la r 
employment’ (having been rendered over-
age and therefore unqualified for a 
teacher’s job). To provide good quality 
education to those consistently excluded 
by the system requires an expanded vision, 
that voices a demand for change, both 
within and outside the system. In fact, 
SSK programme managers assertively 
justified the need to select not ‘caring 
young women’ but ‘aged’ ones for their 
‘motherly’ qualities’! A lower pupil-teacher 
ratio of about 1:35, with a sahayika per 
class, coupled with the involvement of the 
community in ensuring attendance of the 
local teachers and children, and also at 
times constructing the school with their 
own labour—are some of the factors that 
have contributed to its ‘functioning’ 
relatively better than many existing 
primary schools. However, the classroom 
interaction was no different, often worse, 
because these sahayikas, older and not 
having been trained well  seemed 
understandably more insecure and heavily 
dependent on the textbook.
 In 2004 the number of para teachers 
was estimated by an International Institute 
for Educational Administration study48 to 
be around 500,000, and increasing faster 
after 2002 when all States became eligible 
for Central support for this scheme under 
SSA. Even states with a reasonably good 
teacher-pupil ratio began implementing 
the para teacher scheme, as it relieves 
them of the recurrent expenditure towards 
their salaries. The authors note with some 
disillusionment how, at the turn of the 
century, ‘with a clever quirk of the 
bureaucratic hand the State appears to 
have succeeded in creating an illusion that 
the goal of UEE is imminent, even with 
less money. Every one is happy in the 
game! The State is happy because it has to 
spend less money and does not have to 
bother about the continued welfare of the 
contract teachers.… Village elites are 
happy that they have an important role in 
selecting the para teacher; because the 
school functions more regularly; and 

Even states with a 
reasonably good 
teacher-pupil ratio 
began implementing 
the para teacher 
scheme
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either they are incapable of comprehending 
the nature and quality of transaction 
taking place in the school or they are 
indifferent to it because their children do 
not study there. Para teachers are happy 
that at last the curse of unemployment is 
partially wiped out; there is a lingering 
hope that they may become full time 
teachers (more importantly Government 
employees) at some point of time…. Civil 
society organizations and private school 
managements are happy because the 
Government is only endorsing a practice 
that many of them have been adopting for 
long. Even the regular teachers are happy 
because the school will remain open every 
day even without their going.

Privatisation and community 
participation

Controlled directly through government 
fiats, populist programmes often tend to 
trivialise the concept of ‘community 
participation’ and undermine genuine 
grassroots mobilisation. As was pointed 
out by the Report on Human Development 
in South Asia ,49 many of these measures 
‘are aimed at creating second track 
education facilities. However, as useful as 
these progrmames may be in the localised 
context, the basic problem of illiteracy 
among the lower age groups cannot be 
solved through ad hoc schemes and 
campaigns. The priority should be to 
ensure that every village in the country has 
a free, functioning, well-staffed, and well-
attended regular primary school.’ Moreover, 
the aim should be to strive for better 
facilities for the most disadvantaged 
children, to compensate for the acute 
deprivation and lack of opportunities they 
have to contend with at home and in 
society.
 In many countries of South Asia, 
programme implementation has not 
always matched the national proclamations 
for decentralisation and participation. 
Indeed early apprehensions had been 
voiced that national governments would 
endorse decentralisation and community 
participation only as a political ploy, to 

appease regional forces, and to increase 
their legitimacy.50 A study of educational 
decentralisation in South Asia noted that 
the expansion of the school system 
increased the weight of the administrative 
bureaucracy and actually constrained 
people’s participation. ‘Sub-national 
hierarchical units have increased down to 
the lowest level, and there is some 
‘deconcentration’ of responsibilities, but 
there has only been marginal delegation 
of decision-making authority to those 
involved in actual action in the field.’
 The collapse of the government sector 
in states like UP, with retiring teachers not 
being replaced, has resulted in privatisation 
of both kinds—external (creation of 
private schools) and internal (recruitment 
by government schools of ‘guest’ teachers 
who are paid through tuition fees). MP 
changed the status of teachers, transferred 
the cadre to the local elected bodies, and 
lifted restrictions on the recognition of 
private schools leading to an increase in 
their number. These schools absorb a large 
proportion of the enrolment especially of 
children from the wealthier and privileged 
socio-economic backgrounds.51

 A study52 of the growth of enrolment 
shows that while the private sector appears 
to have grown at the cost of public 
education in urban areas, there is no 
possibility that private schools will 
compete with the public sector in rural 
India. Moreover, it finds that the private 
sector is likely to remain small in size in 
the foreseeable future, since in most 
locations private schools do not fill a 
‘demand gap’ created by the absence of a 
government school. Instead of meeting 
unmet demand, private schools meet 
‘differentiated’ demand and create further 
inequities, attracting and segregating 
chi ldren f rom higher- income or 
advantaged social groups. The PROBE 
survey53 had observed that: ‘In rural 
Himachal Pradesh, for instance, there is a 
good deal of purchasing power but the 
government schools function well, so that 
there are few private schools. In central 
Bihar, by contrast, poverty is endemic, yet 
private schools can be found in many 

 Table 6.18 Trends in the 
proportion of 
primary schools 
in India by type 
of management, 
1993-2005

  (%)

  1993-94 2004-05

 Govt. 44.63 43.33
 Local body(LB) 47.47 46.87
 Govt.+LB 92.1 90.2
 Aided 3.78 2.55
 Private un-aided 4.12 7.24

Source: GOI 2007c.

 Table 6.19 Trends in the 
proportion of 
upper primary 
schools in India 
by type of 
management, 
1993-2005

  (%)

  1993-94 2004-05

 Govt. 37.76 33.12
 Local Body(LB) 29 47 7.93
 Govt.+ LB 47.05 41.05
 Aided 37.78 29.35
 Private un-aided 15.17 29.6

Source: GOI 2007c.
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villages due to the dysfunctional state of 
government schools.
 The Selected Educational Statistics54 
(2004-05) for schools under different 
types of management across the country 
shows that the majority of primary 
schools are managed by the government 
and local bodies, but with a decrease in 
share by 2 per cent in the last decade 
(tables 6.18 and 6.19). However, only 41 
per cent of the upper primary schools are 
managed by the government and local 
bodies, and have shown a 6 per cent 
decrease in share, causing some concern 
for the prospect of UEE.
 Official  statistics do not show 
unrecognised schools; the estimated size 
of the ‘real’ private sector study based on 
the NSSO 52nd Round survey 1998, in 
terms of the share of all children attending 
primary schools in recognized unaided 
and unrecognized schools, is found to be 
about 15.5 per cent of the total enrolment 
(table 6.20). Data for the UNICEF study 
from the major 16 states showed a wide 
variation, with the highest private 
enrolment being in Haryana, Punjab, UP, 
AP and Bihar. Table 6.20 shows in 
descending order the eight states with the 
highest percentage share of private 
enrolment, where size is defined as the 
combined share of children in recognised 
unaided and unrecognised primary 
schools. Over 43 per cent of all children 
in Haryana, 34 per cent in Punjab and 
UP, 25 per cent in AP and about 20 per 

cent in Bihar go to private schools at the 
primary level. Haryana and Punjab have 
the highest per capita State Domestic 
Product (SDP) so that the increasing 
ability to pay appears to be driving the 
private share in enrolment. More 
significantly, as suggested earlier by the 
PROBE study, a strong correlation has 
been observed between the states with the 
worst educational indicators and the size 
of the private sector share, suggesting that 
the private sector thrives where the public 
school system is most dysfunctional. This 
lends greater urgency for increased 
financial support to strengthen public 
education, especially in educationally 
poor states. Indeed, the UNICEF study55 
argues that: ‘A policy implication would 
be that the governments in states with the 
poorest enrolment record—UP, AP, 
Bihar—may need to give much greater 
attention to the quality, effectiveness, and 
infrastructure of schooling in the public 
school system (through the latter 
prescription would also apply to the richer 
states), especially since the literature gives 
no indication that the cognitive achieve 
ments in private schools is better than 
that in public ones’.
 The growth of private schooling has 
been seen to explain how states have 
improved enrolment indicators in the 
1990s despite falling or virtually static per 
capita public education expenditure.56 
While 60.5 per cent of all the increase in 
total primary school enrolment in the 

 Table 6.20 Enrolled children attending recognised unaided and unrecognised private 
schools in India, 1995-96

 (%)

 Primary education Upper-primary education

  Recognised   Unrecognised
 State unaided Unrecognised Total unaided Unrecognised Total

 Haryana 24.1 19.2 43.3 14.4 6.7 21.1
 Punjab 18.2 16.0 34.3 13.6 8.9 22.5
 Uttar Pradesh 22.2 10.3 32.5 18.5 6.6 25.1
 Andhra Pradesh 20.0 5.7 25.7 20.2 4.6 24.7
 Bihar 9.9 9.5 19.4 8.4 6.3 14.7
 Kerala 12.5 2.8 15.3 5.6 1.4 7.0
 Rajasthan 9.5 0.9 10.4 8.0 0.4 8.4
 Tamil Nadu 7.4 0.8 8.2 5.9 0.1 6.0
 Total of 16 states 10.3 5.2 15.5 7.5 2.7 10.2

Source: Mehrotra et al. 2005.

The growth of private 
schooling has been 
seen to explain how 
states have improved 
enrolment indicators 
in the 1990s
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period 1986-1993 was absorbed by 
private schools, in the period 1993-2002 
it rapidly grew to 95.7 per cent, though 
this figure does not account for the 
unrecognized private schools. Moreover, 
the growth in enrolment in urban areas 
has been greatest at the primary level, 
which affects poor children who are most 
well represented at that level. In rural 
India the rate of expansion of private 
primary schooling has been much slower: 
while only 18.5 per cent of total rural 
growth in primary enrolment in the 
1986-93 period was absorbed by private 
schools, the corresponding figure for the 
1993-02 period was 24.4 per cent. DISE 
data57 shows that the average number of 
teachers (at all levels) of government 
schools is 3.6 while for private schools it 
is almost double at 7.1, with average 
lower salaries.
 Some economists view the private-
public segmentation in the teacher labour 
market as arising out of the difference 
between the ‘market wages’ paid by the 
private sector and the ‘bureaucratically set 
minimum wages’ of government and aided 
school teachers.58 However, educationists 
have contended that this relates to the 
political economy of assigning ‘market 
wages’ for teachers, within the ambience 
of large unemployment, and expedient 
government policies emulating the often 
exploitative practices of private schools, 
without firmly establishing norms and 
processes for quality in the profession of 
teaching. In fact, only when education is 
viewed as a social system and not as an 
enterprise or a ‘market’, as has been done 
by policy-makers and funding agencies 
influenced by an economic and managerial 
discourse, will teachers be understood as 
an important resource and agents of 
educational reform, and not as an 
expensive, difficult to manage, dispensable 
‘input’.
 A comparative case study59 of public 
and private schools in one district of WB 
forcefully refutes the growing rhetoric in 
support of privatisation or even ‘voucher 
schools’ for better quality, and shows that 

while the government schools serve much 
larger percentages of SC/ST and poor 
children, equivalent learning achievements 
are obtained at much higher cost in 
private schools. Correlating learning 
achievement with annual expenditure on 
education per child the study establishes 
that it is the ‘power of money’ which 
tends to pass as ‘quality’ in case of private 
schooling. To achieve ‘excellent’ scores, 
while the average annual expenditure per 
child in government primary schools was 
Rs 720, in the case of private schools it 
was more than six times higher (Rs 4,193). 
One-third of the poorly performing 
children (scoring below 50 out of 100) 
came from poor families who spent below 
Rs 200 a year, while children from the 
higher expenditure group (Rs 1,001-
2,000) formed only 13 per cent of those 
who performed poorly. Moreover, in the 
case of private school children the 
influence of expenditure was starkly 
evident: while only 4 per cent of the 
lowest annual expenditure group of 
Rs 501-1,000 scored more than 50 out of 
100, the figure was 56 per cent for the 
children of higher annual expenditure 
category (Rs 3,000-9,000 and above).
 Significantly, despite larger enrolments 
and worse pupil-teacher ratios, the number 
of working hours per day and working 
days in the year was slightly higher for the 
government schools. Whereas children 
seemed to be ‘caged in’ the private schools, 
there was generally more space for play in 
government schools. Children in private 
schools are often coerced to take private 
tuition and pay doubly for better 
performance; 25 per cent of the children 
of private schools, who took private 
tuition, reportedly received it from the 
teachers of the same schools. In case of 
the government schools the figure was 
only 1.5 per cent.

In conclusion

On the sixtieth Independence Day the 
national government has announced it 
will set up six thousand ‘good quality’ 



 Education in India (1995-2005) 141

schools, one in each block. It is significant 
that the issue of ‘quality’ has come upfront 
in policy statements, because this has been 
the cause of greatest concern in the last 
decade. However, quality is intrinsically 
tied to equality, and as seen across 
countries, heterogeneity in school quality 
contributes to high inequality in 
educational outcomes. Countries such as 
Finland, Japan and Korea have shown that 
a ‘culture of integration’ in schools leads 
to a ‘culture of success’, where keeping 
students in mixed-ability groups together 
for ten years in a comprehensive system, 
helps counteract differences in the cultural 
resources of their families, and leads to 
equality of educational achievement with 
high average attainments.60 Moreover, the 
experience of school also fundamentally 
influences pupils in developing their 
perceptions of what constitutes a fair and 
equitable society. Socially inclusive schools 
have also been seen to exhibit racial, social 

and religious tolerance, which helps 
develop greater civic awareness. India 
needs such an inclusive public school 
system now more than ever before. It is in 
this light that the ‘selective’ approach of 
providing disproportionate resource 
support to only a few schools, such as is 
being done for the Navodaya Vidyalyas, is 
problematic. Policies that promote islands 
of ‘good quality’ need to be reviewed, as 
was also pointed out by the Acharya 
Ramamurthi Committee61 that reviewed 
the National Policy on Education 1986, 
and did not support a Navodaya Vidyalaya 
in each district, on grounds of creating 
inequality. Indeed, sixty years later a 
fitting tribute to its independence would 
be to actually fulfill the commitment it 
had then made to all its children, to 
enhance their individual and collective 
capabilities, and to enact the law to make 
education of equitable qual ity a 
fundamental right of every child.

It is significant that 
the issue of ‘quality’ 
has come upfront in 
policy statements, 
because this has been 
the cause of greatest 
concern in the last 
decade
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 Annex table 6.1 Trends in the number of rural schools by category in India, 1993-2002

   Primary schools Upper primary schools Secondary schools Higher secondary schools

 Sl.    %   %   %   %
 No.   State / U.T.   increase/   increase/   increase/   increase/
   1993 2002 decrease 1993 2002 decrease 1993 2002 decrease 1993 2002 decrease

 1 Andhra Pradesh 44412 53916 21.40 4724 11871 151.29 4762 8285 73.98 523 1365 75
              160.99
 2 Arunachal Pradesh 1109 1263 13.89 261 309 18.39 72 109 51.39 47 47 0.00
 3 Assam 27584 28630 3.79 6485 7224 11.40 2503 3257 30.12 436 582 33.49
 4 Bihar 34697 38428 10.75 8369 8566 2.35 2495 2528 1.32 200 160 -20.00
 5 Chhattisgarh 19843 22477 13.27 3338 5406 61.95 441 960 117.69 424 945 122.88
 6 Goa 821 745 -9.26 92 55 -40.22 203 191 -5.91 29 28 -3.45
 7 Gujarat 12081 5862 -51.48 14475 24469 69.04 2937 3265 11.17 769 1109 44.21
 8 Haryana 4680 8510 81.84 1250 1860 48.80 1667 2554 53.21 252 892 253.97
 9 Himachal Pradesh 7470 10614 42.09 1056 1839 74.15 916 1167 27.40 167 643 285.03
 10 Jammu & Kashmir 8091 9745 20.44 2110 3225 52.84 820 1062 29.51 114 201 76.32
 11 Jharkhand 15193 16164 6.39 3308 3529 6.68 705 798 13.19 43 41 -4.65
 12 Karnataka 20198 23450 16.10 13566 17909 32.01 3219 4635 43.99 696 879 26.29
 13 Kerala 4727 5251 11.09 2856 2338 -18.14 1621 1053 -35.04 205 1041 407.80
 14 Madhya Pradesh 44153 47383 7.32 8331 20272 143.33 1232 2519 104.46 914 1705 86.54
 15 Maharashtra 34732 34560 -0.50 16093 20076 24.75 6498 8825 35.81 1308 2070 58.26
 16 Manipur 2590 2175 -16.02 556 600 7.91 316 376 18.99 14 62 342.86
 17 Meghalaya 3919 5439 38.79 743 932 25.44 289 355 22.84 4 37 825.00
 18 Mizoram 663 938 41.48 420 534 27.14 138 208 50.72 0 6 #
 19 Nagaland 1181 1288 9.06 319 379 18.81 124 155 25.00 0 11 #
 20 Orissa 34221 34541 0.94 9536 10586 11.01 4677 5689 21.64 302 344 13.91
 21 Punjab 11605 12042 3.77 1225 2263 84.73 1717 1758 2.39 366 1177 221.58
 22 Rajasthan 29168 29438 0.93 7599 17609 131.73 2643 3857 45.93 461 1643 256.40
 23 Sikkim 524 497 -5.15 118 127 7.63 65 87 33.85 21 40 90.48
 24 Tamil Nadu 26620 26341 -1.05 4349 4552 4.67 2344 2419 3.20 1008 1345 33.43
 25 Tripura 1942 1996 2.78 400 406 1.50 305 362 18.69 96 161 67.71
 26 Uttar Pradesh 64989 96331 48.23 13340 22033 65.16 1329 2802 110.84 1931 3905 102.23
 27 Uttaranchal 9094 12466 37.08 1799 2952 64.09 520 645 24.04 519 761 46.63
 28 West Bengal 40435 41845 3.49 2313 1664 -28.06 3182 3542 11.31 609 1531 151.40
 29 Andaman &
  Nicobar Islands 181 197 8.84 38 50 31.58 25 37 48.00 31 32 3.23
 30 Chandigarh 14 8 -42.86 4 4 0.00 10 14 40.00 2 4 100.00
 31 Dadra & Nagar
  Haveli 123 123 0.00 38 76 100.00 7 11 57.14 5 5 0.00
 32 Daman & Diu 25 33 32.00 16 16 0.00 15 11 -26.67 0 3 #
 33 Delhi 304 222 -26.97 61 47 -22.95 38 40 5.26 90 73 -18.89
 34 Lakshadweep 7 3 -57.14 6 13 116.67 5 6 20.00 1 2 100.00
 35 Pondicherry 185 170 -8.11 52 74 42.31 30 51 70.00 13 18 38.46
     INDIA 507581 573091 12.91 129246 193865 50.00 47870 63633 32.93 11600 22868 97.14

Source: NCERT 1998 and 2007.
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 Annex table 6.2 Trends in the number of urban schools by category in India, 1993-2002

   Primary schools Upper primary schools Secondary schools Higher secondary schools

 Sl.    %   %   %   %
 No.   State / U.T.   increase/   increase/   increase/   increase/
   1993 2002 decrease 1993 2002 decrease 1993 2002 decrease 1993 2002 decrease

 1 Andhra Pradesh 4729 7251 53.33 1657 3183 92.09 2197 4086 85.98 769 1365 77.50
 2 Arunachal Pradesh 37 74 100.00 16 51 218.75 7 23 228.57 14 25 78.57
 3 Assam 1306 1415 8.35 458 480 4.80 409 462 12.96 161 206 27.95
 4 Bihar 1990 2083 4.67 1306 1217 -6.81 530 513 -3.21 162 186 14.81
 5 Chhattisgarh 1155 1474 27.62 405 887 119.01 131 247 88.55 308 619 100.97
 6 Goa 207 292 41.06 26 20 -23.08 128 153 19.53 29 48 65.52
 7 Gujarat 1501 1383 -7.86 4140 6177 49.20 831 1364 64.14 1066 1343 25.98
 8 Haryana 526 1109 110.84 229 403 75.98 508 892 75.59 284 740 160.56
 9 Himachal Pradesh 251 254 1.20 52 63 21.15 109 153 40.37 74 164 121.62
 10 Jammu & Kashmir 652 743 13.96 432 751 73.84 221 451 104.07 126 178 41.27
 11 Jharkhand 943 895 -5.09 723 741 2.49 309 363 17.48 95 160 68.42
 12 Karnataka 1758 2804 59.50 4717 5734 21.56 1761 3104 76.26 580 892 53.79
 13 Kerala 1192 1446 21.31 848 650 -23.35 565 366 -35.22 90 555 516.67
 14 Madhya Pradesh 7074 6850 -3.17 4027 7371 83.04 867 1582 82.47 1267 2281 80.03
 15 Maharashtra 5217 6290 20.57 4123 5699 38.22 3339 4356 30.46 1064 1411 32.61
 16 Manipur 441 377 -14.51 146 194 32.88 155 164 5.81 22 50 127.27
 17 Meghalaya 180 368 104.44 77 151 96.10 120 158 31.67 5 46 820.00
 18 Mizoram 280 314 12.14 188 314 67.02 115 132 14.78 0 39 #
 19 Nagaland 44 64 45.45 66 48 -27.27 60 72 20.00 4 17 325.00
 20 Orissa 2085 2136 2.45 723 929 28.49 633 709 12.01 81 82 1.23
 21 Punjab 1134 1298 14.46 145 283 95.17 437 472 8.01 378 571 51.06
 22 Rajasthan 4181 3515 -15.93 2577 5572 116.22 687 1759 156.04 743 1272 71.20
 23 Sikkim 0 - # 0 2 # 1 7 600.00 2 4 100.00
 24 Tamil Nadu 3465 7053 103.55 1360 1992 46.47 1041 1937 86.07 1242 2720 119.00
 25 Tripura 87 58 -33.33 34 29 -14.71 32 41 28.12 56 79 41.07
 26 Uttar Pradesh 11568 17215 48.82 3712 6903 85.96 635 1639 158.11 1649 3131 89.87
 27 Uttaranchal 888 1436 61.71 263 519 97.34 49 114 132.65 212 307 44.81
 28 West Bengal 8122 8006 -1.43 550 339 -38.36 1405 1243 -11.53 656 1360 107.32
 29 Andaman &
  Nicobar Islands 7 10 42.86 6 6 0.00 6 8 33.33 10 16 60.00
 30 Chandigarh 28 18 -35.71 25 3 -88.00 58 58 0.00 41 52 26.83
 31 Dadra & Nagar
  Haveli 2 3 50.00 4 10 150.00 1 3 200.00 2 5 150.00
 32 Daman & Diu 5 17 240.00 9 8 -11.11 13 9 -30.77 3 3 0.00
 33 Delhi 1664 1889 13.52 445 614 37.98 273 408 49.45 835 1098 31.50
 34 Lakshadweep 5 1 -80.00 5 7 40.00 3 1 -66.67 3 3 0.00
 35 Pondicherry 150 149 -0.67 65 59 -9.23 58 79 36.21 29 55 89.66
     INDIA 62874 78290 24.52 33559 51409 53.19 17694 27128 53.32 12062 21083 74.79

Source: NCERT 1998 and 2007.



The first South Asia Human Development 
Report1 in 1997 commented that, ‘While 
South Asia is the most illiterate region in 
the world, Pakistan is among the most 
illiterate countries within South Asia.’ Ten 
years on the picture has not improved 
much for Pakistan. The country still has 
half of its population illiterate, has the 
highest number of out-of-school children 
in the world, and suffers from huge 
gender disparity at all levels of education. 
This chapter reviews this sorry state of 
Pakistan’s education in the context of a 
rising domestic economy and a world 
driven by knowledge.
 In terms of sheer number Pakistan now 
has a huge educational system with 
2,27,791 educational institutions, from 
pre-primary, primary, middle and 
secondary schools to various types of 
colleges and universities. Many of these 
are in the private or non-formal sector, 
but the vast majority is in the public 
sector. The government is the largest 
provider of education—but the low 
quality of public sector education is the 
main issue behind most of Pakistan’s 
educational failure.

The issues and challenges

Literacy

It is well recognized that education, 
especially basic education, is the birthright 
of every child and its provision is not only 
the responsibility of state but also of 
parents and households. Basic education 
creates awareness, opens avenues for 
further education and training as well as 
job opportunities, reducing poverty. 
Education is a basic human right and an 
absolute prerequisite for the creation of a 
just society.

 According to Education Census 2006-
07, literacy rate in Pakistan is 53 per cent, 
with a gender gap of 28 percentage points 
(male literacy rate is 67 per cent whereas 
female literacy rate is 39 per cent). Over the 
past last decade, literacy rate in Pakistan has 
grown by more than ten percentage points. 
However the current rate at which literacy 
has been growing in Pakistan is not 
adequate to meet the requirement of 
universal basic education. Nearly half of the 
population in Pakistan at the moment is 
still unable to read or write (see table 7.1).
 Also it is important to note that while 
the overall literacy rate in Pakistan has 
improved by 11.5 percentage points over 
the last ten years, the gender gap in 
literacy rate has widened. In 1997-98, the 
difference between male female literacy 
rates was 21.7 percentage points; this has 
now widened to almost 28 percentage 
points. Apart from widened gender gap, 
there are also urban-rural and inter-
provincial gaps of literacy rates. Table 7.2 
shows that even though literacy rate in 
both rural and urban areas has gone up 
over the past ten years, the urban-rural 
gap still persists. Literacy rate in rural 
areas is lower than urban areas by about 
27 percentage points. Similarly, there is 
huge inter-provincial disparity as well. 
Literacy rate in the more prosperous 
province of Punjab is around 54 per cent 
as compared to 35 per cent in the least 
developed province of Balochistan (see 
table 7.3). However, it is encouraging to 
note that the annual percentage growth in 
the literacy rate in Balochistan is 8.9 per 
cent over the past ten years which is 
higher than any other province.

Enrolment and completion

The enrolment rates have grown over the 
past ten years albeit at a slower rate. Table 

Chapter 7

A Ten-year Review of State of Education in 
Pakistan

 Table 7.1 Trends in literacy 
rate in Pakistan 
(population 15 
years and above), 
1997-2007

  (%)

 Adult literacy rate
 1997-98 41.7
 2006-07 53.2

 Female literacy rate
 1997-98 30.4
 2006-07 38.8

 Male literacy rate 
 1997-98 52.1
 2006-07 66.7

Source: Education Census 2006-07 by 
Academy of Educational 
Planning and Management 
(AEPAM), Ministry of 
Education.

 Table 7.2 Trends in literacy 
rate by locality

  in Pakistan, 
1998-2004

  (%)

    Annual
  1998- 2003- change
  99 04 (%)

 Urban 63.1 69.7 2.5
 Rural 33.6 42.3 5.9
 Total 43.9 51.5 4.1
 Rural
 urban gap 29.5 27.4

Source: GOP 2000 and 2006d.

 Table 7.3 Trends in literacy 
rate by provinces 
in Pakistan, 
1998-2004

  (%)

    Annual
  1998- 2003- change
  99 04 (%)

 Punjab 46.6 53.6 3.6
 Sindh 45.3 54.2 4.6
 NWFP 35.41 43.4 5.2
 Balochistan 24.8 35 9

Source: GOP 2000 and 2006d.
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7.4 shows that while gross enrolment rate 
(GER) has reached 87 per cent, net 
enrolment rate (NER) is 68 per cent. This 
is way below the regional average of South 
Asia of 87 per cent. India has already 
attained GER of above 100 per cent and 
NER of around 90 per cent. Trends in 
GER in primary, middle and secondary 
levels in Pakistan and by provinces can be 
seen in Annex table 7.2.
 Similarly, even though primary 
completion rate in Pakistan has gone up 
from 44 per cent in 1990 to 63 per cent 
in 2005, yet at this rate Pakistan is most 
unlikely to achieve the 100 per cent 
primary completion rate by 2015 as set by 
the United Nations (UN) Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs). Figures 
7.1, 7.2 and 7.3 show that currently 
Pakistan is far behind to achieve education 
related MDGs.

 Table 7.4 Trends in primary, secondary 
and combined enrolment in 
Pakistan and South Asia, 
1995-2005

  (%)

  Pakistan South Asia

 Primary
 enrolment (gross)
 1995 69 95
 2005 87 112

 Primary
 enrolment (net)
 1995 42 61
 2005 68 87

 Secondary
 enrolment (gross)
 1995 26 44
 2005 27 51

 Secondary
 enrolment (net)
 1995 16 56*
 2005 21 46**

 Combined 1st, 2nd
 and 3rd level
 enrolment ratio
 (gross)
 1995 41 52
 2005 40 60

Note: *the value is for the year 1997
  ** the value is for the year 2004.
Sources: MHHDC 1999; SAARC 2007; SHRDC 2006; 

UIS 2007; UNDP 2007 and World Bank 
2007a,e. Source: World Bank 2002c and 2007e.

Figure 7.3 Progress in achieving the Millennium Development Goal 
(MDG) of ratio of female to male enrolment in primary and 
tertiary education in Pakistan
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Figure 7.2 Progress in achieving the Millennium Development Goal 
(MDG) of primary completion rate in Pakistan
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Figure 7.1 Progress in achieving the Millennium Development Goal 
(MDG) of net primary enrolment in Pakistan
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Gender disparity

Despite some recent gains, gender 
disparity remains high in Pakistan’s 
primary schools. The ratio of female to 
male primary enrolment increased 
nominally from 76.3 per cent in 1997-98 
to 78.0 per cent in 2006/07 (see table 
7.5). Several factors explain low girls’ 
enrolment. There is insufficient number 
of schools for girls and fewer female 
teachers to teach them. Also social and 
cultural barriers prevent girls to attend 
school. For those who enroll, the quality 
of teaching and learning is so weak that 
by grade 3, there is a massive drop out.
 In North West Frontier Province 
(NWFP), the current data indicates that 
out of the total children enrolled in grade 
1, only 44 per cent manage to reach grade 
5. Drop out rate for girls is 51 per cent. 
In Sindh, only 38 per cent girls were 
enrolled as compared to 61 per cent boys. 
The problem of access to schools is more 
pronounced for girls than boys. There are 
only 4811 girls’ schools compared to 
15,638 for boys. Although, almost an 
equal number of mixed schools exist, 
parents are reluctant to send their 
daughters to mixed schools. Shortage of 
female teachers also explains low female 
enrolment. There were 27,358 female 
teachers as compared to 71,779 male 
teachers.2 Situation in Balochistan is even 
worse. Although, some prosperous districts 
in Punjab have reduced the gender gap 
considerably, the mainly agrarian southern 
Punjab does not look different from 
Sindh. Federally Administered Tribal 
Areas (FATA) presents even a worse 
picture in terms of gender disparity.
 Limited access to middle schools also 
promotes gender gap and hinders the 
transition of girls from primary to middle 
school. Unless more middle schools are 
established for girls or existing girls’ 
schools are upgraded to middle level, 
millions of girls will be denied education 
beyond primary.
 The gap between male and female 
enrolment rates at secondary school is 
even greater in every province in Pakistan, 

with male NERs almost double those for 
females for the country as a whole 
(although the NERs are very low for both 
males and females).
 According to Pakistan Integrated 
Household Survey3 (PIHS) 2001-02, 67 
per cent of rural communities had a girls’ 
public primary school; (with 32 per cent 
in Baluchistan, 79 per cent in NWFP, 41 
per cent in Sindh and 76 per cent in 
Punjab). This ratio further decreased to 
22 per cent for girls middle schools. Data 
from Pakistan Rural household Survey 
(PRHS-II, 2004) reveals that only 46 per 
cent of the sample villages in Sindh and 
Punjab, Pakistan’s two most populated 
provinces, had girls’ elementary schools 
inside the village while 87 per cent had 
boys’ elementary schools within the 
village.

Physical facilities in schools

As shown in table 7.6, the majority of 
schools in Pakistan lack basic facilities 
such as electricity, drinking water and 
toilets. Seventy per cent of the schools in 
Pakistan are without electricity, 54 per 
cent are without toilet facilities, 45 per 
cent are without drinking water, and 41 
per cent are without boundary walls. Lack 
of facilities is one of the major factors 
hindering enrolment in Pakistan.

Shortage of schools at higher levels

Not only is there current shortage of 
primary schools, there is also a great 
shortage of schools at the higher levels 
such as from primary to middle, from 
middle to high and from high to secondary 
schools. There are also limited number of 
vocational and arts and science colleges, 
and other professional colleges that 
prevents girls from accessing job-oriented 
education and training.

Out of school children

Although Pakistan has been able to reduce 
the number of out of school children 
from 10 million in 1995 to 6.5 million in 

 Table 7.5 Female literacy 
and enrolment in 
Pakistan, 
1997-2007

  (% of male)

 Adult female literacy
 1997-98 58.3
 2006-07 58.2

 Female primary
 enrolment (gross)
 1997-98 76.3
 2006-07 78.0

 Female primary
 enrolment (net)
 1997-98 76.3
 2006-07 78.0

 Female 1st, 2nd and 3rd
 level gross enrolment
 ratio (gross)
 1997-98 68.0
 2006-07 70.6

Source: Academy of Educational 
Planning and Management 
(AEPAM), Ministry of 
Education.

 Table 7.6 Missing facilities 
in public sector 
primary schools 
in Pakistan, 
1990-2005

  (% of schools)

 Without shelter
 1990 16
 2005 13

 Without drinking water
 1990 68
 2005 45

 Without electricity
 1990 73
 2005 70

 Without toilets
 1990 70
 2005 54

 Without boundary walls
 1990 60
 2005 41

Sources: GOP 2005a and MHHDC 
1998.
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2005, yet it contains the second highest 
number of out of school children in the 
world, according to a recent Education 
for All (EFA) Report.4 As many as 4.2 
million children out of total of 6.5 million 
children are girls. An overwhelming 
majority of them are from rural areas.
 A substantial proportion of these out 
of school children are dropouts. Despite 
three per cent annual reduction in 
primary school dropout rate during 1990 
and 2004, 37 per cent of the children 
dropped out of primary schools in 2004 
(see figure 7.4). The drop out rate in 
primary school has been the highest in 
Pakistan compared to the average values 
for low-income and high-income 
developing countries.5 The majority of 
children drop out of school during the 
first two years.
 There are several factors that explain 
the high dropout rate in Pakistan. 
According to EFA 2007, it is the 
malnourished and poor children that are 
more likely to drop out of primary 
schools. Physical and psychological 
punishment also affects the drop out 
rates. In the ultimate analysis, it is the 
poor quality of education that leads to a 
high dropout rate.

Quality of education

There are several factors which impact on 
the quality education in schools, the most 
important ones being teachers, teacher’s 
training and curriculum.

Teachers and teachers’ training

Teachers form the backbone of any 
education system. Educational reform 
cannot achieve results without good and 
effective teachers. Unfortunately, good 
teachers are rare in public schools in 
Pakistan leading to a decline in the quality 
of education. As per Education Census 
2006-07, there are 1,218,802 teachers in 
Pakistan out of which 25 per cent are not 
trained. There are 655,883 female teachers 
out of which 35 per cent are not trained. 
EFA National Plan of Action (NPA) 

identifies the additional need for 118,000 
teachers. According to UNESCO EFA 
Global Monitoring Report 2007, Pakistan 
needs to recruit close to 4 per cent more 
teachers each year than are currently 
available to meet its universal primary 
education (UPE) goal by 2015.
 Apart from the overall resource 
constraints, one major factor responsible 
for the shortage of teachers and teacher 
absenteeism is the weak incentives offered 
to teachers. They are poorly paid and in 
rural areas the benefits such as housing 

The recent Education for All (EFA) 
Report reveals that Pakistan has the 
highest number of out of school 
children in the world after Niger. 
Currently, there are 6.5 million 
children in Pakistan that are out of 
school. On the other hand, India 
with a population seven times higher 
than Pakistan, has 4.6 million out of 
school children. Of the total children 
who are not enrolled in schools, 80 
per cent are not expected to enrol, 
about 10 per cent have dropped out 
and the rest are expected to enrol 
later.
 Several factors explain the high 
number of children who are not 
expected to enrol. In a survey, factors 
that were identified by parents were: 

children with no interest in getting 
education (74 per cent); education is 
too expensive(73 per cent); school 
distance as a hindrance (70 per cent); 
children working as household help 
(69 per cent); children needed to earn 
for family (67 per cent); non-
availability of school (66 per cent); 
lack of opportunities for future 
education; and discouraging behaviour 
of teachers (64 per cent).
 Poor access to school is a major 
factor for out of school children. 
According to  another  survey 
conducted by the government in 14 
districts of Pakistan, it was identified 
that only 54 per cent of children have 
access to primary schools.

Box 7.1 Pakistan has one of the highest number of out of school 
children in the world

Sources: GOP 2004; Shami and Hussain 2006 and UNESCO 2006.

Source: World Bank 2003 and 2007e.

Figure 7.4 Trends in dropout rate 
in primary schools in 
Pakistan, 1990-2004

 1990 2004

60

50

40

30

20

10

0

(%
)

56

37



148 Human Development in South Asia 2007

allowances are lower than those available 
to their counterparts in urban areas. In 
addition, they have fewer opportunities to 
climb up the ladder in terms of their 
professional development. Like other low 
paid government employees, teachers’ real 
wages have eroded over time due to 
increase in utility prices and imposition of 
general sales tax (GST) on items of 
common use, even medicines. To 
supplement their income, teachers resort 
to other part-time work largely neglecting 
their teaching duties.
 Apart from the shortage of teachers, 
existing teachers lack quality, competence 
and motivation. The high level of dropout 
that invariably occurs at initial stages of 
schooling is also attributed mainly to poor 
quality of education which is linked to 
teacher quality and competence. In order 
to improve the competence level of 
teachers, teacher training is absolutely 
crucial. However, this is a major area of 
concern in education in the country. 
Although, the country has over 200 major 
teacher training facilities, these are under-
resourced in terms of trained and qualified 
teacher educators, availability of teaching 
and learning materials, libraries, physical 
facilities, professional development 
opportunities for teachers due to paucity 
of funds and technical resources. Although, 
almost all of the training facilities are 
‘functional’, quality of training they offer 
for both pre and in-service programmes is 
far from satisfactory. Financing in–service 
teacher training is generally project-driven 
and not part of the recurrent budget. 
Financial shortfalls constrain availability 
of supplementary training, learning and 
reference material. However, an allocation 
of about Rs 70 million has been made in 
the current development budget.6 These 
funds will be used for development work 
including provision of missing facilities in 
teacher training colleges. Given the need 
for both in-service and pre-service 
training, this allocation is still too low. 
Despite policy recommendations that a 
teacher must have the opportunity for in-
service training once every five years, it is 
estimated that currently a primary teacher 

can only access this facility after 13 years, 
a middle school teacher after 7-8 years 
and a high school teacher after 16 years.
 Currently there is a serious shortage of 
science, mathematics and English teachers 
in schools across the country, especially 
female teachers in the provinces. The 
government of Pakistan has introduced 
English as a Second Language (ESL) as a 
compulsory subject from Class 1. 
However, there are no teachers who can 
teach English. Also, the government has 
decided that in next two years in primary 
schools maths and science will be taught 
in English. This will further complicate 
teacher availability in these subjects. This 
is also true for teachers of Early Childhood 
Education (ECE) which has been included 
in formal schools, but teachers are not 
trained to introduce the concept. 
Moreover, the curriculum followed in the 
teachers’ training institutes does not 
include it as a theme. Poor teacher 
training has led to poor classroom teaching 
and poor learning.

Curriculum

The school curriculum in Pakistan is 
generally considered static and non-
responsive to social needs. The focus on 
the local context is totally missing in basic 
primary education. The present curricula 
are also predominantly taken as theoretical. 
It is labeled as being dominated by 
examinations. Several books lack proper 
explanations, logic and clarity. The 
deficiency in curriculum has resulted in 
poor development of critical and analytical 
approach among students.
 Curriculum revision in Pakistan has 
been irregular and non-standardized. The 
curriculum was not reviewed for almost 18 
years since 1982. The curriculum for basic 
and social sciences was revised in 2000 
and 2002 respectively, but still needed a 
substantial updating in the light of the 
modern global trends and ground realities. 
In Pakistan, Curriculum Wing of Ministry 
of Education is responsible for curriculum 
revision from class I to class XI, whereas 
Higher Education Commission (HEC) is 

Apart from the 
shortage of teachers, 
existing teachers lack 
quality, competence 
and motivation
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responsible for curriculum revision and 
development for class XI onwards. 
According to the 44th meeting of the Vice 
Chancellors Committee, curriculum of 
every subject will be revised after every 
three years. HEC has launched an extensive 
programme for curriculum revision of 
subjects  taught at  graduate and 
postgraduate level. During 2005-06, 22 
curricula for four years of bachelor and 
two years of master programme were 
reviewed. But much more needs to be 
done. A number of policies have been 
recommended in the White Paper7 
prepared as a guide for National Education 
Policy. These include the following:

• Curriculum development and textbook 
review should be standardized.

• There should be flexibility in the 
national curricula for the inclusion of 
the local context.

• The curriculum should be object driven 
and outcome based.

• Uniform curriculum for public and 
private schools should be a clear 
objective, and the standard of the 
curriculum should be raised to the 
international level by 2015.

• A proper feedback and evaluation 
mechanism should be established based 
on a link between providers of 
educat ion and the curr iculum 
development process.

 The White Paper is a pre-policy paper. 
In the next phase, a policy paper will be 
prepared and presented for approval, and 
then the phase of strategies and 
implementation plans will start. The 
phase of policy implementation is still 
very far and it is not clear in which way 
and form these pol ic ies  wi l l  be 
implemented.

Technical and vocational education 
(TVE)

Technical and vocational education (TVE) 
is designed to provide practical skills, 
know-how and understanding necessary 
for employment in particular occupation 

or trade. It is absolutely essential to match 
skills with the requirements of the labour 
market to lead to productive employment. 
Research shows that TVE contributes to 
an individual’s personal development, 
raises his productivity and income and 
leads to higher output. A study,8 for 
instance, has shown that in Pakistan one 
more year of technical education causes 
2.4 per cent rise in income. The significant 
and positive link between income and 
higher technical education implies the 
urgent need of technical and vocational 
institutions in Pakistan to train the 
workers on modern lines to enable them 
to absorb the global technological 
advancement.
 Pakistan has shown some progress over 
the past one decade in increasing the 
number of technical and vocational 
education institutions. For example, 66 
additional technical and vocational 
secondary institutions were established in 
the last decade indicating a one per cent 
annual increase (see table 7.7). However, 
studies have shown that the structure and 
quality of these institutions are outdated 
and inefficient.9 The Asian Development 
Bank (ADB), in a survey in 2005, ranked 
28 per cent of vocational programmes at 
vocational and polytechnics institutions as 
poor, 60 per cent as fair, and only 12 per 
cent as good.10

 Although student enrolment in TVE in 
Pakistan has increased significantly during 
the last decade (from 0.56 in 1996 to 

 Table 7.7 Trends in secondary 
vocational education in 
Pakistan, 1995-2006

    Annual %
  1995-96 2005-06  increase

 Institutions 577 643 1.1
 Enrolment
 (000) 86 181 7.7
 Enrolment
 (%)* 0.56 1.66 12.8
 Teachers 7291 8264 1.3

Note: *the values are for the years 1997-98 and 
2006-07.

Sources: GOP 2006b and 2007b and Education Census 
2006-07 by Academy of Educational Planning 
and Management (AEPAM), Ministry of 
Education.

Pakistan has shown 
some progress over the 
past one decade in 
increasing the number 
of technical and 
vocational education 
institutions
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1.66 in 2006) it is still very low compared 
to 10 per cent in the world, 18 per cent 
in developed countries, 8 per cent in 
developing countries and 2 per cent in 
South Asia in 2004.11

 TVE is also not equitably available to 
women in Pakistan. Figure 7.5 shows that 
there is a wide gender disparity in 
technical and vocational education and 
this disparity has not decreased much; it 
has rather increased slightly in case of 
teachers.
 Not only is there a shortage of skilled 
persons but the level of skill training is 
also low in Pakistan. Currently, basic level 
trained manpower comes from polytechnic 
institutions and colleges of technology 
(operating under the Federal Ministry of 
Education and Provincial Education/
Labour/Manpower/Industries Depart-
ments); commercial training institutes 
(under the Ministry of Education, 
Provincial Education Departments and 
Technical Education & Vocational 
Training Authority in Punjab); vocational 
institutes (under the Labour/Industries 
Departments); training centres (operating 
under the aegis of various departments 
e.g. Labour and Manpower, Social Welfare, 
Industries, Agriculture etc.); and apprentice-
ship training program (administered by 
the Ministry of Labour and Manpower 
and Provincial Labour and Manpower 
Departments). These institutions suffer 
from serious problems of quality and 

access, worsened by managerial and 
financial constraints.12

 In short, the system of technical and 
vocational education in Pakistan is 
characterized by low enrolments, poor 
quality of teachers, inequitable access for 
women and rural inhabitants, limited 
private sector involvement and insufficient 
budgetary allocations. Currently there is 
an urgent need to improve the quality and 
quantity of skill development to meet the 
requirements of the labour market.
 Several major initiatives have been 
taken to bring about structural reforms in 
the education sector with a special focus 
on TVE since 1999 but TVE has failed to 
keep pace with the emerging skill gaps.13 
In November 2006, the Government of 
Pakistan established the National 
Vocational and Technical Education 
Commission (NAVTEC) with the 
objective to facilitate, regulate, and 
provide policy direction for technical 
education and vocational training to meet 
national and international demand for 
skilled manpower.14

Tertiary education

In recent  era  of  modernizat ion, 
globalization and competitiveness, the 
importance of higher education has 
increased significantly especially for 
developing countries to get the required 
skills for the job market.
 Pakistan is among those developing 
countries that have taken commendable 
steps to improve their tertiary education 
system in the last decade especially after 
the establishment of HEC in 2002. The 
gross tertiary enrolment has increased by 
three per cent annually with 1.3 per cent 
increase in male and 5.6 per cent increase 
in female enrolment during 1995-2005 
(see figure 7.6). Despite these significant 
improvements in enrolment rates in 
tertiary education, the current enrolment 
rate of 4.6 per cent is low compared to 
11.4 per cent in India, 6.5 per cent in 
Bangladesh, 9.7 per cent in South Asia, 
5.1 per cent in Sub-Saharan Africa, 19 per 

Source: GOP 2007b.

Figure 7.5 Trends in technical and 
vocational education 
by gender in Pakistan, 
1995-2006
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cent in developing countries and 24.3 per 
cent in the world.15

 The student/teacher ratio at public 
tertiary institutes, at the moment is 18 in 
Pakistan that is quite high compared to 
14.8 per cent in Brazil and 8.5 per cent 
in New Zealand.16 The female share in 
total tertiary enrolled students has 
increased from 35.2 per cent in 1990 to 
45.1 per cent in 2005, showing a 10 
percentage points improvement.17

 For a better tertiary education system, 
both quantity as well as quality of higher 
education institutions is crucial. The total 
number of universities and degree 
awarding institutions increased signi-
ficantly in Pakistan from 38 in 1995-96 
to 111 in 2005-06. The quality of 
education as reflected by the number of 
students who successfully completed their 
programmes also showed improvement. 
For instance, during 2001-04 the students 
successfully passing through tertiary 
education increased by 14 per cent 
annually, 12 per cent in public sector and 
25 per cent in private sector.18

 The expenditure on tertiary education 
as percentage of  total  education 
expenditure has also increased from 11.6 
per cent in 1995 to 14.4 per cent in 
2004-05.19 But it is still only 0.4 per cent 
of gross domestic product (GDP) 
(compared to 0.7 per cent in India, 0.9 
per cent in Brazil and 2.7 per cent in 
Malaysia), and 1.6 per cent of government 
budget in 2004-05. Similarly, real per 
student total higher education spending 
has increased by a significant 29 per cent 
annual rate during 2000-05. Despite this 
impressive improvement, during 2005-06 
spending on tertiary education institutions 
per student was US$1350 in Pakistan 
compared to US$2486 in India.20

 In developing countries, the private 
sector along with the public sector can 
play a significant role to boost up tertiary 
education. Private sector involvement in 
the higher education started during 1980s 
in Pakistan with the establishment of the 
Aga Khan University in 1983 and the 
Lahore University of Management 
Sciences in 1985, followed by Ghulam 

Ishaq Khan Institute of Engineering and 
Foundation for Advancement of Science 
and Technology (FAST) University of 
Computer and Emerging Sciences, now 
National University (founded by Mahbub 
ul Haq). Private sector higher education 
institutions increased from 10 in 1995-96 
to 56 in 2005-06 (see figure 7.7). But 
despite the fact that private sector 
institutions make up around half of the 
total higher education institutions at the 
moment, only 23 per cent of the total 
tertiary students are enrolled in private 
higher education institutions.21

Source: World Bank 2007a.

Figure 7.6 Trends in gross tertiary enrolment rate in Pakistan, 
1995-2005
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Figure 7.7 Trends in the share 
of private and public 
sector in the total degree 
awarding institutions in 
Pakistan, 1995-2006
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 A lot of improvement has been observed 
in Pakistan in last few years after the 
replacement of Universities Grant 
Commission (UGC) with the HEC. 
However, despite the measures introduced 
by HEC to promote higher education, 
there are still problems like low tertiary 
enrolment rates, low standard of education 
and research, poor governance, shortage 
of proper infrastructure, insufficient 
research material, scarcity of quality 
supervisors and lack of accountability.

The education system

Pakistan’s basic education system consists 
of public schools, private schools and 
religious seminaries or Madrasas, each 
representing and in turn reinforcing social 
class of its students.

Public schools

Public schools in Pakistan offer free 
primary education. Textbooks are also 
provided by the government. Although 
free in theory (which means parents do 
not have to bear any direct cost), there are 
several other costs associated with 
schooling that the vast number of poor 
parents with two or more children find it 
difficult to bear.
 The PIHS22 1998-99 indicates that 38 
per cent children consider schools as too 
expensive to attend. Apart from the high 
costs, the other important factor hindering 
the enrolment of children in public 
schools is the low quality of these schools. 
As mentioned above, public schooling is 
under resourced in terms of the number 
of teachers required, teachers’ professional 
development, teaching aids essential for 
teaching and learning, and physical 
facilities. The lack of all these resources 
leads to poor quality, low retention and 
drop out of children in earlier stages of 
their schooling forcing parents to look for 
alternate source of learning such as private 
schools and/or Madrasas. However, not all 
public sector schools are under-resourced, 
as schools run by the Defence establishment 
for their employees and few other 

organizations have adequately resourced 
schools.

Private schools

Private sector offers a variety of schools, 
ranging from the elitist Beaconhouse and 
City Schools in major cities of Pakistan to 
schools set up in rural districts and sub-
districts, thereby catering to the needs of 
every class, except those living in poverty. 
Currently, there are around 57,487 private 
educational institutions from pre-primary 
schools to degree colleges. This is about 
26 per cent of the total schools/educational 
institutions.
 Given the general perception that 
private schools offer better education than 
government schools, the gross enrolment 
in private schools has increased by 33 per 
cent as compared to 15 per cent in 
government schools in just a matter of 
five years between 2001 and 2005.23 
Private education is characterized by high 
and ever increasing school fees. A large 
number of private schools also suffer from 
poor physical and social infrastructure. 
However, at least three important facts 
distinguish private schools from govern-
ment schools. First, teachers are present in 
classes. Second, there is continuous 
assessment of pupils and third, there is 
monitoring by management and, to some 
extent, by parents.
 Historically, private education in 
Pakistan was limited to major cities and 
was run by philanthropic and missionary 
groups which recognized education as a 
public good rather than a commercial 
venture. Over time, private schooling 
grew tremendously as a result of state 
encouragement. Non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs) have also played an 
unintended role in letting the government 
abdicate its basic and constitutional 
responsibility by advocating that since 
government has failed in service delivery, 
Civil Society Organisations (CSOs) and 
NGOs have a role to play in providing 
quality education to children. There are a 
number of NGOs in every province 
involved in teacher training programmes. 

Pakistan’s basic 
education system 
consists of public 
schools, private 
schools and religious 
seminaries or 
Madrasas
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But most, if not all, NGO programmes in 
education are high cost programmes and 
donor driven and are, therefore, seen as 
unsustainable.

Religious schools

While public schooling in Pakistan has 
not kept pace with population growth 
posing serious problems of access, 
Madrasas have increasingly filled this 
vacuum by growing rapidly especially in 
the 1980s and in later years in the 
country. Currently, there are 12,150 
Madrasas, with an enrolment of 1,549, 
242 students of which 38 per cent are 
g ir l s . 24 Madrasas  are  not  a  new 
phenomenon in Pakistan and have a 
history of educational service delivery, but 
in recent years they have thrived mainly 
as a result of the failure of public schooling. 
Madrasa education is not only free in 
terms of tuition and books but an 
overwhelming majority of religious schools 
offer free boarding, lodging, and clothing 
to their students. Some offer a small 
stipend as well.
 Madrasa education system remained 
ignored and isolated. The overwhelming 
majority of Madrasas in Pakistan has been 
engaged in traditional Islamic studies. 
There is a need to evolve an integrated 
system of national education by bringing 
Deeni Madrasas closer to mainstream in 
curriculum and contents of education. A 
five-year project has been developed that 
is under implementation. The objective is 
to ensure uniformity of curriculum 
through mainstreaming curriculum in 
Madrasas, helping to link graduates to 
employment opportunities. The govern-
ment intended to mainstream 8,000 
Madrasa students during five years 
s t a r t ing  f rom 2002-03  through 
introduction of general education subjects 
under a three-year grant package for 
registered Madrasas. The programme 
includes: (i) one time grant to the 
Madrasas to improve their libraries and 
equipment, (ii) training of 32,000 
teachers, and (iii) monitoring and 

evaluation through provincial and federal 
education departments/ministry.

Management of education system

In recognition of the constitutional 
obligation that basic education is the right 
of every citizen, the government of 
Pakistan has shown its commitment to 
improve access as well as quality of 
education over time. Successive govern-
ments have formulated at least ten major 
policy documents and plans and 
introduced several large-scale reforms. 
However, despite the formulation of these 
policies and plans, Pakistan has not fared 
well as compared to other countries in the 
region for a variety of reasons that include, 
but are not limited to, low budgetary 
allocation and lack of effective imple-
mentation of policies and plans.
 The policy preparation, curriculum 
development and maintenance of 
standards of education in Pakistan is the 
responsibility of the federal government. 
The implementation and delivery of 
education services is however a provincial 
subject. Provinces are allocated resources 
from the divisible pool of the government 
of Pakistan on the basis of population. 
Provinces also generate resources through 
provincial taxes. In addition, federal 
government allocates resources for special 
projects such as the Education Sector 
Reforms (ESR) that includes EFA 
allocations.

Financing of education

Financial constraints are generally 
considered as a major challenge in the 
development of education in Pakistan. 
Provinces do not have enough resources 
to implement their plans. Although 
education enjoys the highest priority on 
the social sector agenda, yet allocations 
are relatively modest due to resource 
constraints. It is no wonder then that 
Pakistan’s under resourced schools, 
especially in remote rural areas present a 
dismal picture of low priority area for the 
country. In order to achieve the MDG/

The policy 
preparation, 
curriculum 
development and 
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standards of 
education in Pakistan 
is the responsibility of 
the federal 
government
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EFA goals, the education sector in 
Pakistan is in dire need for funds. It is 
estimated that unless 10-12 per cent of 
annual increase in net enrolment takes 
place keeping in view the backlog of out 
of school children, Pakistan is highly 
unlikely to achieve the EFA/MDG goals 
in time. In order to achieve the required 
enrolment rate, EFA Plan of Action has 
projected the need for 30,000 new 
schools, up-gradation of 53,000 primary 
schools to middle schools, setting up of 
25,000 literacy centres, and need for 
118,000 new teachers, in addition to the 
current shortage of teachers and teachers 
required as a result of regular attrition. 
These additions can only be made through 
increased financial resources.
 In recent years, due to the improved 
financial position and fiscal space, the 
government has gradually increased 
allocations for education as percentage of 
GDP, from 1.82 per cent in 2000-01 to 
2.43 per cent in 2006-07 (see table 7.8). 
However, this allocation is still low 
compared with other countries. For 
example, India allocates 4 per cent of its 
GDP and Nepal 3.4 per cent. There are 
some prospects of improvement in the 
allocation. However, simply enhancing 
the allocation is not adequate without 
improving the capacity for utilization and 

the efficiency and transparency with 
which these funds are utilized. Funds are 
usually underutilized due to inter-
provincial issues, inefficient process of 
release of funds, lack of capacity for 
utilization, and difficult procedures for 
auditing and other formalities.
 At present, over 95 per cent of 
education budget at the provincial level is 
directed to meet the recurrent expenditure, 
particularly on salaries of teaching staff; 
less than 5 per cent is allocated for non-
salary items that include teaching and 
learning materials and the development of 
physical infrastructure.

Policy, planning and delivery of 
education

The delivery of education in Pakistan has 
been distributed among various sectors 
and organizations at the federal and 
provincial levels. Presently, at the federal 
level, HEC is a separate autonomous 
body independent of the Ministry of 
Education; Special Education is a separate 
Ministry, and NAVTEC has been formed 
to cater to technical and vocational 
education. It is also housed outside the 
federal Ministry of Education. At the 
provincial level, the set-up varies from 
province to province. In Punjab, education 
is separate from the Department of 
Literacy & Non-Formal Education, the 
technical and vocational education rests 
with TEVTA. In Balochistan, the Social 
Welfare Department looks after literacy 
and so on.
 While there may be merits for such a 
functional classification, an important 
consideration for policy and planning in 
education is the need to consider the 
linkages to allow for a holistic approach. 
Although the need for autonomy that 
certain institutions require for efficient 
implementation of their plans cannot be 
denied, policy formulation must be 
developed and ensured through one 
coordinating mechanism. So while Higher 
Education, Special Education and 
NAVTEC can enjoy full autonomy in 
their operations, the policy formulation 

 Table 7.8 Trends in expenditure on 
education in Pakistan, 
1997-2007

  (% of GDP)

  Public education Total education
 Year expenditure expenditure

 1997-98 1.72 1.9
 1998-99 1.79 2.07
 1999-00 1.86 2.17
 2000-01 1.82 2.22
 2001-02 1.79 2.28
 2002-03 1.86 2.41
 2003-04 2.20 2.75
 2004-05 2.13 2.67
 2005-06 2.21 2.74
 2006-07 2.43 2.96

Note: (1) GDP (at market price) values of current 
factor cost taken from GOP 2006c and 
2007b.

  (2) Private sector expenditure on education 
projected on the basis of data contained in 
GOP 2001a and 2006b.
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must be coordinated and steered by the 
federal Ministry of Education

Education statistics

Another important issue related to the 
management of education system is the 
availability of accurate and up to data on 
various aspects of education. The policy-
making, plan formulation and decision 
making in education at different tiers of 
the government cannot be carried out 
without accurate, reliable and consistent 
data on all aspects. Till recent past, the 
Educational Management Information 
System (EMIS) remained limited to 
collection and collating of data pertaining 
to educational institutions, students’ 
enrolment, number of teachers and 
physical facilities. Its analysis and 
interpretation remained totally ignored. 
As a result, its use in decision-making 
process was negligible. Some remedial 
steps have been initiated during 2004 to 
2006. This includes launching of first-ever 
Educational Census (covering every type 
and every level of educational institutions), 
both in the public and private sector. In 
addition, the government is also in the 
process of strengthening the National 
Educational Management Information 
System (NEMIS) in collaboration with 
UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS).
 A fundamental obstacle to dependable 
planning is the absence of an extensive 
and interactive Management Information 
System (MIS) that networks the entire 
spectrum of education delivery. An EMIS 
exists at the federal and provincial 
headquarters level but the model has not 
been adopted and established at all 
devolved levels/units. MIS has to be 
integrated with the entire education 
network to guarantee a planning responsive 
to reality and resulting in removing 
inequities, imbalances and wastages.

Key government initiatives

• Recognizing the mutual social 
responsibility of state and society in the 
provision of basic education, the 

government of Pakistan has initiated 
ESR. The Ordinance for compulsory 
primary education has already been 
promulgated in all provinces except in 
Balochistan and Islamabad Capital 
Territory. An incentive package has also 
been developed to meet the educational 
needs of poor students such as free 
textbooks, uniforms, stipends, fee waivers 
and nutrition. Stipends for students are 
being provided through Zakat as well as 
formal budgetary allocations. The 
Ministry of Education also launched the 
NPA for EFA in 2003 for achieving 
UPE, ECE and adult literacy by 
compensatory programmes and 
appointment of female teachers. The 
annual targets of ESR were to increase 
gross participation rate by four per cent, 
primary completion rate by five per cent, 
while reducing gender disparity by 10 
per cent per annum. Just like most other 
plans and reform packages, the ESR also 
faced the problem of weak imple-
mentation. National Action Plan for 
EFA could not be fully operational as it 
lacked any comprehensive imple-
mentation programme duly endorsed 
and funded by the government. The 
outcome is that currently the country is 
badly lagging behind the targets in 
major thrust areas of ESR. This may also 
be partly attributed to the extremely low 
funding of the programme (Rs 7.274 
billion against the approved amount of 
Rs 100 billion during last five years). 
Allocations too have been too little to 
make a difference.

• For the first time in the history of 
Pakistan, National Guidelines for Youth 
and Adult Literacy were finalized by the 
Ministry of Education in 2005. This was 
also followed by the curriculum for adult 
literacy and youth which had never 
existed before. These guidelines offer a 
framework for compliance with and 
maintenance of certain teaching and 
assessment standards by all literacy 
programs underway in the country. This 
is a considerable achievement and would 
hopefully streamline the adult literacy 
programmes in future.

An incentive package 
has also been 
developed to meet the 
educational needs of 
poor students
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• In addition to these initiatives taken at 
the national level, Pakistan is also 
s ignator y  to  a l l  in te rnat iona l 
declarations including EFA and MDG 
that have set deadlines and targets for 
nations to achieve UPE/universal 
primary completion (UPC) and MDGs 
by 2015. Additionally, Pakistan’s 
Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper 
(PRSP) has also highlighted the MDG 
and EFA goals.

 Will Pakistan be able to meet the 
international commitments and deadlines? 
The current resource allocation for 
education is inadequate to provide access 
to the increasing number of 5-9 age 
group, hire more competent teachers on 
decent salaries, improve their status to 
increase their motivation and commitment 
to their profession, follow a meaningful 
teachers’ training and professional 
development programme where every 
teacher gets an opportunity for professional 
development every three years to learn 
new concepts in content and pedagogy, 
provide adequate physical facilities and 
provide resources for adequate teaching 
and learning materials in schools which 
are so critical for quality improvement. It 
is therefore, highly unlikely that Pakistan 
will be able to achieve UPC by 2015.
 Some of the other key initiatives taken 
by the Government of Pakistan over the 
last decade to improve the quality of 
education include:

Contract teachers

It was widely believed that due to job 
insecurity and vulnerability, contract 
private teachers perform better than 
government teachers, they do not resort 
to absenteeism, and produce better results. 
Guided by this view and compelled by 
macro-economic pressure and resource 
constraint, the government has introduced 
contract employment in education.
 Punjab is currently implementing a 
large education programme, Punjab 
Education Reform Support Programme 
(PERSP) funded by the World Bank. The 

Bank is quite enthusiastic about the 
programme which is being projected as a 
success story. Over 25,000 contract 
teachers have been recruited for PERSP 
under several categories for primary, 
middle and secondary schools. Those 
having qualification of BA or BA/BEd are 
paid between Rs 3500-4500 per month, 
while those MA/MSc or MEd are paid 
Rs 6000/per month, these salaries are 
much lower than those paid to regular 
public school teachers. At the federal level 
contract teachers are paid up to Rs 10,000 
per month.
 Contract teachers are offered contracts 
for 3-5 years and are not eligible to 
pension, Gratuity and/or general provident 
fund benefits. Contract employees also do 
not enjoy the privilege of being civil 
servants. Since teachers are hired by 
district governments under the Local 
Government Devolution of Powers for 
Social Service delivery, their contracts are 
school-based which means limited 
interactions with other colleagues at the 
provincial level. Many educators argue 
that contract teachers do not perform 
better. Their mere presence in schools 
does not mean they perform better than 
regular teachers. There is however, no 
research or evidence that can contradict 
this view.

National Education Assessment System 
(NEAS)

Initiated in 2005, the NEAS is one of the 
key programmes of the Ministry of 
Education at elementary level, with the 
following main objectives:

• To measure learning achievements of 
students in grades-IV and VIII.

• To develop capacity in education 
assessment related activities.

• To institutionalize sustainable monitor-
ing system.

 In order to meet these objectives, the 
Government has sought the participation 
of provinces, areas and two partner 
institutions, Institute of Education and 

Many educators argue 
that contract teachers 
do not perform better
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Research (IER), University of Punjab, and 
Federal College of Education (FCE), 
Islamabad. The Assessment Centres of the 
Provincial/Area levels have also been 
established and all the nine centres of 
NEAS network have become functional.

New Textbook Policy

The Government of Pakistan has recently 
developed a Textbook Policy aiming to 
ensure the availability of quality textbooks 
and learning material with the help of 
public and private publishers. According 
to this plan, the regulatory role of the 
Provincial Textbook Boards will be 
gradually upgraded and textbook 
development will be left to the private 
sector publishers, organizations and 
textbook authors.

Streamlining role of donors and NGOs 
in education sector

In order to bring better understanding 
between donors and the Ministry of 
Education, a technical forum called 
Donor-Education Group (DEG) meets 
regularly, mostly on quarterly basis. All 
donors involved in education sector in 
Pakistan, participate in it. Each donor, as 
well as Ministry of Education, appraises 
the DEG on important ongoing activities 
and initiatives to be undertaken in the 
near future in order to improve donor 
coordination and aid-effectiveness.

The Assessment 
Centres of the 
Provincial/Area levels 
have also been 
established
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 Annex table 7.1 Trends in literacy rate in Pakistan and its provinces (population 10 years and over), 1998-2007
 (%)

 Pakistan

   Urban   Rural   Total

 Year Male Female Total Male Female Total Male Female Total

 1998-99 70.00 55.20 63.10 46.40 20.10 33.60 54.80 32.00 43.90
 2003-04 76.67 60.87 69.68 56.07 27.52 42.27 63.30 38.67 51.48
 2006-07 (E) 80.67 64.27 73.63 61.87 31.97 47.47 68.40 42.67 56.03

 Punjab

 1998-99 70.90 57.20 64.50 50.40 24.90 38.00 57.20 35.10 46.60
 2003-04 76.82 64.53 70.75 57.57 33.32 45.50 63.70 42.52 53.60
 2006-07 (E) 80.37 68.93 74.50 61.87 38.37 50.00 67.60 46.97 57.80

 Sindh

 1998-99 69.80 56.70 63.70 37.90 12.20 25.70 54.50 34.80 45.30
 2003-04 78.30 61.12 70.62 52.98 17.03 35.95 65.75 39.97 54.22
 2006-07 (E) 83.40 63.77 74.77 62.03 19.93 42.10 72.50 43.07 59.57

 NWFP

 1998-99 67.48 39.10 54.33 47.65 14.69 31.29 51.39 18.82 35.41
 2003-04 73.75 45.68 59.89 58.78 21.62 39.38 61.90 24.80 43.40
 2006-07 (E) 77.51 49.63 63.22 65.45 25.77 44.24 68.20 28.39 48.20

 Balochistan

 1998-99 58.10 32.10 46.90 25.80 7.90 17.50 34.00 14.10 24.80
 2003-04 71.35 40.35 57.82 43.47 12.15 29.58 49.00 18.18 34.97
 2006-07 (E) 79.30 45.30 64.37 54.07 14.70 36.83 58.00 20.63 41.07

Note: Literacy rates for 2003-04 and 2006-07 have been computed on the basis of average rate of growth between 1998-99 and 2004-05.
Source: GOP 2001b and 2006d.
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 Annex table 7.2 Trends in gross enrolment rate (GER) and Gender parity index (GPI) in Pakistan and its provinces, 
1998-2007

  GER primary (age 5-9 years) GER middle (age 10-12 years) GER secondary (age 13-14 years)

 Region/  PIHS PSLM Estimated PIHS PSLM Estimated PIHS PSLM Estimated
 Province  1998-99 2004-05 (2006-07) 1998-99  2004-05 (2006-07) 1998-99 2004-05 (2006-07)

  Total 71 86 91.0 40 46 48.0 40 44 45.3
  Male 80 94 98.7 48 51 52.0 53 53 53.0
 Pakistan Female 61 77 82.3 32 40 42.7 27 35 37.7
  GPI 0.763 0.819 0.834 0.667 0.784 0.821 0.509 0.660 0.711

  Total 94 104 107.3 61 64 65.0 60 64 65.3
  Male 95 107 111.0 62 64 64.7 66 67 67.3
 Urban Female 92 100 102.7 60 63 64.0 55 62 64.3
  GPI 0.968 0.935 0.925 0.968 0.984 0.990 0.833 0.925 0.955

  Total 63 79 84.3 32 38 40.0 30 34 35.3
  Male 75 89 93.7 43 46 47.0 47 46 45.7
 Rural Female 50 68 74.0 21 29 31.7 13 22 25.0
  GPI 0.667 0.764 0.790 0.488 0.630 0.674 0.277 0.478 0.547

  Total 75 95 101.7 43 49 51.0 37 45 47.7
  Male 82 100 106.0 47 52 53.7 47 50 51.0
 Punjab Female 68 89 96.0 39 45 47.0 27 39 43.0
  GPI 0.829 0.890 0.906 0.830 0.865 0.876 0.574 0.780 0.843

  Total 64 75 78.7 38 42 43.3 51 47 45.7
  Male 75 84 87.0 48 47 46.7 61 55 53.0
 Sindh Female 54 65 68.7 28 35 37.3 39 37 36.3
  GPI 0.720 0.774 0.789 0.583 0.745 0.800 0.639 0.673 0.686

  Total 70 80 83.3 37 47 50.3 36 43 45.3
  Male 84 93 96.0 55 61 63.0 58 62 63.3
 NWFP Female 54 65 68.7 22 31 34.0 13 24 27.7
  GPI 0.643 0.699 0.715 0.400 0.508 0.540 0.224 0.387 0.437

  Total 64 67 68.0 29 30 30.3 41 34 31.7
  Male 79 83 84.3 39 37 36.3 65 46 39.7
 Balochistan Female 46 49 50.0 18 21 22.0 12 17 18.7
  GPI 0.582 0.590 0.593 0.462 0.568 0.606 0.185 0.370 0.471

Note: GER values for 2006-07 have been calculated on the basis of average rate of growth between 1998-99 and 2004-05.
Source: GOP 2000 and 2006d.



The educational system of Bangladesh 
can boast  of  12,000 educational 
institutions, 30 million students and 
900,000 teachers.  These numbers 
do not include thousands of private 
proprietary educational and training 
institutions and some 40,000 non-
formal primary education centres run 
by non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs), serving one-and-half million 
children from poor families. With about 
15 per cent of the government budget 
allocated to education in recent years, it 
is the single largest item of government 
spending. The total private spending of 
families, according to Education Watch 
studies, equals the government budget 
even at the primary level, which is 
supposed to be available at no cost to 
parents. How does the huge education 
enterprise serve the nation?
 The 1998 Human Development in 
South Asia report1 noted ‘conscious 
government policy’ in Bangladesh that 
helped to accelerate progress in basic 
education, achievement of ‘near gender-
parity in primary enrolment’, and a 
‘dynamic role of many NGOs, grassroots 
community organizations, and institutions 
of civil society’.
 Having mentioned the formidable 
educational challenges facing Bangladesh, 
the report concluded that ‘If the 
Bangladesh Government can earmark a 
higher proportion of its gross national 
product (GNP) for education and if 
NGO and community efforts are further 
encouraged and supported, the country is 
poised to make a major breakthrough in 
the field of education’.
 A critical look at the past decade 
shows that the promising beginning 

made in the early 1990s has more 
or less kept pace with the need for 
quantitative expansion of the system; and 
gender parity in primary and secondary 
education enrolment has been achieved. 
The promise of a major breakthrough in 
respect of quality of education, equitable 
participation and mobilizing and using 
adequate resources effectively, however, 
has not been fulfilled.
 This chapter attempts to review the 
progress and challenges in education in 
Bangladesh in the recent decade spanning 
the last half of the 1990s and the first half 
of the 2000s. The review focuses on the 
sub-sectors of primary and basic education 
including literacy and non-formal 
education, secondary education, vocational 
and technical education and training, and 
tertiary education. The issues across the 
sub-sectors relating to access with equity, 
achieving quality standards, governance 
and management, mobilizing and using 
resources, and how the total education 
endeavour serves the major human, social 
and economic development priorities of 
the nation are examined. Based on the 
review, key strategic points of intervention 
that would build on progress made and 
address critical deficiencies are indicated.

Primary and preschool education

In Bangladesh, primary education is of 
five years’ duration. Children of age 6-10 
years are supposed to be the students of 
primary schools, but in reality, the age-
range is much wider. According to 
Ministry of Primary and Mass Education 
(MOPME),2 the gross enrolment rate was 
higher than the net rate by over 10 
percentage points in 2004. With overall 
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rise of enrolment, the difference has been 
decreasing over time.
 At least 11 types of institutions impart 
primary education.3 The main providers, 
however, are the government and registered 
non-government pr imary schools 
(accounting for about 85 per cent of the 
students), ibtidayee madrasas, and NGO 
operated non-formal schools. Table 8.1 
shows that the number of primary level 
institutions has grown by almost 30 per 
cent in the decade since 1995. Although 
enrolment in absolute number has 
declined slightly, the proportion of the 
designated age group for primary 
schooling in 2005 reached 87 per cent. 
This represented an improvement of 15 
percentage points in gross enrolment 
compared to 1995.
 Two positive aspects of primary 
education development in the past decade 
are noteworthy. First, the slowing down 
of population growth rate from around 
2.5 per cent in 1990 to 1.5 per cent in 
2005 has resulted in a decline in eligible 
numbers of children in the age group for 
primary education. It is, therefore, now 
possible to pay attention to improvement 
in quality rather than expanding services. 
Secondly, the growth in enrolment ratio 

of girls proportionately has been more 
than double the growth for boys, which 
has resulted in gender equality in 
enrolment. Government policy priority, 
greater economic opportunities outside 
home for women, and social awareness-
ra is ing have contr ibuted to this 
development.
 While enrolment has increased, 
serious problems of access to primary 
education remain to be overcome. Access 
itself is often narrowly defined as only 
initial enrolment. Given the realities of 
how the system works, a meaningful 
definition of access and participation 
in primary education need to take into 
account at least four kinds of exclusion: 
(i) non-access at the age of entry and 
not being ever enrolled, (ii) dropout 
before completion of the primary 
stage, (iii) nominally enrolled, but not 
engaged in learning, therefore, virtually 
excluded and vulnerable to dropping 
out, and (iv) not progressing to lower 
secondary education after completion of 
primary education. Application of such 
an analytical framework sheds light on 
meaningful access and participation, as 
discussed below.4

 Table 8.1 Overview of education provisions in Bangladesh, 1995-2005

  Primary Secondary Colleges Madrasas University Public Technical/Vocational
  education (I-V) education (VI-X) (XI-XVII) (VI-XVII) (XIII-XVII) institutions (IX-XIV)

 Institutions
 1995 62654 12012 1274 5977 27 (11)c 507
 2005 80397 18500 3150 9211 74 (21)c 2728b

 Total students (000)
 1995 17130 5120 127.3 183.7 72.9a 58.686
 2005 16230 7400 136.7 345.3  207.6a 241.336
 Female students (000)
 1995 8080 2400 425 554 16.9 9.403s
 2005 8130 3770 569 1649 50.0 62.562
 Net enrolment ratio
 1995 — — — — — —
 2005 87 45 — — — —
 Total teachers (000)
 1995 264.4 140.0 34.9 85.4 4.501 4.258
 2005 344.8 238.2 90.4 152.0 10.339 18.185
 Female teachers (000)
 1995 72.1 19.4 6.5 1.5 0.662 0.447
 2005 125 48.3 17.4 13.2 1.827 3.208

Notes: a: Excludes Colleges under the National University and the Open University. b: Over 2000 of the additional institutions since 1995 were secondary schools 
with vocational stream (SSS and HSC). c: the values in the brackets represent the public institutions.

Source: GOB 2007c.
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 It is generally agreed that poverty 
hinders participation in education. 
Proportion of population in poverty is 
estimated to be around 40 per cent, half 
of whom can be categorized as hardcore 
poor.5 The number of primary school-age 
children in the hardcore poor category 
(about 4 million) is double that of the 
number of children never enrolled (about 
2 million). The pertinent questions, 
therefore, are: (a) To what extent is there 
an overlap between the non-enrolled and 
the hardcore poor children? (b) Why 
some children from the extremely poor 
families enrol in school and others do 
not?
 Available information suggests that 
poverty overlaps and interacts with other 
condi t ions  o f  d i sadvantage  and 
vulnerability, such as:

i) Women-headed families—5.8 million 
families according to population 
census 2001.6 About 1.45 million 
children of primary school age are 
estimated to be from poor female-
headed households.7

ii) Working children—5 million in child 
labour including 1.3 million in 
‘hazardous work’ in the 5-14 age 
range, according to the National Child 
Labour Survey, 2002-03.8

iii) Street children—over 400,000 in six 
metropolitan cities according to a 
survey of Bangladseh Institute of 
Development Studies in 2002.9

iv) Children with special needs—no 
accurate estimates are available. 
App l y ing  th e  Wor ld  Hea l th 
Organization (WHO) ratio of 10 per 
cent of the population with mild to 
severe disabilities to the primary 
school age children would indicate 
that the number of children with 
special needs is about 1.8 million.

v) Ethnic/language minorities—the 
indigenous minorities constitute under 
2 per cent of the population with a 
primary school age group of 350,000. 
All indigenous community children 
are not in the same situation in respect 
of education services. It is necessary to 

assess the different aspects of education 
access of these children.

vi) Inhabitants of remote and accessible 
areas—Groups of population live in 
isolated and remote areas, such as 
chars (land mass formed by alluvial 
deposits), haor/baor (large inland water 
bodies) and coastal and island areas. 
Numbers in these areas and the state 
of their educational services have not 
been assessed.

 The socio-economic conditions 
described above are obstacles to children’s 
enrolment in school as well as their 
continuation and effective participation in 
education. Dropout, virtual exclusion 
from learning in school, and not 
continuing into post-primary education 
are all affected by the above factors. Most 
children deprived of education are affected 
by a combination of these factors and thus 
are victims of multiple disadvantages.
 Education authorities provide data 
about dropout and completion, but their 
accuracy has been subject to question. A 
recent study of access based on available 
p r imar y  educa t ion  management 
information system (EMIS) data of the 
Directorate of Primary Education show 
that dropout in primary cycle (ratio of 
children enrolling in class I and not 
completing class 5) was 48 per cent in 
2004.10 A nationwide baseline survey for 
national Primary Education Development 
Program (PEDP II) corroborated this 
figure, showing 47 per cent dropout in 
2005.11 Other government documents 
had mentioned a number of 32 per cent 
dropout in primary education for past 
several years. It is possible that repetition 
of grades and later completion beyond the 
five-year duration of primary education 
have not been fully taken into account in 
the EMIS and the baseline data. The 
actual cycle dropout most likely is 
somewhere between 32 and 48 per cent.
 It must be noted that uncertainty 
about such an important indicator as the 
dropout rate in primary education 
illustrates a serious weakness in the system 
and capacity for collecting, recording, 
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analyzing, reporting and making use of 
educational statistics. This situation calls 
for caution about taking most educational 
data at face value and points to the need 
for improving the capacity to manage and 
use data for better planning and manage-
ment of the system.
 Once children are in school, their 
participation in education and learning 
achievement are affected by additional 
factors in the family and in the school. 
Government statistics do not provide data 
on socio-economic background of 
students. Only research studies such as 
Education Watch 2003/4 12 shed light on 
vulnerability of learners shown in table 
8.2. This study also notes that factors that 
have impact on both dropout and ‘virtual 
exclusion’ originate both in school and 
home and interact to magnify the adverse 
consequences. These factors include:

• Almost half of the children in primary 
school may be regarded as ‘first 
generation learners.’ Forty-seven per 
cent of the mothers and 43 per cent of 
the fathers of primary school children 
surveyed in 10 upazilas were without 
any schooling.

• Private tutors even in rural primary 
schools are becoming a norm. Forty-
three per cent of the children in the ten 
upazilas surveyed had private tutors. 
The poor families of course could not 
afford private tutors; therefore, children 
who most needed extra help did not 
receive it.

• Average school attendance was 60 per 
cent of the enrolled children. This 
situation encapsulated many factors 
related both to home and school. 
Causes indicated for absence included 
children being needed to help at home, 
illness of the child or a parent, acute 
family economic problems, and falling 
behind in lessons. Without the capacity 
of school or ability and willingness of 
teachers to help the child to catch up, 
any disruption set in motion a vicious 
spiral of further lag, more absences, 
and eventual dropping out.13

 There is no substantial programme as 
yet for pre-school education in the public 
sector linked to primary school. The 
importance of preparedness for formal 
schooling and facilitating the transition 
from home to school to ensure children’s 
adjustment to and success in primary 
education have gained wide recognition. 
Preschool activities are seen as necessary, 
particularly, for children who are first 
generation learners and do not have a 
supportive environment at home.
 The strategy appears to be to encourage 
communities and NGOs to develop 
models of preschools and offer this service 
with policy support and encouragement 
from the government. Criteria for 
standards and a curricular framework for 
preschool are under consideration of the 
government. Meanwhile, NGOs and 
community organisations have expanded 
preschool services. Bangladesh Rural 
Advancement Committee (BRAC) is the 
largest provider with a year-long preschool 
programme conducted in 20,000 pre-
schools. About a quarter of the children 
entering primary school now have access 
to preschools run mainly by NGOs with 
external assistance.
 The government has launched the 
Second Primary Education Development 
Programme (PEDP II, 2004-2009) with 
donor support which is billed as a sector-
wide programme. It aims to address both 
quality and access issues, introduce 
primary school quality level (PSQL) for 
all children, hand over more resources and 
their control to schools, use Upazila level 
and Upazila resource centre as key 
outreach and support mechanism for 

 Table 8.2 Children currently non-enrolled and dropouts by food security 
status in Bangladesh, 2004

  % of children by food security status
  (total numbers in sample in parentheses)

  Always in Sometimes
 
Enrolment status

 deficit in deficit 
Break-even

 
Surplus

 Enrolled 67.6 (142) 87.4 (1030) 90.8 (2087) 95.3 (1435)
 Dropout 7.1 (15) 3.1 (37) 2.8 (68) 1.3 (19)
 Never enrolled 25.2 (53) 9.4 (111) 6.4 (148) 3.5 (52)
 Total 100 (210) 100 (1178) 100 (2299) 100 (1506)

Source: Education Watch School Catchment Area Household Survey, 2004 cited in Education 
Watch 2005.
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schools, and build capacity in the system 
including at National Academy for 
Primary education (NAPE), National 
Curriculum and Textbook Board (NCTB) 
and Primary Teacher Training Institutes 
(PTIs).
 At mid-point of the programme, it 
appears that progress has been made more 
in terms of physical facilities and 
recruitment of national and international 
personnel, and less in the critical areas of 
quality improvement in schools and 
capacity development in the system. Its 
label as a sector-wide approach is a 
misnomer, because key elements of the 
system including madrasas, non-formal 
and NGO schools are not part of the 
plan. Leaving out these delivery modes, 
particularly relevant for reaching out to 
the disadvantaged, from the ambit of the 
programme also deprives it the opportunity 
to explore innovative possibilities of 
interaction, complemenatrity and area-
based comprehensive and coordinated 
planning.

Literacy and non-formal education

A contentious issue is the rate of adult 
literacy in the country. The MOPME, 
based on the target of ‘eradicating’ 
illiteracy in a decade through the Total 
Literacy Movement (TLM) launched in 
1997, declared that the adult literacy 
rate (for population of age 7 and over) 
had reached 64 per cent by 2002. 
Independent evaluation including 
national sample surveys, applying 
objective methodologies, carried out by 
Education Watch research group revealed 
that the rate was around 42 per cent. 
The Educat ion Watch s ta t i s t i c s , 
corroborated by other assessments, were 
accepted internationally and were used 
in United Nations Educational, Scientific 
and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) 
and other international documents.14 
These studies also showed a major gap 
in rates for urban and rural areas and for 
men and women—in the range of 10 to 
20 percentage points.15

 In fact, independent studies suggest 
that whatever progress in literacy has been 
made has been through the expansion of 
primary schooling.16 According to these 
studies, the literacy campaign carried out 
since the mid 1990s, because of their lack 
of quality control, inadequate supervision, 
inept management and corrupt practices, 
have made little contribution to acquiring 
sustainable and functional literacy skills 
by participants.
 It should be noted that the weaknesses 
in the measurement criteria and metho-
dology and the consequent ambiguity 
about literacy rate is not unique to 
Bangladesh; other South Asian countries 
are afflicted with the same problems. The 
independent research groups such as the 
Education Watch and NGOs concerned 
about education have been vigorously 
active in Bangladesh in carrying out their 
own surveys and studies and subjecting 
official statistics and claims to close 
scrutiny.
 The poor performance of the literacy 
programme led to the abolition of the 
Directorate of Non-formal Education in 
2003. However, there was no objective 
appraisal of the literacy programme or of 
the claims of rapid advances in literacy 
rate. Major donor-supported post- literacy 
and continuing education projects were 
initiated based on the presumed progress 
in literacy rate.
 A new non formal education (NFE) 
policy adopted in 2005 represents a 
considerable improvement compared with 
the earlier absence of a policy framework. 
By defining the scope and vision of NFE 
broadly and ambitiously, the new policy 
has dramatically expanded the range and 
complexity of the activities and services to 
be offered to a wider range of potential 
NFE clients. At the same time, it poses 
the risk that the current organizational 
structures at national and district levels 
will face serious difficulties in implementing 
the policy, especially the technical 
components such as planning, skills 
training, monitoring and technical 
support. As was the case under the old 
Directorate of Non-Formal Education 

Independent studies 
suggest that whatever 
progress in literacy 
has been made has 
been through the 
expansion of primary 
schooling
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(DNFE), the newly created Bureau of 
NFE is staffed and managed by civil 
servants who may not have the knowledge, 
skills, competences and experience to 
adequately guide and implement an NFE 
policy which anticipates varied and 
complex programmes.17

 Any substantial adult literacy effort 
does not exist at present, other than the 
post-literacy and continuing education 
(PLCE) projects targeting 350,000 
participants in about five years. This is in 
part due to lack of agreement about where 
the country stands on the level of literacy 
of the population, and what would be 
realistic goals and targets. Without a 
workable strategy and a clearly defined 
national goal, progress cannot be made 
towards Education for All (EFA) goal on 
literacy. To avoid falling back into the 
shortcomings and difficulties that 
characterized earlier literacy and NFE 

efforts, it is essential that lessons learned 
from past failures be fully taken into 
account in developing literacy and NFE 
programmes and implementing current 
and future programmes, including the 
on-going PLCE projects.

Secondary education

Transition from primary to secondary 
level (defined as proportion of grade 5 
students enrolled in grade 6 in the 
following year) is estimated to be 83 per 
cent in 2004.18 The relatively high 
transition rate does not mean a high 
enrolment ratio at the secondary level 
because of the high cohort dropout in 
primary school.
 Progress has been made in expanding 
enrolment, but it still is 45 per cent net. 
As at the primary level, gender disparity 
in enrolment at secondary level has been 

Goal 1. Expanding and improving 
comprehensive early childhood care and 
education, especially for the most 
vulnerable and disadvantaged children.

Status: Roughly 25 per cent of eligible 
children have access to preschools, but 
not necessarily the most disadvantaged. 
A national plan, objectives, targets, 
policy framework and quality standards 
need to be developed.

Goal 2. Ensuring that by 2015 all 
children, particularly girls, children in 
difficult circumstances and those 
belonging to ethnic minorities, have 
access to, and complete, free and 
compulsory primary education of good 
quality.

Status: Fulfillment of goal not likely at 
present rate of progress. A specific and 
targeted plan has to be adopted 
urgently and implemented seriously.

Goal 3. Ensuring that the learning needs 
of all young people and adults are met 

through equitable access to appropriate 
learning and life-skills programmes.

Status: An overall operational plan has 
not been adopted. The draft (National 
Plan of Action) NPA based on Dakar 
Goals has not been finalized.

Goal 4. Achieving a 50 per cent 
improvement in levels of adult literacy 
by 2015, especially for women, and 
equitable access to basic and continuing 
education for all adults.

Status: Not on track. Debate about the 
baseline for literacy level and 
appropriate definition and measurement 
of literacy skills have not been resolved. 
Independent research suggests that 
there has been insignificant progress in 
literacy level since 2000. There is a 
wide gap in literacy level for rural and 
urban population and for men and 
women.

Goal 5. Eliminating gender disparities 
in primary and secondary education by 

2005, and achieving gender equality in 
education by 2015, with a focus on 
ensuring girls’ full and equal access to 
and achievement in basic education of 
good quality.

Status: Gender disparity in enrolment 
by 2005 achieved. Full gender equality 
with ‘full and equal access … and 
achievement in basic education of good 
quality’ by 2015 calls for effective 
strategies for these purposes with a 
workable implementation process and 
mechanism.

Goal 6. Improving all aspects of the 
quality of education and ensuring 
excellence of all so that recognized and 
measurable learning outcomes are 
achieved by all, especially in literacy, 
numeracy and essential life skills.

Status: A comprehensive plan, strategy 
and programme with objectives and 
targets are not in place.

Box 8.1 Status of Progress on Six EFA Goals
 (Adopted at the World Education Forum, Dakar, 2000)

Source: BU-IED 2007.
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eliminated. In fact girls are ahead of boys 
in initial enrolment at the secondary 
level.
 Four major types of provisions in 
secondary education—general Bangla 
Medium schools, Government-assisted 
Madrsas, vocational/technical institutions, 
and different types of private and 
government-assisted English medium 
schools—lack a common unified approach 
to curricular standards and quality of 
educational provisions and outcomes, 
thus reinforcing already existing divisions 
and inequities in society.
 Enrolment in government-assisted 
madrasas has almost doubled in the 
decade since 1995, whereas in the 
mainstream schools the increase has been 
under 50 per cent. The quomi madrasas 
run privately, over which the government 
does not exercise any oversight and on 
which reliable data are not available. This 
situation raises a policy question about 
supporting preferentially with public 
funds an educational programme of a 
substantial scale, the value, quality and 
relevance of which are questionable.
 At the secondary level, 80 per cent of 
the children starting class 6 do not pass 
Secondary School Certificate (SSC) 
examination.19 The same inequity and 
quality problems as in primary education 
plague secondary education. Education 
Watch20 2005 which focused on secondary 
education shows that:

• Those who do not enroll in school or 
do not complete secondary education 
are largely the poor and extreme poor 
and other disadvantaged groups.

• On average, about two-thirds of the 
enrolled students are present in classes. 
Intermittent and irregular attendance is 
a widespread and commonly accepted 
practice.

• Besides open exclusion of children who 
do not enrol or drop out, silent or 
virtual exclusion—children who are 
nominally enrolled in school, but who 
attend classes irregularly and do not 
learn anything—is a serious problem. 

This problem remains unquantified 
and uninvestigated.

• The public examination (SSC, HSC 
etc) pass rates have shown large 
variations from year to year, which 
raises question about reliability of the 
tests and whether these properly 
measure competence and knowledge of 
students.21

 The secondary schools now serve 
essentially as a screening device for 
disqualifying the large majority of young 
people and selecting a small minority for 
tertiary education, rather than having a 
purpose of its own. The curriculum and 
teaching are geared to preparation for 
higher education, which only a fraction of 
students can aspire for. They do not relate 
to prospects of gainful employment, 
entrepreneurship and practical skills—
which, of course, need not be a 
disqualification for further education.22

 A small proportion of teachers, about 
a third in the non-government schools, 
which are 98 per cent of all schools, have 
any professional training. Academic 
supervision of secondary schools to 
mitigate the problem is almost non-
existent.23

 Secondary Education Sector Improve-
ment Project (SESIP), the main secondary 
education development effort of the 
government for the period 2000-2006, had 
wide-ranging objectives: (i) strengthening 
Ministry of Education institutional capacity 
to plan, manage and monitor the secondary 
education system; (ii) expanding equitable 
access to secondary education through 
provisions in underserved areas and 
stipends for girls in rural areas; (iii) 
strengthening curriculum development 
capacity; (iv) privatizing textbook 
production; (v) reforming the examination 
system; (vi) improving teacher education; 
and (vii) strengthening school management 
and supervision.
 Notable actions taken under SESIP 
include a teacher registration system based 
on an eligibility examination. The attempt 
to introduce a common curriculum for 
grades nine and ten (‘unitrack curriculum’) 

Enrolment in 
government-assisted 
madrasas has almost 
doubled in the decade 
since 1995
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became mired in controversy and has been 
withdrawn. Similarly, the attempt to 
introduce ‘school-based assessment’ has 
caused confusion and anxiety, because of 
concern that the necessary conditions do 
not exist in schools for this change. A 
comprehensive assessment has not been 
undertaken of SESIP. From what can be 
gathered, the results are at best mixed. It 
is clear that in terms of outcomes from 
public examination and other indicators 
as presented above, while registering 
gradual improvement has been registered, 
much more need to be done to expand 
equitable access with acceptable quality.
 As successor to SESIP, the Secondary 
Educa t i on  Se c to r  Deve lopment 
Programme (SESDP),  wi th  As ia 
Development Bank (ADB) as the lead 
agency, has been launched in 2007. It has 
a wide scope of activities similar to SESIP, 
that includes improvement in structure 
and operat iona l  management  of 
Directorate of Secondary and Higher 
Education (DSHE), NCTB and Boards of 
Education, greater decentralization of 
management ;  pe r fo rmance -ba sed 
management system in both secondary 
schools and madrasas; secondary school 
curr iculum reform;  school-based 
assessment and public examination 
re form;  and monitor ing  qua l i ty 
assurance.
 The Teaching Quality Improvement 
(TQI) Project in Secondary Education has 
also been started in 2005. Overall goal of 
this initiative for the period up to 2010 is 
to enhance the quality of secondary 
education by improving the quality of 
teaching.24

 A wide array of activities has been 
undertaken under SESIP and a similar 
range of activities are foreseen under TQI 
and SESDP. The main characteristics of 
the standard approach followed in donor-
assisted development projects have been: 
(a) centralized decision-making without 
enough involvement of all stakeholders, 
(b) fragmented rather than a coordinated 
and integrated approach, especially at the 
school level, that will make a difference in 
students’ and schools’ performance, 

(c) dependence on external consultants 
without utilizing institutions and 
capacities in the non-government 
organizations and institutions in the 
country, and (d) ineffective approach to 
professional and institutional capacity 
building, especially in higher level 
management, policy implementation and 
carrying out specialized and technical 
tasks. The expected results in terms of 
significant improvement in meaningful 
participation, more equity in access for 
the poor and other disadvantaged groups, 
and better performance of schools and 
learning outcomes for students have not 
been achieved through the development 
projects.
 Expanding opportunities with quality 
and equity at the secondary level clearly 
remains the overarching priority. 
Secondary education has to be recognized 
today as a part of basic education. 
Elements of quality enhancement, 
including teachers, curriculum and 
learning materials, learning facilities, 
assessment of learning and school-level 
management, have to be built in as 
integral parts of plans and strategies for 
the expansion of the system. This overall 
goal poses several key challenges at the 
secondary level:

a) What can be done to enhance quality 
in the mainstream non-government 
schools, serving the vast majority of 
children, targeting particularly children of 
disadvantaged families? Key concerns in 
this respect are modernising curriculum 
and teaching-learning practices in 
madrasas, the second most popular 
category of secondary education, and 
improving teachers’ capabilities and 
performance.
b) How to prepare the ground for a 
unified system? Essential learning 
facilities,including laboratories and 
libraries, teachers who are at least 
minimally qualified to teach key subjects, 
and school management mindful of 
quality assurance are essential prerequisites 
for implementation of a unified curriculum 
for all students up to grade 10. Articulation, 
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sequence, and academic load for all stages 
of secondary education from grade six to 
twelve need to be examined. Isolated 
change in the middle can be highly 
disruptive. NCTB needs to develop 
professional capacity and collaborate with 
institutions engaged in curriculum and 
learning materials development.
c) How can private and public resources 
be combined to serve quality and equity 
objectives? Since private expenditures are 
several times larger than public spending 
in secondary education, mobilization and 
use of resources for expanding educational 
opportunities, promoting equity and 
improving quality need to be based on the 
premise of effectively combining public 
and private resources for promoting key 
objectives, rather than plan and allocate 
public  expenditures  in isolat ion. 
Mechanisms for combining the resources 
and using these well need to be explored 
and tried out by ceding greater authority 
with accountability to the school level.
d) How can all the activities anticipated 
at the national level actually be brought 
together and brought down to the school 
level to have a bearing on the performance 
of schools and learning achievements of 
children? This aim can be supported by 
the government by invit ing and 
encouraging schools to take responsibility 
and demonstrate their capacity to do so 
on the basis of agreed criteria. Once it is 
established by independent assessment 
that the schools have lived up to their 
obligations, these schools can be rewarded, 
exempted from central control and 
allowed to develop and follow their own 
higher standards. This strategy of nurturing 
self-regulation is likely to be an effective 
incentive for greater school-level 
responsibility with accountability

Vocational and technical education 
and training

In respect of vocational/technical 
education at the secondary level, any 
major initiative with national resources or 
external assistance has not been undertaken 

in recent years. It appears to have remained 
a neglected area.
 A recent survey showed that in the 
workforce, for one person with vocational 
technical training, there were 104 
graduates of secondary school and 34 
college or university graduate.25 Does this 
mean—there are too few people with 
vocational-technical qualifications; the 
government should establish more 
vocational and technical institutions; and 
students at the secondary level should be 
encouraged to move in large numbers to 
vocational and technical institutions? 
None of these answers would be correct 
unless major qualifications and caveats are 
added.
 Another aspect of the education and 
skill levels of the labour force, revealed in 
the 2002-03 Labour Force Survey,26 is 
that 55 per cent of the work force is 
without any education, 17 per cent has 
some education at primary level or below, 
25 per cent has some secondary education, 
and only 3 per cent has education at the 
degree or higher level.
 It is evident that the overall education 
and skill level of the workforce is very low. 
It can also be observed that there is a 
mismatch between skill training offered, 
especially in the public sector, and the 
skill demands of the employers. This is 
indicated by the fact that less than 10 per 
cent of the graduates of vocational/
technical institutions are employed in 
their areas of training soon after 
graduation. The rest are divided equally 
between unemployed and enrolled in 
other education or training courses.27 It 
also should be noted that 80 per cent of 
the workforce in Bangladesh is employed 
in the informal sector and the vocational 
and technical education and training 
system has little link with informal 
employment and has not considered ways 
of catering to the needs of this sector.
 Vocational and technical training 
capacity has doubled between 1998 and 
2005. The increase has been mostly in the 
accredited private sector. A major 
component in the growth has been the 
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vocational stream in the secondary and 
higher secondary schools.
 It cannot be said definitively that this 
expansion is a good thing because of 
questions about internal and external 
efficiency of the courses, as already noted. 
The recently introduced vocational-
technical stream, after grade eight, runs 
counter to general international experience 
that shows that ‘vocationalising’ formal 
secondary schools raises the cost of the 
school without corresponding benefit in 
skill development or better employment 
prospects for students. International 
experience also suggests that the most 
useful vocational/occupational preparation 
in the secondary school is building a 
sound foundation of communication 
skills, mathematics and basic science, 
which make young people trainable for 
the employment market. Report of the 

National Education Commission28 2003 
recommends that secondary education up 
to class X should be one unified stream 
with adequate focus on communication 
skills, science and mathematics for all 
students.
 The Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper 
(PRSP)29 in Bangladesh has looked at the 
expansion and improvement of Vocational 
Education and Training (VET) as a key 
strategy in tackling poverty. The existing 
system, however, seems to be disconnected 
from the job market. Its failure to diversify 
its clientele and to make the programs 
more flexible, adaptable and responsive to 
market needs and geared to the informal 
economy have rendered the system 
ineffective in helping the poor improve 
their employment and income.
 PRSP has endorsed the stated 
government policy and goal to increase 

 Table 8.3 Trends in training capacities in public and accredited private institutions in 
Bangladesh, 1998-2005

 1998

 Level/course Number of institutions Intake capacitya Private share (%)

  Public Private Public Private Institutions Students

Vocational education

 Basic skill level 64 3 23,500 1,500 4 6
 Certificate level
 – SSC (Voc) 62 510 5,380 25,800 89 83
 – HSC (BM) – 220 – 8,800 100 100
 – HSC (Voc) 51 – 1,520 – 0 0

Vocational training

 Diploma level 36 7 13,155 1,160 16 8
 Total 213 520 43,555 28,460 71 40

 2005

 Level/course Number of institutions Intake capacity Private share (%)

  Public Private Public Private Institutions Students

Vocational education

 Basic skill level 76 414 12,370 13,300 84 52
 Certificate level
 – SSC (Voc) 110 1,303 23,570 63,450 92 73
 – HSC (BM) – 955 – 50,000 100 100
 – HSC (Voc) 64 – 5,560 – 0 0

Vocational training

 Diploma level 54 143 15,020 13,230 73 47
 Total 304 1,860 56,520 89,980 86 61

Note: a: This number is the total number of seats available for the first year of the course. The enrolment numbers will 
be higher as some of these courses (e.g. SSC/HSC) are 2-year courses.

Source: World Bank 2006d.
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substantially the proportion of post-
primary students enrolling in VET, raising 
it to 20 per cent of the students enrolled 
in the secondary stage by 2020 from the 
present proportion of under 3 per cent. 
Such an expansion, however, can improve 
employment prospects and income of the 
trainees from poor families, only if several 
issues can be addressed effectively: (i) 
VET has to be made responsive to job 
market needs; (ii) the system has to pay 
more attention to underprivileged groups 
(the poor, adolescents, women, etc.) who 
do not make it to grade 8 or the SSC 
level; (iii) the quality and efficiency of 
public training must be enhanced and 
public-private-NGO collaboration should 
be encouraged; (iv) all training centres, 
government or private, should be registered 
and brought under a common regulatory 
framework; (v) VET courses should be 
flexible in terms of duration, time-table 
and curriculum and should be flexible in 
terms of age structure and academic 
qualification for the students; (vi) VET 
institutions should develop cooperation 
with micro-credit providers to support 
self-employment of trainees; and vii) 
institutions, even in the public sector, 
should be permitted greater autonomy to 
plan and manage their programme and 
exercise control over their resources 
including government-provided budgets 
and self-generated funds.
 In addition to the expansion of 
government and government accredited 
institutions, there has been an upsurge of 
non-accredited tra ining provided 
commercially and by NGOs. There are no 
estimates of the size and scope of their 
activities or the quality and effectiveness 
of these courses. They have arisen in 
response to market demands and seems to 
be playing a useful role, especially in 
serving the informal labour market. A 
large number of NGOs and private 
providers offer basic skills and training to 
target groups such as youth, the 
underprivileged, and the rural population. 
The potential of these providers can be 
realized if they are made a part of the 

national skill development system and 
brought under accreditation standards. 
Some of the private training facilities are 
attempting to respond to training needs 
of some 250,000 low and medium skill 
workers who go overseas in search of 
work.
 A prominent example of an effective 
non-governmental organization in skill 
training is the Underprivileged Children’s 
Education Programme (UCEP). It 
provides three types of training to some 
25,000 students in 44 schools and centres 
across the country: general schooling with 
vocational training in 32 schools, technical 
training in 3 technical schools, and para-
trade trainings in 9 para-trade training 
centres.
 UCEP’s primary emphasis is on the 
provision of general education with 
vocational content for urban working and 
distressed children (ages: girls 10+, boys 
11+) who have little to no opportunity for 
normal schooling, are engaged in 
hazardous jobs, are working an average of 
48 hours per week, and are earning less 
than US$5 per month.30 UCEP has 
successfully targeted dropouts from formal 
education. The main characteristics of 
UCEP’s operations that lead to the success 
of its model include: flexible schooling 
hours, learning while working, emphasis 
on practical training (80 per cent), on-
the-job training, curriculum review in 
consultation with employers, trades as per 
market needs, and linkages with other 
technical schools, employers and the 
community.
 Traditional apprenticeships are also an 
important source of skills. The national 
economy would grind to a halt without 
the continuous supply stream from 
informal apprenticeship of carpenters, 
bricklayers, electricians, plumbers, tailors, 
hair-dressers ,  welders  and motor 
mechanics. A national skill development 
strategy need to recognize the value of 
traditional apprenticeship, help preserve 
its strengths and find ways of establishing 
regulations to protect the rights of young 
apprentices.

There has been an 
upsurge of non-
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provided 
commercially and by 
NGOs



 Education in Bangladesh: Progress and Challenges 171

Tertiary education

The major components of tertiary 
education network in 2005 were 21 
public general and specialised universities, 
53 private universities, 1,597 colleges of 
different kinds affiliated with the National 
University as well as the Bangladesh Open 
University.31 Just over a million students 
were enrolled in higher education, which 
was 4 per cent of the age-group 17-23 
years. The equivalent proportions for 
India is 12 per cent, 29 per cent in 
Malaysia and 37 per cent in Thailand. The 
University Grants Commission (UGC) is 
the regulatory body for university level 
institutions.
 Historically, the University of Dhaka, 
and degree colleges in the old district 
centres of the eastern part of Bengal had 
earned a reputation for academic standards 
and as centres of intellectual pursuit. A 
massive expansion of the system and the 
demands of time have altered the character 
of higher education over the last half 
century. In numbers of institutions and 
enrolment, tertiary education has recorded 
over five-fold growth since the birth of 
Bangladesh in 1971. Yet, participation of 
only 7 out of every 1000 persons in 
higher education in today’s ‘knowledge 
economy’ and ‘information society’ has to 
be considered meager.
 Students in higher education, with 
percentages in parentheses, as reported by 
University Grant Commission (UGC) in 
2004-05, are shown in table 8.4. An 
expansionist approach has been followed 
by the government, particularly in the 
sphere of degree colleges under the 
National University and in approving 
l iberal ly the charters  for private 
universities. Private universities have 
grown in number and enrolment rapidly 
since the Private Universities Act was 
adopted in 1992. Between 1998 and 
2005, the numbers of students and 
institutions have increased more than 
seven times. The rapid growth and the 
absence of effective self-regulation or 

regulation by the UGC has raised concerns 
about their quality.
 While the need for growth in tertiary 
education is  not in dispute,  the 
overwhelming challenge is to establish 
and maintain quality standards as the 
expansion takes place. A recent review 
notes:32

The public universities, except the top few, 
do not have the facilities needed for quality 
teaching. The faculty is not up to an 
appropriate standard, and student quality is 
also poor… A large number of private 
universities are operating in makeshift 
arrangements…They have failed to meet the 
minimum requirements of  physical 
infrastructure, full time qualified faculty, 
libraries, teaching aids and other facilities… 
National university colleges are even worse. 
Teaching quality is generally unsatisfactory. 
Logistics and facilities are also poor. In 
Bangladesh the higher education institutions 
and the programmes they offer largely 
operate without any sustained and periodic 
critical review that is needed for quality 
maintenance and enhancement.

 Colleges under the National University 
cater to over three quarters of the higher 
education students. They largely supply 
the teachers for primary and secondary 
schools. Improvement of quality in the 
colleges is critical for reversing the decline 
in the entire education system including 
universities, which draw their students 
from the school system.

 Table 8.4 Enrolment in universities in 
Bangladesh, 2004-05

  Number of students
  (% in parentheses)

 Public universities 112,430 (10.9)
 Private universities 62,856 (6.1)
 Colleges under
 National University 773,492 (74.9)
 Bangladesh Open
 University 84,271 (8.1)
 Total 1,033,049 (100)

Source: GOB 2006c.

Tertiary education 
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birth of Bangladesh 
in 1971
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Governance and management in 
education

Governance and management issues can 
be said to bring out in sharp relief the 
problems of the education system. All of 
the major problems of the education 
system can be attributed directly or 
indirectly to governance and management 
of the system. The administration and 
management procedures and processes are 
ruled by regulations and practices based 
on tradition, custom and precedence 
rather than responsiveness to changing 
needs and conditions.
 Concern has been expressed in the 
Education Commission report33 of 2003 
about rampant indiscipline, student 
unrest and other adverse influences of 
politicization of education decision-
making. The related problems of 
corruption and mismanagement, spawned 
and nurtured by partisan politics, when 
disciplinary and remedial action cannot 
be taken, have become the most serious 
obstacle to educational reform and change. 
Pro-poor changes in the education system 
proposed in PRSP cannot succeed unless 
the political obstacles to change can be 
removed or at least mitigated. The poor 
mostly suffer from this failure of the 
system, because the rich and the elite can 
opt out of the system and go to private 
institutions or abroad, as many have.
 The assumption of power by a caretaker 
government in January 2007 after the 
declaration of a national emergency and 
the agenda of political and governance 
reform of the new government, while 
preparing for return to democracy through 
parliamentary election, offer the hope that 
rampant politicization and corruption in 
the governance of education (and other 
sectors) will be put in check.

Overall sectoral policy-making, 
coordination, and oversight

An important systemic concern is how the 
education system as a whole and its sub-
sectors function to make their contribution 
to meeting key social goals, including 

fighting poverty. It is a question of vertical 
and horizontal linkages and articulation 
within and among sub-sectors of education 
and the possibility of taking a systemic 
view of the organizational structures and 
function of the system and sub-systems.
 The overall organization and manage-
ment of education, for example, show 
critical disjunctions and discontinuities. 
For example, at the primary level, the four 
major streams—the government and non-
government registered schools, the 
madrasas, non-formal primary schools 
run by NGOs, and the proprietary 
English medium schools—operate with 
differing learning objectives and academic 
standards, with little opportunity for 
horizontal movement of students, and no 
interact ion among organizat ional 
authorities running these different streams. 
The same applies to the secondary level, 
in respect of the parallel streams in general 
secondary  educat ion,  madras sas , 
proprietary schools and post-primary 
vocational and technical education.
 At the tertiary level, a system-wide 
view—embracing colleges, universities, 
professional and specialised education 
under public and private management; 
the potential for specialised training by 
professional bodies; and how all these 
together match the demand for high level 
skills—does not exist.
 All of the concerns about horizontal 
and vertical links among subsystems point 
to the need for rethinking about 
organizational structures, functions, and 
roles in the education system. A systemic 
approach has to contribute to overall 
education system goal defined by society’s 
overarching priorities, such as poverty 
alleviation. The system view will have to 
address  broader  human resource 
development issues, going beyond the 
parochial concerns of education sub-
sectors. India, for example, has opted for 
a super-ministry for human resource 
development which coordinates the work 
of different ministry and department level 
agencies and organizations involved in 
various aspects of human resource 
development. Thailand and Indonesia 
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have permanent statutory commissions 
with similar functions.
 The Education Commission Report of 
2003 has suggested a permanent and 
independent National Education Commis-
sion as an institutional mechanism for 
public debate and scrutiny of educational 
policies and priorities and protecting 
education from undue political inter-
ference. The need has been expressed for 
a strong and autonomous body, replacing 
the weak University Grants Commission, 
for higher education coordination, serving 
national development needs, and setting 
and maintaining standards in higher 
education.34

Allocation of authorities and functions 
at the central level

The distribution of authority, functions 
and capacities among central entities. 
Ministries, directorates, and other support 
institutions has been identified as a serious 
management issue. A need expressed by 
many is to redefine the division of roles 
and responsibilities between the secretariat 
of Ministry of Education (MOE) and 
MOPME and the Directorates—ceding 
more of the responsibilities for planning, 
initiating policy reforms and overseeing 
policy implementation to the professional 
staff of the Directorates. A consequence of 
the present situation is that not sufficient 
time and effort can be devoted to the 
critical functions of strategic policy 
development, inter-sectoral and intra-
sectoral coordination and general public 
interest watch at the Ministry level.35

Decentralization and devolution of 
responsibility and authority

The centralised structure of management 
of both government and government-
assisted institutions has not changed over 
the years in spite of the rhetoric about 
decentralization. In recent years, increased 
politicisation of education management 
has led to greater centralisation with 
many small and large decisions, which 

should be disposed of at the Directorate, 
district or Upazila level, ending up at the 
highest level in the central Ministry. 
Salary subvention and ad hoc grants paid 
to non-government institutions by the 
government,  and enforcement of 
compliance to regulations for this purpose, 
have provided an avenue for exercising 
various forms of central control over these 
institutions.36

 At the primary education level, the 
PEDP II Macro Plan37 says, ‘Fundamental 
to the process of quality improvement in 
primary education is the principle of 
decentralization and devolution of authority 
and responsibility to middle and local levels 
of the education system.…A distinctive 
thrust of the of PEDP II is to increase 
authority and accountability, and enhance 
resources at school level to achieve quality 
improvement in learning with equitable 
access. In line with this approach, key 
outreach support mechanisms will be 
developed at the upazila level… additional 
functions will be assigned to schools and 
upazilas, which will be strengthened in 
terms of infrastructure and staff.’ It would 
be important to ensure that these promises 
are actually fulfilled.
 Quality of education can be enhanced 
and schools can be held accountable for 
performance when individual institutions 
take responsibility for managing their 
own learning programme. In the case of 
vocational and technical training insti-
tutions, for instance, this is the only way 
for assessing and responding to skill 
demands in the local economy and 
adapting to specific opportunities and 
circumstances.
 Even in the current general bleak 
picture, exceptional institutions which 
have earned a good reputation actually 
take greater responsibility for their own 
management, usually through good 
leadership of a head of the institution and 
support of an enlightened managing 
committee. These can serve as the model 
for a gradual move towards greater 
institutional responsibility and account-
ability.
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Financing of education

An anomaly of under-resourcing and 
waste at the same time characterises 
financing of education in Bangladesh. It 
is a low-cost and low-yield system. Per 
student primary education expenditure is 
about $13 and for non-government 
secondary education it is $16.38 The low 
per capita and total cost is no reason for 
satisfaction, because, educational quality—
judged in terms of learning outcome, the 
pedagogic process and essential inputs—is 
clearly the victim of this situation. There 
is a mismatch of financing and objectives. 
Total national education expenditure, 
especially public budget allocation, around 
2 per cent of GNP, has to increase 
substantially in the medium term to meet 
national goals and priorities regarding 
expansion and quality improvement in 
education. The share of government 
budget for the education sector would 
need to rise under one scenario from 
under 15 per cent in 2000 to 26 per cent 
in 2008 in order to achieve essential 
quality improvement.39

 Staff compensation dominates the 
recurrent budget (97 per cent of the total) 
in primary education and comparably 
high at other levels. This leaves very little 
funds for other essential quality inputs 
such as learning materials, upgrading of 
teachers and academic supervision.
 There are high incentive expenditures in 
primary and secondary education. 
Development expenditure is dominated 
by the incentive payment in the form of 
stipends both at the primary and secondary 
levels. Stipends at the primary level 
amount to two thirds of the estimated 
development budget from the government’s 
own resources and one third of the total 
primary sector development program 
(PEDP II). The important policy question 
that has arisen is whether the benefits in 
terms of participation, equity and quality 
improvement would not be better achieved 
by spending directly on improving inputs 
and performance in school.40

 The experience of the NFPE program 
of NGOs shows that the problem is of 
supply—offering quality schooling at the 
right time and place and in the right way 
without a direct cost burden on families 
for unofficial fees—rather than creating 
demand by offering stipends. This in fact 
may defeat the purpose, if resources 
cannot be provided for essential quality 
inputs.
 In principle, the generous system of 
public subvention for non-government 
institutions at all levels could be an 
important leverage for maintaining and 
enforcing quality standards in the non-
government institutions. In practice, it 
fails to work this way because of the weak 
capacity of the regulatory and supervisory 
organizations in the government, and 
intrusion of partisan politics in educational 
management.
 Education Watch studies41 and other 
reviews have shown that at the primary 
level, average direct cost for household is 
comparable to per student public 
expenditure, although primary education 
is supposed to be free and compulsory. At 
the secondary level, depending on the 
type of institution, households spent 
mult ip les  of  per  s tudent  publ ic 
expenditure.
 Education finance arrangements 
reinforce the pattern of inequity in the 
education system. The share of benefits 
enjoyed by households from public 
spending in education rises with income 
levels of households at all stages of 
education, but especially in secondary and 
tertiary education.42 In primary education, 
the expenditure roughly corresponded 
with income distr ibution of  the 
population. But, actually, effective 
spending and benefits, counting who 
actually complete the primary stage, is far 
from equitable. The significant household 
contribution for education is not taken into 
account in government public financing 
strategy for advancing policy objectives 
such as equity and quality improvement.

In Bangladesh, per 
student primary 
education expenditure 
is about $13
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Overarching priority—access with 
equity and quality

A number of inter-connected areas must 
receive attention in constructing a vision 
for educational development in the next 
two decades.

• Reversing decline in quality at all 
stages of education with attention to 
need-based educational content and 
competencies to cope with the 21st 
century challenges;

• Building a unified system of primary 
and secondary education with expanded 
and equitable access for all utilizing 
flexible modes and alternative delivery 
formats as required;

• Aiming for bilingualism in the 
education system with proficiency in 
both Bangla and English;

• Utilizing fully the potential of inform-
ation communication technology 
(ICT) as a key strategy for expanding 
access and improving quality in 
education;

• Governance reform to move from 
centralized to institution-based manage-
ment in the public system; and

• Guaranteeing adequate resources and 
using resources well to achieve the 
educational goals.

A. Quality goals

Reversing progressive deterioration of 
educational quality reflected in the skills 
and competencies acquired by learners 
clearly is a central concern. A results focus 
based on defined leaning outcomes need 
to guide the efforts to improve quality. 
Key quality inputs such as teachers, 
learning materials, and essential facilities 
need to be looked at from this outcome 
perspective. Assessment of learning of 
students and performance of schools need 
to reflect the outcome orientation. The 
inputs and processes need to be managed 
and capacities need to be built for this 
purpose in the system from the same 
perspective.

1. Provisions for adequate numbers of 
teachers and improving their professional 
skills and competence so that:

a) Student-teacher ratio in primary 
schools is in the range of 30 to 40 as 
the maximum;

b) Learning time (contact hours) is 
increased to international level with 
full-day (single shift) instruction for 
all students in primary schools;

c) Provisions made for required numbers 
of qualified teachers for math, science 
and English in secondary schools;

d) Provisions made for required numbers 
of teachers for subjects in colleges 
proportionate to enrolment in subject 
areas;

e) Effective pre-service and in-service 
teacher training and academic 
supervision are provided at all levels; 
and

f ) Adequate remuneration and incentives 
ensured for teachers to attract and 
retain qualified people to the teaching 
profession.

2. Quality physical and learning facilities at 
all levels of education. Provisions for 
schools, classrooms, learning aids, 
playgrounds, libraries and laboratories 
to guarantee essential conditions for 
quality instruction at all levels.

3. Quality curriculum, textbooks and 
learning materials. Key elements of this 
effort should be: (a) An autonomous 
curriculum development agency for 
primary and secondary education with 
adequate professional and technical 
capacity, performing its tasks without 
political and bureaucratic interference; 
(b) Common core curricula at the 
primary and secondary levels which 
can be supplemented by appropriate 
content for different needs and 
circumstances of communities, regions 
and groups of learners; (c) Textbooks 
and supplementary learning materials 
prepared by commercial publishers or 
non-profit organizations subject to 
conformity with national curricular 
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objectives and quality guidelines; and 
(d) Continuing learning assessment 
within institutions as well as public 
examinations at primary, secondary 
and tertiary levels which promote the 
learning of defined competencies, 
knowledge and skills, rather than rote 
memorization of texts.

B. Access and participation goals

A concurrent issue along with quality is 
how to expand educational opportunities 
in order to ensure participation of all 
children in primary and secondary 
education and achieve wider and equitable 
participation in tertiary, vocational and 
technical education. Aiming for universal 
access to basic education and substantially 
expanded opportunities at other levels in 
an equitable manner need to embrace the 
following elements.

1. Universal primary education access and 
completion up to grade 8. The essential 
measures will include: (a) Compulsory 
primary education extended to grade 
8 from present grade 5; (b) Step-by-
step expansion of school facilities, 
classrooms and recruitment and 
training of teachers planned for each 
upazila to achieve the target of 
universal primary education up to 
grade 8; (c) Planning for step-by-step 
progress with intermediate benchmarks 
for enrolment, prevention of dropout 
and completion of grade 8 primary 
education by all children undertaken 
in each upazila; (d) Inclusive primary 
education to accommodate and serve 
children with mild and moderate 
disabilities, with special provisions 
planned for children with disabilities 
that would prevent them from 
participating in regular schools; and 
(e )  Expans ion  o f  acce s s  and 
participation without compromising 
essential quality criteria indicated 
above.

2. Completion of secondary education 
(grade 10) by 80 per cent of the relevant 
age-group. Progress towards this goal 

will require: (a) Schools, classrooms 
and teachers added to the system of 
secondary education to increase 
enrolment gradually by more than 
double from the present net rate of 45 
per cent; (b) High dropout, repetition 
and failure rates at the secondary level 
prevented to achieve 80 per cent 
completion rate; (c) Quality criteria 
regarding teachers, facilities and 
learning materials established and 
enforced to ensure the achievement of 
targeted completion rate.

3. A major expansion of post-primary 
vocational and technical education. To 
offer useful vocational technical 
education opportunities to those who 
may not continue into or drop out 
from higher levels of education, it is 
necessary to: (a) Increase vocational 
and technical education opportunities 
at the post-primary stage from the 
current ratio of 3 to 20 per cent of 
the relevant age-group; (b) develop 
and design models of training which 
are responsive and adaptable to 
chang ing  loca l ,  na t iona l  and 
international market demands; (c) 
redirect government focus on policy-
making, regulatory framework and 
overall planning to promote public-
private collaboration and comple-
mentarity in provisions for market-
responsive vocational and technical 
education.

4. A major expansion of tertiary education 
opportunities ensuring quality with 
equity. The expansion effort should 
ensure that: (a) Participation in 
tertiary education is increased from 
the present level of under 5 to 20 
per cent of the relevant age- group 
in mainstream higher education 
institutions (universities, colleges and 
professional institutions); (b) ICT-
based and distance-mode education 
through Open University programmes 
and extension programmes of 
universities and colleges provide 
extensive opportunities for higher 
education, professional upgrading 
and pursuit of personal development; 
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(c) A comprehensive and coordinated 
planning of  higher  educat ion 
embracing public and private and 
general, specialized and professional 
colleges and universities is aimed at 
meeting the demand for expanded 
participation, developing centres of 
excellence in different fields of higher 
education, and promoting educational, 
cultural and scientific focal points in 
selected institutions of higher learning 
in various regions and districts of the 
country.

5. A literate citizenry and lifelong learning 
opportunities, aimed at: (a) Elimination 
of illiteracy through effective universal 
primary education and basic non-
formal education for youth and adults 
through establishing a network of 
multipurpose community learning 
centres; (b) Encouragement, support 
and incentive to community, voluntary 
and NGOs and the private sector to 
create and manage community learning 
centres, ICT centres and education 
programmes for youth and adults as 
the building blocks of a ‘learning 
society.’

6. Equitable access to education achieved 
through: (a) Government policy and 
regulatory framework formulated for 
core curriculum standards and basic 
quality criteria for all children 
irrespective of provider organizations, 
geographical locations, and social and 
economic background of students at 
the primary and secondary level 
education institutions; (b) Madrasa 
education, whether receiving public 
subvention or not, brought under 
regulatory framework to enforce basic 
education quality criteria and core 
curricular standards so that all children 
acquire basic science, mathematics and 
language skills and grow up to be 
productive citizens; policy regarding 
madrasa and other religion-based 
education reviewed and criteria for 
public funding support for such 
education established; (c) Private and 
proprietary institutions including 
English medium institutions required 

to incorporate the core curricular 
standards and maintain common 
quality criteria foacademic provisions 
and physical facilities; (d) The aim of 
equality of education opportunities 
regardless of differences in economic, 
geographic, ethnic or other factors is 
p romoted  through regu la tor y 
framework for education, provisions 
for financial aid and scholarships, and 
economic incentives applied to both 
public and private institutions at al 
levels.

C. Bilingual proficiency

Literacy and communication skills 
constitute a key objective of primary and 
secondary education and are essential 
tools for further learning and success in 
life. A child’s cognitive development and 
academic performance are dependent on 
language proficiency of the child. Mother 
tongue is the natural and pedagogically 
appropriate medium of instruction. In 
addition, proficiency in English has 
become particularly important because it 
is the dominant global language and the 
window to the world of science, 
technology, research and the limitless 
store of readily accessible information and 
knowledge in today’s information age. In 
this era of ICT, individuals have to be 
proficient in a popular and universally 
used medium of communication to be 
competitive globally. We ignore at our 
peril that English is the universal 
medium.
 Historically, the region of Bengal was 
served well by a system of education in 
which Bangla was the medium of primary 
and secondary education, English 
introduced as a second language from 
class three in primary school and continued 
through secondary school, and English 
used as the medium of teaching at the 
tertiary level. All who went through 
secondary education became bilingual—
capable of functioning in both Bangla and 
English. This advantage was lost when in 
the post-liberation era, Bangla was made 
the medium of instruction in higher 
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education. Not only the incentive to learn 
English well was lost, but the supply of 
qualified English teachers for high school 
and primary school diminished. It became 
a vicious cycle and the English advantage 
that the educated people in South Asia 
enjoyed was lost to Bangladesh. A general 
deterioration of quality in education over 
the years led to the phenomenon of 
college and university graduates unable to 
communicate effectively either in Bangla 
or English.

1. Effective language instruction at the 
primary and secondary stages. Measures 
would include: (a) A policy of Bangla 
as the medium of instruction in all 
p r imar y  and  s econdar y  l eve l 
institutions receiving public funding 
should be continued with provision 
for teaching English as a second 
language effectively. Similarly, in the 
non-government English medium 
schools, a high level of proficiency in 
Bangla by all students should be 
ensured; (b) At the primary level, 
building the foundation of literacy 
and language development in the 
mother tongue should be the main 
task in the first three years. Given 
overwhelming practical constraints, 
English should be introduced only at 
a basic level in grades four and five. 
The aim should be to teach English 
effectively in the high school in grades 
6 to 10 to enable students acquire 
functional proficiency in English; 
(c) To achieve the goal of bilingual 
proficiency, modern teaching tech-
niques and learning aids for teaching 
English as a second language should 
be used; to overcome the shortage of 
English teachers, people with English 
proficiency such as retired civil servants 
and people from the private sector can 
be given pedagogic orientation and 
pressed into service on a part-time and 
contract basis.

2. English at the tertiary level. Appropriate 
actions will include: (a) In publicly 
supported tertiary level institutions, 
English as the medium of instruction 

in physical sciences, mathematics, 
technology and specialized professional 
fields such as medicine, engineering 
and business. In other areas, such as 
humanities and social sciences, the 
options of either English or Bangla 
may be available; (b) English mainly 
as the medium in private universities 
and higher institutions will mainly use 
English as the medium of instruction; 
and (c) Government encouragement 
and incentives to colleges and 
universities to prepare qualified 
teachers of English in order to 
overcome shortages.

D. Exploiting ICT potential

ICT, especially the internet-based 
communication technologies as well as 
electronically stored and archival materials 
and accessibility to sources of knowledge 
they offer, has opened up unprecedented 
possibilities for education and learning. 
The best of the contents in various fields 
of study, the most authoritative expertise, 
and the most effective instructional 
methodology can be available through 
ICT to learners and institutions anywhere 
in the world. The quality deficiencies in 
terms of library and laboratory resources 
and qualified instructors most common in 
developing country institutions can be 
compensated by ICT, if its potentials are 
utilized imaginatively.

1. Adoption of ICT as a key strategy for 
expanding the reach and improving the 
quality of education. This initiative will 
call for: (a) Special consideration 
should be given to ICT connectivity 
and accessibility for educational 
purposes. Bandwidth and spectrum of 
radio and television wavelengths 
should be allocated for education. 
Planning for connectivity infrastructure 
and regulations should promote and 
facilitate educational use of ICT; 
(b) Research and technical collaboration 
should be directed at creating Bangla 
language portals and searchable 
databases for use in adult, primary and 
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secondary education and teacher 
training; and (c) Opportunities should 
be actively pursued to participate in 
exp lora tor y  and exper imenta l 
programmes for affordable computers 
for primary and secondary schools;

2. ICT in tertiary education. Special efforts 
have to be made in respect of IT 
application in tertiary education, 
including: (a) ‘ICT in education’ 
standards for universities and institutions 
of higher education. These institutions 
should be encouraged and supported to 
develop ICT plan for improving quality 
of instruction, expanding options in 
course offering, upgrading teacher 
skills, and enhancing library and 
laboratory resources; (b) Central and 
regional digital libraries and resource 
centres which can serve institutions in 
their respective regions. Access to 
international library resources, research 
data base, and journals can be arranged 
for the regional resource centres on 
behalf of institutions in the region.

E. Priorities in education governance

Priorities in respect of governance and 
management in education should include 
actions n the area of organizational 
environment, structures and key functions 
as noted below.

1. Education governance freed from partisan 
politics. (a) Inasmuch as student fronts 
of political parties have become the 
prime source of violence, indiscipline, 
disruption of academic life as well as 
crime and corruption on campuses, a 
consensus has to be developed to 
impose legal restrictions on student 
front organizations of political parties; 
(b) A consensus has to be built 
regarding political parties restraining 
themselves from involving teachers 
and teachers’ organizations in partisan 
politics; educational decision-making 
including those on appointments, 
transfers and promotion should be 
protected from extraneous political 
influence.

2. A comprehensive law for national 
education. (a) A comprehensive legal 
framework for national education 
should be developed in line with other 
Asian countries such as Indonesia, 
Thailand and China. Such a law would 
provide the basis for implementing 
rights and obligations regarding 
education indicated in the national 
constitution and in international 
treaties such as the Convention on the 
Rights of the Child (CRC) and the 
Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Discrimination Against 
Women  (CEDAW ) ;  ( b )  The 
comprehensive education law would 
spell out rights, responsibilities and 
obligations of citizens and government 
agencies at different levels, principles 
of decentralization and accountability, 
regulatory framework for different 
types of education programmes and 
institutions, and principles of defining 
and protecting public interest in 
education.

3. Policy-making and coordination 
structures: Measures that may be 
considered are: (a) A Permanent 
National Commission on Education 
composed of distinguished and 
respected representatives of the major 
stakeholders—the civil society, the 
academic community,  and the 
government education establishment—
answerable directly to the national 
parliament should be established. The 
Commission should be a statutory 
body with functions and status 
specified in a national education law. 
It should have a secretariat with 
technical capacity for policy review 
and evaluation of the performance of 
the education system. The Commission 
may provide an overall report on the 
national education system and a 
specific aspect or sub-sector of the 
system in alternate years. (b) A 
National Higher Education Council, 
established as a stautory body, would 
replace the Univers i ty  Grants 
Commission, and would have as its 
main functions to articulate policies 
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and priorities in higher education in 
tune with the needs of the nation, set 
and maintain education standards, 
help mobilise resources for higher 
education and set principles and 
criteria for effective use of resources, 
and promote and protect the academic 
autonomy of higher education 
institutions.

4. Decentralization of authority with 
accountability in educational manage-
ment to local level and individual 
institutions. Appropriate steps will 
include: (a) A structure of decentraliz-
ation of education management should 
be developed which will assign central 
authorities such as the Ministry, 
Directorates and Boards broad policy 
and regulatory responsibilities, instead 
of the prevailing pattern of extreme 
centralization and non-transparent 
decision-making regarding activities, 
institutions and personnel; (b) 
Planning and management of equitable 
access and enforcement of quality 
standards should be primarily at the 
district and upazila levels; individual 
institutions and their managing bodies 
should be provided incentives for 
taking greater responsibility and being 
accountable for meeting agreed 
performance standards; and (c) At 
tertiary level, institutions in principle, 
should be autonomous within a 
framework of regulations and standards 
developed and enforced by responsible 
bodies such as academic accreditation 
bodies and the Higher Education 
Council; degree of autonomy of 
individual institutions would be 
progressively enhanced, based on their 
performance.

F. Goals in education finance

Priorities in respect of mobilizing resources 
for education and their use should be 
based on principles of adequacy and 
effectiveness.

1. Ensuring adequate resources for quality 
education. (a) The proportion of GNP 

devoted to education in the public 
sector should be increased from around 
2 per cent at present to around 5 per 
cent, which would still be below the 
average for developed countries, but at 
least in line with the average for 
developing countries ;  (b) The 
proportion of government budget 
devoted to education should be 
increased to doubled it in the next two 
decades from the present level of 
around 15 per cent; for Bangladesh, 
no other sector of national development 
can claim a higher priority; and (c) 
Medium term budgetary framework 
(3 to 5 years) needs to be developed 
for both development and recurrent 
expenditures in education in order to 
achieve the target for ensuring adequate 
resources for education.

2. Ensuring cost-effective use of education 
resources. (a) The effectiveness and 
cost-benefits of high transfer payments 
(such as, stipends and free tuition) 
should be critically assessed in terms 
of  their  impact  on equity in 
participation, quality of education and 
learning performance of students; (b) 
Adequate resources should be available 
for the essential quality inputs for the 
education system—such as, qualified 
and motivated teachers, learning 
materials and aids, and physical 
facilities; criteria for optimal allocation 
and utilization of resources should be 
developed and applied in sub-sectors 
and progarmmes of education and 
individual institutions; and (c) Public 
subvent ion and incent ives  to 
educational institutions should be 
linked to commitment and fulfillment 
of agreed performance criteria and 
targets; greater autonomy and control 
of resources can be offered to 
institutions that prove their capability 
to use resources effectively.

3. Promoting public-private comple-
mentarity and partnership. (a) The 
principle of pubic and private sector 
complementarity and collaboration in 
education to mobilise the necessary 
resources for improving and maintain-

Adequate resources 
should be available 
for the essential 
quality inputs for the 
education system



 Education in Bangladesh: Progress and Challenges 181

ing acceptable quality standards in the 
national education system should be 
reognised. Education financing policies 
and strategies should be developed 
accordingly. Populist political promises, 
reflected in manifestoes of parties and 
pronouncements of leaders, to bring 
all education into the public sector 
and making it free of cost to 
beneficiaries, are unrealistic, and are 
not helpful in developing rational 
policies and strategies; (b) Financial 
allocations in the public sector, 
especially government subventions and 
grants to non-government institutions, 

should be provided with the aim of 
fulfilling specific objectives and targets 
in respect of equitable access and 
maintenance of quality standards in 
education sub-sectors;  and (c) 
Regulatory provisions as well as 
financial and tax incentives should be 
formulated and applied to all private 
sector institutions, including pro-
prietary English medium institutions 
and private universities, to encourage 
participation students from poor 
families and to promote equity 
objectives in general.



The ability to live a long and healthy life 
is a fundamental human right and an 
important  component of  human 
development. Over the past ten years, 
South Asia has made some progress in 
improving certain areas of health. The 
overall life expectancy has increased and 
adult mortality as well as child mortality 
rates have declined. Access to safe water 
has also improved considerably. The 
progress however has been slow and 
uneven across geographical areas. 
Moreover, in some of the critical areas 
such as malnutrition, particularly among 
children, the progress has not been 
satisfactory. Emerging health threats from 
human immunodeficiency virus (HIV)/
acquired immune deficiency syndrome 
(AIDS) and the rising share of non-
communicable diseases also pose a 
significant health challenge in the region 
at present. This chapter analyses the 
distance travelled over the past ten years 
and the remaining challenges in key areas 
of health in South Asia. The trends in 
regional disparities in health within South 
Asian countries are also examined.

Life expectancy and adult mortality 
rates

Life expectancy

Life expectancy is a standard yardstick to 
measure the status of health of a country. 
Due to the overall decline in mortality 
rates, life expectancy has been improving 
throughout the world. Overall, life 
expectancy in the world has increased 
from 64 years in 1995 to 68 years in 2005 
representing an annual percentage increase 
of about 6 per cent. In South Asia too, 
life expectancy increased from 62 to 64 
years representing a 3 per cent annual 
percentage growth between 1995 and 

2005. Despite this improvement, life 
expectancy in South Asia remains the 
lowest in the world, second only to Sub-
Saharan Africa.  Also the rate of 
improvement is lower than that of the 
developing countries and other regions 
such as East Asia and Pacific, Latin 
America and Caribbean, and Middle East 
and North Africa (table 9.1).
 The overall improvement in life 
expectancy in South Asia does not reflect 
the enormous variation in the performance 
of countries and regions within countries 
of South Asia. Currently, life expectancy 
at birth varies from 74 in Sri Lanka to 62 
years in Nepal. The superior performance 
of Sri Lanka in terms of health is 
inevitably the result of the strong and 
continued political commitment of 
successive governments to improving the 
welfare of the people.1 Studies have 
identified four major factors contributing 
to the impressive performance of Sri 
Lanka in terms of health:2 first, the people 
of Sri Lanka have universal access to free 
public health care through an extensive 
network of state hospitals, health facilities 
and health services; second, there is the 
presence of a parallel private health sector 
which has eased congestion and resource 
constraints in the public health sector; 
third, educational attainment has been 
high among population; and fourth, 
extensive poverty alleviation and social 
welfare programmes have served to reduce 
the depth and severity of poverty, thereby 
improving living standards of the bottom 
half of the population. Nepal, on the 
other hand, has the lowest public health 
expenditure per capita in the world. 
Nepal is also characterized by weak 
management of health delivery system. 
The management of the country’s health 
system is highly centralized with limited 
participation of (NGOs) and the private 

Chapter 9

The State of Health in South Asia: A Ten-year 
Review

 Table 9.1 Trends in life 
expectancy at 
birth, 1995-2005

  (years)

  1995 2005

 Latin America
 & Caribbean 69 72
 East Asia &
 Pacific 67 71
 Europe &
 Central Asia 68 69
 Middle East
 & North Africa 65 69
 South Asia 62 64
 Sub-Saharan
 Africa 51 46
 Developing
 countries 62 65
 World 64 68

Source: UNICEF 1996 and 2006c.
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sector.3 Although, in recent years, the 
involvement of the private sector in the 
health service delivery in Nepal has 
increased, yet these services remain costly 
and unaffordable particularly for the 
poor.4

 The progress in terms of improving life 
expectancy also remains uneven across 
countries in the region. Over the last ten 
years, the highest absolute increase in life 
expectancy is observed in Bhutan. This is 
mostly attributed to the sustained 
investments in basic health services and 
the implementation of extensive health 
programmes designed to control infectious 
diseases. Between 1990 and 2002, primary 
health care coverage in Bhutan expanded 
from 65 per cent to over 90 per cent. This 
resulted in a decline in mortality and 
morbidity rates in Bhutan.5 The progress 
in case of Bangladesh and Nepal has also 
been impressive with seven years increase 
in life expectancy between 1995 and 
2005.
 Life expectancy in Pakistan improved 
by only one year over the past ten years. 
Pakistan has the lowest public expenditure 
on health in South Asia (0.4 per cent of 
GDP). The overall allocation of resources 
for this sector is not only low but 
whatever meager resources are allocated 
are spent on wrong priorities. According 
to a study6 of the total resources allocated 
for health in Pakistan, 40 per cent is 

devoted to tertiary healthcare hospitals 
which serve only 1 per cent of the total 
population. In recent years, Pakistan has 
witnessed an increase in tuberculosis 
(TB), hepatitis B and C cases.
 Within countries of South Asia, there 
is large inter-state/interregional disparity 
in indicators of health. In India, for 
instance, life expectancy varies from 74 
years in Kerala to 57 years in Madhya 
Pradesh, and even though life expectancy 
has increased in all the states over the last 
ten years, the disparity still persists (see 
figure 9.2).

Source: UNICEF 1996 and 2006c.

Figure 9.1 Trends in life expectancy at birth in South Asia, 1995-2005
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Figure 9.2 Trends in life expectancy at birth by states in India, 
1989-2003
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 Similarly in Pakistan, life expectancy 
varies from 63 years in Sindh to 57 years 
in (NWFP).  Not only that ,  the 
performance overtime also varies a great 
deal across provinces: while life expectancy 
has increased in Sindh by 7 years, it has 
gone down in NWFP by 3 years (figure 
9.3).
 In Nepal also, life expectancy varies 
from 52 years in Far Western to 63 years 
in Western region. Not only is the life 
expectancy lowest in the Far Western 
region but also it shows no improvement 
over the past ten years. In Sri Lanka, life 
expectancy varies a great deal among 
various districts ranging from 70 in 
Nuwera Eliya to 82 years in Kegalle. And 

in Maldives, life expectancy varies from 
64 in Northern region to 70 in the 
Southern region.7

 Life expectancy at birth also varies a 
great deal between rural and urban areas 
of South Asia. In India, life expectancy is 
higher in urban areas by 6 years; in Nepal 
by 12 years; and in Bangladesh by 3 years. 
Over the last ten years, this disparity has 
narrowed down in some countries such as 
India and Bangladesh, in others such as 
Nepal it has widened.

Adult mortality

South Asia has one of the highest adult 
mortality rates in the world after Sub-
Saharan Africa, and Europe and Central 
Asia (see figure 9.4). Over the past ten 
years however, South Asia has made some 
progress in reducing its adult mortality 
from 232 in 1995 to 194 per 1000 in 
2005. Currently, the adult mortality is 
about the same as the developing world’s 
average.
 Although the reduction in adult 
mortality in South Asia is creditable, as in 
the case of life expectancy, the performance 
of individual South Asian countries varies 
a great deal. The adult mortality in 
Bhutan, Bangladesh and Nepal remains 
much higher than the regional average 
(see figure 9.5).

Source: SPDC 2006.

Figure 9.3 Trends in life expectancy 
at birth by provinces in 
Pakistan, 1990-2001
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Figure 9.4 Trends in adult mortality rate, 1995-2005
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Burden of disease

Although both communicable and non-
communicable diseases pose an equally 
devastating threat towards health and well 
being in South Asia, yet a trend that has 
clearly emerged over the past ten years is 
the increase in the share of non-
communicable diseases and a decline in 
the share of communicable diseases in the 
total disease burden. In just a matter of 
few years between 2001 and 2005, the 
share of non-communicable diseases in 
the total disease burden in South Asia has 
increased from 47 to 52 per cent thus 
challenging the conventional view that 
non-communicable diseases are the 
problems of affluent countries only. As 
discussed in chapter 2, non-communicable 
diseases pose a challenge that is much 
more acute in South Asia where the 
literacy levels and health awareness are 
extremely low. Most chronic diseases such 
as cardiovascular diseases, diabetes and 
cancer are highly associated with unhealthy 
consumption patterns and physical 
inactivity both of which are contingent 
upon the educational level and health 
awareness of the general population.
 Some of the non-communicable 
diseases such as heart disease pose a much 
greater threat to life. Ischemic heart 
disease is the foremost cause of deaths in 
South Asia having a share of 13.6 per cent 
in total deaths followed by lower 
respiratory infections with 10.4 per cent 
share (see figure 9.7).

Communicable diseases

HIV/AIDS

HIV/AIDS is one of the fastest emerging 
health threats in South Asia. Before 1986, 
HIV/AIDS was unheard of in the region. 
However, within a matter of 10-15 years 
after the detection of the first case, the 
HIV/AIDS epidemic spread rapidly. 
Today, South Asia contains 15 per cent of 
the total global population affected by 
HIV/AIDS, the highest share after Sub-
Saharan Africa. Although the number of 

people affected by HIV/AIDS in South 
Asia is much less than that in Sub-Saharan 
Africa, left unchecked this number may 
get much higher than the current 
number.
 Between 1997 and 2005, the number 
of people affected by HIV/AIDS in India 
increased by 1.6 million. Six states namely 
Maharashtra, Tamil Nadu, Manipur, 
Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka and Nagaland 
contain 69.38 per cent of the total HIV/
AIDS cases in India and are therefore 
categorized as high prevalence states 
followed by three moderately prevalence 
states (Gujarat, Goa and Pondicherry) 
with 2 per cent of the total cases. All 
other states are categorized as low 
prevalence states with 28.6 per cent of the 
total HIV/AIDS cases.8

Sources: World Bank 1999 and 2007b and MHHDC staff computations.

Figure 9.5 Trends in adult mortality rate in South Asia, 1995-2005
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Figure 9.6 Trends in 
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total deaths 
in South Asia, 
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Figure 9.7 Diseases with highest share in total deaths in South Asia, 2001
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 In Pakistan, the adult prevalence rate 
of HIV/AIDS despite being low (0.1 per 
cent) still shows a rising trend. The total 
number of people affected by HIV/AIDS 
increased from 64,000 in 1997 to 85,000 
in 2005. Although the prevalence of HIV/
AIDS infection has remained low in 
Pakistan but its risk has increased 
significantly. The most high risk groups 
infected by HIV/AIDS are injected drug 
users, men having sex with men and 
female sex workers.
 In Nepal, the number of people 
af fected by HIV/AIDS increased 
significantly from 26,000 in 1997 to 
75,000 in 2005. The factors responsible 
for such a high spread of HIV/AIDS in 
Nepal are poverty, migration for 

employment, trafficking of girls for sex 
work, low awareness on HIV/AIDS and 
gender disparity.9

Tuberculosis (TB)

Out of 22 countries with high prevalence 
of TB, three countries India, Bangladesh 
and Pakistan are in South Asia.10 Between 
1995 and 2005, TB incidence per 100,000 
has been the highest in South Asia second 
only to Sub-Saharan Africa.11

 Between 1995 and 2005, the total 
number of people affected by TB increased 
from 2.1 to 2.5 million, with the highest 
absolute increase in India followed by 
Bangladesh and Pakistan. Annual TB 
incidence per 100,000 remained more or 
less stagnant over the past ten years Out 
of 2.5 million South Asian TB affected 
individuals, approximately 0.5 million 
died in 2005 as compared to 0.6 million 
who died in 1995 that shows minor 
improvement in TB mortality cases in the 
last decade.
 The common and most serious threat 
to high TB incidence is the TB infection 
in HIV affected people. Every year about 
0.2 million people with HIV die from 
TB.12 TB is the leading killer among 
people with HIV infection in the world.13 
The high and increasing prevalence of 
HIV/AIDS in South Asia has accelerated 
the threat of TB. Over the past ten years, 
TB incidence in HIV affected people has 
more than doubled in South Asia (see 
figure 9.8).
 Direct-Observed Treatment Strategy 
(DOTS)  i s  t h e  i n t e rna t i ona l l y 
recommended approach for TB control 
that has been recognized as a highly 
efficient and cost-effective strategy. In 
South Asia, there has been considerable 
improvement in DOTS population 
coverage during last decade. Today, all 
South Asian countries have full DOTS 
coverage (see table 9.3). DOTS detection 
rate has improved as well but it remains 
low in countries such as Bhutan (31 per 
cent) and Pakistan (37 per cent). The 
DOTS success rate has improved from 80 
to 86 per cent in the past ten years.

 Table 9.2 Trends in estimated burden of tuberculosis (TB) in South Asia, 
1995-2005

    TB mortality,
  

TB prevalence, TB mortality,
   all forms

  
all forms (000) all forms (000)

 (per 100,000)

  1995 2005 1995 2005 1995 2005

 India 4989 3299 403 322 43 29
 Pakistan 534 468 61 59 49 37
 Bangladesh 669 575 77 66 66 47
 Nepal 114 66 10 6 45 23
 Sri Lanka 19 17 2 2 10 8
 Bhutan 4.7 3.8 0.5 0.4 30 19
 Maldives 0.22 0.18 0.01 0.01 5 3
 South Asia (weighted
 average, total) 6329 4430 553 456 45 31

Sources: WHO 2007c and MHHDC staff calculations.

Source: WHO 2007c.

Figure 9.8 Trends in HIV prevalence in adult incident tuberculosis (TB) 
cases in South Asia, 1995-2005
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Malaria

South Asia has made some progress in 
reducing the incidence of malaria over the 
past ten years. The annual reported 
malaria cases on the other hand decreased 
from 2.8 million in 1995 to 2.0 million 
in 2005. The reduction has been 
particularly spectacular in the case of Sri 
Lanka where the incidence of malaria 
declined from 7.9 per cent in 1995 to 0.1 
per cent in 2005 with a complete 
elimination of deaths due to malaria. The 
decline in other countries such as Nepal 
and Bhutan has also been noteworthy (see 
table 9.4).
 One reason for the successful reduction 
in malaria incidence in South Asia is the 
increased allocation of national funds to 
control malaria. Table 9.5 shows that 
between 1996 and 2003, the total budget 
allocated for the control of malaria rose 
by 55 per cent.
 Despite the reduction in the incidence 
of malaria over the past ten years, it is still 
a major health problem in South Asia. 
About 88 per cent of the population of 
South Asia is still living at risk.14

 In India, the incidence of malaria 
declined from 3 million to 1.8 million 
during the last decade but the proportion 
of Plasmodium falciparum (Pf ) cases, a 
serious form of malaria that is also 
expensive to treat, increased from 39 per 
cent in 1995 to 44 per cent in 2005.15 
The prevalence of malaria varies widely 
among states with higher rates in the belt 
extending from Rajasthan through Uttar 
Pradesh and Madhya Pradesh to Orissa. 
Bihar, Jharkhand, Orissa, Gujarat, 
Maharastra, Goa and Madhya Pradesh are 
the states with most of the malaria cases 
in 2005. The prevalence of malaria is 
twice as high in rural areas than in urban 
areas and is slightly higher for males than 
females.16

 Although the malaria cases and deaths 
have decreased during the last decade due 
to success of India’s National Antimalarial 
Programme but still widespread drug 
resistance of Pf to chloroquine, fast and 
unplanned urbanization, migration and 

environmental degradation, and scarcity 
of funds are the major hurdles in the 
effective control of malaria.17

 In Pakistan, malaria has been and 
continues to be a major health problem. It 
is the only country in South Asia, where 
the number of annual reported cases 
increased over the last ten years. This is 
despite the increase in funds allocated for 
malaria control and the formulation of 
various plans and strategies. During 1996-
2003, the funds available for malaria 
control increased from 0.08 million to 0.6 
million. Similarly various plans were 
initiated. For instance in 1999, Roll Back 
Malaria (RBM) was initiated and a five-
year strategic plan for the malaria 
programme (2002-2006) was developed.18 
A malaria early warning system based on 
weekly reporting of cases was also 

 Table 9.3 Trends in Direct-Observed Treatment Strategy (DOTS) coverage 
and success in South Asia, 1995-2005

 (%)

  DOTS population DOTS new ss+ case DOTS treatment
  coverage  detection rate success

  1995 2005 1995 2005 1994 2004

 India 2 91 38 62 83 86
 Pakistan 2 100 3 37 74 82
 Bangladesh 41 99 16 59 73 90
 Nepal 8* 100 40 67 85* 87
 Sri Lanka 100 98 59 86 77 85
 Bhutan 100 100 29 31 71 83
 Maldives 100 100 102 94 95 95
 South Asia
 (weighted average) 7 93 32 59 81 86

Note: *value is for the year 1996.
Sources: WHO 2007c and MHHDC staff calculations.

 Table 9.4 Trends in reported malaria cases, rates and deaths in South 
Asia, 1995-2005

  Reported malaria Reported malaria Reported malaria
  cases (annual, 000) rates (per 1000) deaths (annual)

  1995 2005 1995 2005 1995 2005

 India 2988 1817 3.2 1.6 1161 963
 Pakistan 112 128 0.8 0.8 N.A. 29*
 Bangladesh 153 48 1.3 0.3 1393 481
 Nepal 10 5 0.4 0.2 0 10
 Sri Lanka 142 1.6 7.9 0.1 5 0
 Bhutan 23 1.8 14.5 0.8 39 5
 South Asia (weighted
 average, total) 3428 2001 2.8 1.4 3663 1488

Notes: *value is for the year 2003.
Sources: WHO 2007c,e and MHHDC staff calculations.

 Table 9.5 Trends in total 
budget allocated 
for the control of 
malaria in South 
Asia, 1996-2003

  (US$ million)

  1996 2003

 India 41 73
 Pakistan 0.08 0.6
 Bangladesh 0.6 0.8
 Nepal 1.2 N.A.
 Sri Lanka 8 4
 Bhutan 0.07 0.13
 South Asia
 (Total) 51 79

Sources: RBM, WHO and UNICEF 
2005 and MHHDC staff 
calculations.
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developed.19 However, just like most other 
programmes, these plans and strategies also 
became the victim of weak implementation. 
Deteriorating sanitation, low coverage of 
public health and lack of collaboration 
with public sector, insufficient coordination 
between national, provincial & district 
level malaria control programmes and 
insufficient & untrained staff have also 
been the major constraints in the effective 
control and eradication of malaria.20

 The incidence of malaria in Pakistan is 
mostly concentrated in the two provinces 
of Sindh (30 per cent) and Balochistan 
(29 per cent), primarily due to lack of 
proper malaria control facilities in these 
regions. Other provinces such as NWFP 
and Punjab account for 21 and 8 per cent 
of the total national reported malaria 
cases.21

 In South Asia, Bangladesh is among 
the countries, in which the incidence of 
malaria has been curbed reasonably in the 
last decade. This has been possible due to 
some effective steps taken by the Ministry 
of Health. This includes increase in the 
coverage of bednets: between 1995 and 
2005, the distribution of bednets rose 
from 15,272 to 307,500.22

 Despite the control in the incidence of 
malaria, it still poses a major health threat 
as 88 per cent of the population in 
Bangladesh lives in malaria risk areas. The 
majority of malaria cases in Bangladesh 
occur among people over 15 years of age 
(53 per cent). About 15 per cent of the 
children are also reported to be affected 
by malaria. Despite overall reduction in 
malaria reported cases, malaria infection 
has increased in hilly and forest areas 
during recent years: in 2005, 80 per cent 
of the total malaria reported cases were 
reported from forest related areas along 
the border with Myanmar and India.23

 In Nepal, although malaria reported 
cases and malaria rate per 1,000 have 
gone down by one half during the last 
decade, yet the share of Pf has doubled 
along with trivial increase in malaria 
deaths in the same period. It is estimated 
that in 2005, out of 25 mill ion 
inhabitants of Nepal, 17 million were at 

malaria risk out of which 32 per cent were 
living in forests & forest fringes and inner 
Terai; 40 per cent were residing in plain 
cultivated area; and 28 per cent were 
living in hill areas.24 In 2003, malaria 
control services were provided to 
approximately 15.6 million people in 64 
districts of the country.25

 Sri Lanka has made remarkable progress 
in reducing the incidence of malaria over 
the past ten years. This has been made 
possible due to the successful partnership 
of both public and private sector health 
facilities. But the benefits of malaria 
control policies have been inequitably 
distributed within the country. Currently 
approximately 70 per cent of the reported 
cases are from the North-East Province, 
mainly from the districts of Ampara, 
Batticaloa, Kilinochchi, Mullativu and 
Trincomalee.26

Non-communicable diseases

In 2005, four out of five deaths due to non-
communicable diseases occurred in low and 
middle income countries.27 Although the 
burden of non-communicable diseases is 
lower in South Asia compared to the world, 
yet the burden has increased over time and 
has the tendency to go up further in the 
future. In India, for instance, the share of 
deaths due to non-communicable diseases 
went up from 40 per cent in 1990 to 53 
per cent in 2005 and is expected to go up 
further to 67 per cent (7.6 million) by 
2020.28 In 2002, one half of the total 
deaths in South Asia occurred due to non-
communicable diseases with the majority of 
these deaths (54 per cent) occurring due to 
cardiovascular diseases.29 About 80 per cent 
of these deaths occurred in India, followed 
by Pakistan (9 per cent) and Bangladesh (8 
per cent).30

 Burden of non-communicable diseases 
creates significant economic effects on 
families, communities and societies by 
slowing down economic development and 
increasing poverty. In 2005, the estimated 
losses in national income from heart 
disease, stroke and diabetes was $8.7 

In 2002, one half of 
the total deaths in 
South Asia occurred 
due to non-
communicable 
diseases
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billion in India and $1.2 billion in 
Pakistan.31

 The major non-communicable diseases 
in South Asia, in order of the magnitude 
of their share, are cardiovascular diseases, 
malignant neoplasms, respiratory diseases, 
neuropsychiatric conditions, digestive 
diseases and diabetes.
 Knowledge of non-communicable 
diseases risk factors is important for 
predicting the burden of such diseases and 
identifying potential preventive measures 
to reduce such burdens.32 Dietary 
consumption patterns, physical inactivity, 
tobacco use, environmental degradation, 
changing life styles, socio-economic 
differences and insufficient health facilities 
are the main risk factors for the spread of 
non-communicable diseases in South 
Asia.
 Tobacco use is one of the major risk 
factors for non-communicable diseases in 
South Asia. Over the past ten years, there 
has been a significant increase in adult 
smoking prevalence (table 9.6).
 The prevalence of diabetes—one the 
most common non-communicable diseases 
in the world—has gone up in South Asia 
from 4 per cent in 1995 to 6 per cent in 
2003.33 India has been the country with 
the largest number of diabetes cases in the 
world during the last decade. The number 
of diabetes cases in India went up from 
19.4 million in 1995 to 35.5 million in 
2003. It is projected that by 2025, the 
number of diabetes cases in India will go 
up to 73.5 million people. Pakistan is also 
among the top ten countries with the 
largest number of diabetes cases (6.2 
million in 2003 compared to 4.3 million 
cases in 1995).34

Children’s health

Child mortality

Children’s health is one of the major areas 
of concern in South Asia. Although both 
infant and under-five mortality rates in 
the region have gone down significantly 
over the past ten years, yet they remain 
one of the highest in the world second 

only to Sub-Saharan Africa (table 9.7), 
and the region still accounts for a little 
over one third of the global under-five 
deaths in the world.
 Over the past ten years, all South Asian 
countries have managed to reduce their 
infant and under-five mortality rate. In 
Pakistan, the infant and under-five 
mortality rates have remained the highest 
compared to other South Asian countries. 
Such high rates and slow rate of reduction 
are attributed to increasing burden of 
poverty resulting in poor nutrition, high 
cost of health care services and harmful 
practices owing to ignorance and 
illiteracy.35 On the other end, the 
performance of Sri Lanka has been 
particularly impressive mainly due to 
health care programmes at gross root 
levels and emphasis on awareness 
programmes based on mothers’ education, 
control of diarrhoea, healthy feeding 
habits, child care and maternal health.36 

 Table 9.6 Trends in adult smoking prevalence in South Asia, 1985-2005
 (%)

   1985-95*   2000-05*

  Male Female Total Male Female Total

 India 40 3 21.5 47 17 32
 Pakistan 27 4 15.5 33.7 28.2 30.95
 Bangladesh 60 15 37.5 55 27 41
 Nepal 69 13 41 49 24 36.5
 Sri Lanka 55 1 28 23 2 12.5
 South Asia
 (weighted average) 41.2 4.4 22.8 46 19.1 32.55

Note: *latest year available.
Sources: WHO 2007c and World Bank 1999 and 2007d.

 Table 9.7 Trends in infant mortality rates and under-five mortality rates, 
1995- 2005

 (per 1,000 live births)

  Infant mortality rate Under-five mortality rate

  1995 2005 1995 2005

 South Asia 78 58 116 76
 Sub-Saharan Africa 106 101 175 169
 Middle East and North Africa 46 43 60 54
 East Asia and Pacific 42 26 55 33
 Latin America and Caribbean 38 26 47 31
 CEE/CIS. 33 29 38 35
 World 61 52 90 76

Note: CEE: Central and Eastern Europe; CIS: The Commonwealth of Independent States.
Source: UNICEF 1996 and 2006c.
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The performance of Bhutan has also been 
spectacular with infant and under-five 
mortality rates reduced by one half 
between 1995 and 2005. Such a successful 
reduction in Bhutan has been possible 
due to successful programmes such as 
Expanded Programme on Immunisation 
(EPI), maternal and child health, acute 
respiratory infections (ARI) and diarrhoea 
disease control programmes and measures 
l i k e  p romot ing  b rea s t  f e ed ing , 
strengthening of baby friendly hospitals 
etc.37

 Infant and child mortality rates in 
South Asia are typically higher amongst 
low income groups, particularly those 
residing in rural areas and among female 
children. It is important to look at trends 

in these disparities to see how South Asia 
has progressed in terms of narrowing 
them down. Rural/urban disparity in 
infant and child mortality is particularly 
high in Nepal followed by India and 
Pakistan. These differences have however 
narrowed down over the past ten years 
with the highest absolute reduction 
observed in Bangladesh (figure 9.9).
 There is also a significant interstate 
variation in infant mortality rates within 
South Asia. In India for instance, infant 
mortality rates at present vary from 15 per 
1000 in states such as Kerala and Goa to 
73 per 1000 in Uttar Pradesh. Six states 
Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, Madhya Pradesh, 
Rajasthan and Orissa, contribute almost 
60 per cent of infant deaths.38 These 
differences are mostly attributed to the 
disparities in economic conditions and 
health facilities as well as inequitable and 
weak implementation of healthcare 
programmes across states. Over the past 
ten years due to the good performance of 
high mortality states such as Orissa, Tamil 
Nadu and Uttar Pradesh, interstate 
disparity has narrowed down (figure 
9.10).
 In Pakistan too, the infant mortality 
rates been particularly high in Balochistan 
and NWFP compared to the other two 
provinces of Punjab and Sindh. These 

 Table 9.8 Trends in infant mortality rates and under-five mortality rates in 
South Asia, 1995-2005

 (per 1,000 live births)

  Infant mortality rate Under-five mortality rate

  1995 2005 1995 2005

 India 76 56 115 74
 Pakistan 95 79 137 99
 Bangladesh 85 54 115 73
 Nepal 81 56 114 74
 Sri Lanka 21 12 19 14
 Bhutan 122 65 189 75
 Maldives 55 33 77 42
 South Asia (weighted average) 78 58 116 76

Sources: UNDP 2007 and UNICEF 1996 and 2006c.

Figure 9.9 Trends in rural-urban disparity in child mortality rate in South Asia, 1991-2006

Note: the values are for the most recent year available.
Sources: GOP 2002 and 2007c; GOS 1995 and 2002; IIPS 1995, 2002 and 2007; MOHP, New ERA, and MII 1997 and 2007; NIPORT, MA and 
 MII 1994 and 2005 and WHO 2007f.
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differences have however narrowed down 
over time (see chapter 2).

Childhood diseases

There are three major factors responsible 
for infant and under-five mortality in 
South Asia: ARI, Diarrhoea and vaccine 
preventable diseases.

Diarrhoea

Diarrhoea is one the major causes of 
under-five deaths in South Asia. In 2002, 
18 per cent of the total under-five deaths 
in South Asia were caused by diarrhoea.39 
It is also one of the major causes of mal-
nutrition in infants and young children. 
Diarrhoea is generally caused by ingestion 
of certain bacteria, viruses or parasites 
which may spread through water, food, 
utensils, hands, and flies. It is mostly 
prevalent in areas with shortage of 
sanitation facilities and clean water.40

 The prevalence of diarrhoea in South 
Asia varies according to age, gender, 
residence, mothers’ education, standard of 
living and source of drinking water. In 
India, for instance, diarrhoea is mostly 
prevalent amongst children between the 
age of 6-11 months (25.1 per cent), 
amongst children of illiterate mothers 
(20.1 per cent), and those using surface 
water (22.1 per cent).41

 The progress in reducing diarrhoea 
prevalence rate in South Asia has been 
slow. For instance, in Pakistan, the 
prevalence of diarrhoea amongst children 
under the age of five declined from 18 per 
cent in 1995 to 12 per cent in 2005-06.42 
In Bangladesh, the incidence of diarrhoea 
amongst children below the age of three 
declined from 13 per cent in 1994 to 8 
per cent in 2004.43 In Sri Lanka, on the 
other hand, the prevalence of diarrhoea 
increased from 5 per cent in 1993 to 6.7 
in 2000.44

 Diarrhoea can easily be treated through 
oral rehyderation therapy (ORT), the 
promotion of breastfeeding, adequate 
complementary feeding, measles immuniza-
tion and safe water supply.45 All South 

Asian countries have a public ORT 
promotion programme but the use and 
reach of this programme vary from country 
to country depending upon the knowledge 
of the mother about the availability of oral 
rehyderation salt (ORS) packets.46

 The progress in the treatment of 
diarrhoea varies across South Asian 
countries. In India, although ORS use has 
improved from 18 per cent in 1993 to 26 
per cent in 2005-06, yet health care use 
for the treatment of diarrhoea declined: in 
2005-06, 58 per cent of the children from 
diarrhoea were taken to a health provider 
compared to 62 per cent in 1992-93.47 
This proportion declined further for lower 
income groups.
 In Pakistan, the use of ORS increased 
significantly from 54 to 72 per cent over 
the past ten years. There was a minor 
improvement in the consultation of 
diarrhoea cases (85 per cent in 2005-06 
compared to 82 per cent). The consultation 
of private practitioners for the treatment 
of diarrhoea increased from 45 per cent in 
1995-96 to 65 per cent in 2005-06 
indicating poor public health services.48 In 
Sri Lanka, 72 per cent of the children 
under the age of five suffering from 
diarrhoea were taken to a medical facility 
compared to 71 per cent in 2000, and 36 
per cent were provided ORS in 2000 

Source: IIPS 1995 and 2007.

Figure 9.10 Trends in infant mortality rate in India by states, 
1992-2006
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compared to 34 per cent in 1993, indicat-
ing a marginal improvement.49

Acute Respiratory Infections (ARI)

ARI is one of the major causes of 
mortality and morbidity among children 
in South Asia. During 1999-05, 19 per 
cent of the children in South Asia under-
five were suffering from ARI.50

 In India, ARI was found to be more 
common among children in the age group 
of 6-11 months (24 per cent); children 
living in rural areas (20 per cent); children 
of illiterate mothers (21 per cent); children 
belonging to scheduled tribes (22 per 
cent) and children of low living standard 
families (21 per cent).51 64 per cent 
children with ARI were taken to some 
health provider with a considerable level 
of interstate variation (23 per cent in 
Nagaland and 93 per cent in Delhi).52

 In Pakistan, ARIs accounts for 30 to 70 
per cent (varying with season) of all 
diseases among children and are found to 
be comparatively more common in Sindh 
and Punjab.53 Out of 7 million children 
suffering from pneumonia in Pakistan, 
around 125,000 die annually.54 Lack of 
funding, inadequate training of lady 
health workers and lack of monitoring are 
the main factors for the ineffectiveness of 
the ARI management programme in 
Pakistan.
 In Bangladesh, the proportion of 
children suffering from ARI decreased 
from 24 per cent in 1993-94 to 21 per 
cent in 2004, showing a 3 percentage 
point reduction.55 Health care usage has 

however declined from 28 per cent in 
1993-94 to 20 per cent in 2004. Children 
less than one year of age, those living in 
Braisal division, those with low level of 
mother’s education and those belonging 
to lower income quintile household were 
more likely to be suffering from ARI.56

 In Nepal, during the last decade, ARI 
has been one of the major causes of deaths 
in children under-five. There has been 
significant reduction in ARI prevalence 
(from 34 per cent in 1996 to 5 per cent 
in  2006)  a long with impress ive 
improvement in the health provision to 
the children suffering from ARI (one in 
six to one in two between 1996 and 
2006).57 According to the Nepal 
Demographic and Health Survey 2006, 
17 per cent of the children with ARI 
symptoms were treated at an NGO or 
private facility, 8 per cent were provided 
health facility by a government hospital 
and 9 per cent were treated at a female 
community health centre.

Child immunization

Immunization is a cost effective way of 
saving the lives of the children. The 
current state as well as the progress in 
terms of immunization rates is not very 
encouraging in South Asia. Out of 27 
million unimmunized children in the 
world, 11 million are in South Asia with 
7.8 million in India, 1.9 million in 
Pakistan and 0.9 million in Bangladesh.58 
The region is also host to the highest 
proportion of children not immunized 
against Diphtheria, Pertussis and Tetanus 
(DPT)—an indicator of countries’ 
performance of routine immunization 
coverage. According to one estimate, 
around 28 million children in the world 
are not immunized against DPT, 75 per 
cent of which live in 10 countries with 
three countries (India, Pakistan and 
Bangladesh) located in South Asia.59 The 
irony is that over the past ten years, South 
Asia is the only region in which the 
immunization coverage against all diseases 
has either remained stagnant or decreased 
between 1996 and 2005 (table 9.9).

 Table 9.9 Trends in immunization of children under one year old, 
1996-2005

 (%)

  Against TB Against DPT Against measles Against polio

  1996 2005 1996 2005 1996 2005 1996 2005

 South Asia 78 79 65 64 65 63 66 64
 Africa 65 77 51 67 55 65 53 69
 Americas 96 96 85 92 87 92 86 91
 Europe 90 91 89 95 86 93 91 95
 Western Pacific 85 87 84 87 84 87 84 87
 Global 80 83 72 78 73 77 74 78

Note: DPT: Diphtheria, Pertussis and Tetanus.
Sources: WHO 2006b and MHHDC staff calculations.
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 The decline in vaccination coverage in 
South Asia is mainly driven by the fall in 
immunization coverage in India. Apart 
from India, immunization coverage has 
also been low in Nepal during the last 
decade (table 9.10). Despite significant 
improvement, immunization rates in 
Pakistan remain low.
 On a positive note, Sri Lanka, Bhutan 
and Maldives have been able to achieve 
universal immunization coverage during 
the last decade. In Sri Lanka, immunization 
against child diseases has been an 
important part of the primary healthcare 
programme.60 In addition, the EPI was 
successfully implemented in the entire 
country except conflict area, resulting in 
almost universal vaccination coverage 
against all six childhood diseases. Bhutan 
has the impressive immunization coverage 
in South Asia after Sri Lanka and Maldives. 
In Bhutan, the EPI was launched in 1979 
and the country became Polio free in 
1986. Universal immunization was 
attained in 1991.61 During the last decade, 
the government tr ied to provide 
immunization to unreached populations 
by expanding immunization coverage, 
introducing new vaccines and creating 
further awareness.62

 Due to disparity in healthcare coverage, 
immunization rates vary widely across 
rural and urban population. The highest 
disparities are in India and Pakistan with 
fewer differences in Nepal and Bangladesh. 
Nepal has been particularly successful in 
reducing its rural-urban disparity over 
time (table 9.11).
 Apart from rural-urban disparity, there 
are huge state-wise disparities in 
immunization coverage as well. In India, 
for instance, full immunization coverage 
of children aged 12-23 months, varied 
from 21 per cent in Nagaland to 81 per 
cent in Tamil Nadu. These disparities 
continue to persist over time.
 Similarly, in Pakistan full immunization 
coverage among provinces varies from 32 
per cent in Balochistan to 58 per cent in 
Punjab in 2005-06. Over the past ten 
years, only Punjab has observed consider-
able improvement in the coverage of 

immunization whereas the situation has 
worsened in Balochistan.63 In Bangladesh 
also, vaccination coverage has been 
inequitable ranging from 83 per cent in 
Khulna to 62 per cent in Sylhet.64 The 
immunization coverage also varies 
markedly amongst various income groups. 
In India, this difference is the most 
significant with 71 per cent of the top 
income group immunized as against the 
bottom 20 per cent.
 In order to increase immunization 
coverage, it is crucial to expand basic 
health services and supply of vaccines. 
Equally important is to increase the level 
of female education. In India, for instance, 
it was observed that only 26 per cent of 
children of illiterate mothers were fully 
immunized as against 71 per cent of 
children of mothers with secondary or 
higher education in 2005-06.65 Similarly 
in Bangladesh, full immunization coverage 
was 92 per cent in children of mothers 
with secondary or higher education 
against 79 per cent in children of mothers 
with no education in 2004.66

 Table 9.10 Trends in immunization of children under one year old in South 
Asia, 1996-2005

 (%)

  Against TB Against DPT Against measles Against polio

  1996 2005 1996 2005 1996 2005 1996 2005

 India 79 75 66 59 66 58 67 58
 Pakistan 59 82 46 72 50 78 46 77
 Bangladesh 90 99 77 88 69 81 77 88
 Nepal 81 87 65 75 65 74 60 78
 Sri Lanka 88 99 92 99 89 99 92 99
 Bhutan 98 99 87 95 85 93 86 95
 Maldives 98 99 96 98 95 97 96 98
 South Asia
 (weighted average) 78 79 65 64 65 63 66 64

Note: DPT: Diphtheria, Pertussis and Tetanus.
Sources: WHO 2006c and MHHDC staff calculations.

 Table 9.11 Trends in full immunization coverage of children (age 12-23 
months) by rural and urban areas in South Asia, 1992-2006

 (%)

  Nepal Bangladesh Pakistan India

  1996 2006 1993-94 2004 1995-96 2005-06 1992-93 2005-06

 Urban 71 86 70 81 50 84 51 58

 Rural 42 82 58 71 44 66 31 39

Sources: GOP 2002 and 2007c; IIPS 1995, 2002 and 2007; MOHP, New ERA, and MII 1997 and 
2007 and NIPORT, MA and MII 1994 and 2005.
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Malnutrition

Malnutrition continues to be the most 
serious health problem in South Asia. 
Currently, the region has the highest 
concentration of malnourished people 
living in the world (table 9.12) including 
Sub-Saharan Africa. Nearly one in five 
people in South Asia is malnourished and 
this figure rises to one in three people for 
Bangladesh.
 Malnutrition is not a transitory 
condition in the region but is chronic and 
is worsening. Over the past ten years, 
although the proportion of malnourished 
people in South Asia declined marginally 
from 26 to 22 per cent, the absolute 
number went up from 290 million in 
1990 to 298 million in 2002. This is 
quite an alarming situation particularly in 
view of the global attention that it has 
received over the past decade. The World 
Food Summit (WFS) in 1996 set the 
goal—to reduce the number of hungry 
people in the world to half before the year 

2015. Four years later, that goal was 
highlighted once again in the first of the 
MDGs, which set the target of reducing 
by half the proportion of people who 
suffer from hunger. This global reiteration 
and the crises of malnutrition in South 
Asia have stirred little alarm amongst 
South Asian policy-makers. As shown by 
the data, the plight of the millions 
suffering from hunger in South Asia has 
changed only slightly over the past 
decade.
 Out of the 298 million people who are 
undernourished in South Asia, an 
overwhelming majority (212 million) live 
in India, followed by Bangladesh and 
Pakistan. The progress in reducing hunger 
was painfully slow and even negative for 
some South Asian countries over the past 
ten years. Although all South Asian 
countries have managed to reduce the 
proportion of malnourished people, yet 
the improvement has been marginal. In 
fact, the total number of undernourished 
people went up in Bangladesh, Pakistan 
and Nepal.
 India, which has more malnourished 
people than the entire Sub-Saharan Africa 
has managed to decrease the number of 
hungry people by three million only. 
During the same period, Vietnam and 
Ethiopia, both of which have much lower 
per capita incomes than India, managed 
to reduce the number of malnourished by 
almost 7 million.67 In Pakistan, despite all 
the claims of impressive economic 
performance, around 7 million additional 
people became victims of malnutrition. In 
contrast some of the Sub-Saharan African 
countries with GDP per capita less than 
half that of Pakistan managed to bring 
around one million people out of 
malnourishment.68 Pakistan also stands 
out as the only South Asian country 
where the daily dietary consumption has 
gone down over the past ten years.
 People in South Asia suffer from 
malnourishment not only because of lack 
of food but also because of inadequate 
intake of micronutrients (vitamins and 
minerals). South Asia stands out as the 
only region where the proportion of 

 Table 9.12 Trends in the number and proportion of undernourished 
people, 1990-2003

  Number of Proportion of
  undernourished undernourished
  (millions) (%)

  1990-92 2001-03 1990-92 2001-03

 Asia and The Pacific 569.7 524 20 16
 East Asia 198.7 159.5 16 12
 South East Asia 80 65.3 18 12
 South Asia 290.4 298.5 26 22
 Latin America and the Caribbean 59.4 52.4 13 10
 Near East and North Africa 25 37.6 8 9
 Sub-Saharan Africa 169 206.2 35 32
 Countries in Transition 23.4 24.7 6 6

Source: FAO 2006.

 Table 9.13 Trends in the number and proportion of undernourished people 
in South Asia, 1990-2003

  Number of undernourished Proportion of undernourished
  (millions) (%)

  1990-92 2001-03 1990-92 2001-03

 Bangladesh 39.2 43.1 35 30
 India 214.8 212 25 20
 Nepal 3.9 4.1 20 17
 Pakistan 27.8 35.2 24 23
 Sri Lanka 4.8 4.1 28 22

Source: FAO 2006.



 The State of Health in South Asia: A Ten-year Review 195

households consuming iodized salt has 
gone down (from 61 per cent in 1992 to 
54 per cent at present), thus exposing the 
population to greater risk of mental 
retardation, still birth and miscarriage. Sri 
Lanka and Bangladesh are the only two 
countries in South Asia that progressed 
successfully in increasing the consumption 
of iodized salt by the households. Just a 
decade ago, Sri Lanka had the lowest 
consumption of iodized salt in South 
Asia, but it managed to step forward and 
increase the percentage of households 
consuming iodized salt from 7 to 94 per 
cent. The condition has however worsened 
in both Nepal and India, where the 
proportion of households consuming 
iodized salt has decreased in the past ten 
years by 47 and 23 per cent respectively.
 Malnutrition in South Asia is both a 
cause and a consequence of poverty. The 
nutritional status and nutrient intake of 
the poor are particularly sensitive to 
changes in food prices. The proportion of 
stunted children under-five belonging to 
the poorest quintile is almost double the 
proportion of those belonging to the 
richest.69 In addition to being poor, being 
a woman in South Asia also increases the 
chances of being malnourished. In fact, 
women are the worst victims of 
undernourishment in South Asia, mainly 
because of the discriminatory attitude 
towards them common in the region. The 
majority of women, particularly those 
belonging to the reproductive age group 
suffer from iron deficiency that is amongst 
the ‘top ten’ risk factors contributing to the 
global burden of diseases. South Asia has 
the highest prevalence of anemia, higher 
than the average of low income countries. 
More than 75 per cent of pregnant women 
are anemic and this proportion becomes as 
high as 88 per cent in India. Sri Lanka and 
Pakistan are the only two countries in the 
region with relatively low percentage of 
pregnant anemic women, with rates 
comparable to the average of middle 
income countries.70 Women in South Asia 
not only suffer from the adverse effects of 
undernourishment themselves but also give 
birth to underweight babies. Thus, the 

vicious cycle of malnourishment goes on 
over the generations.
 Malnutrition among children is one of 
the most serious health problems in South 
Asia. Around half of South Asia’s children 
under-five are malnourished and almost 
one in every three infants has low birth 
weight.71 The region has the highest 
proportion of underweight, wasted and 
stunted children in the world including 
Sub-Saharan Africa. These figures though 
have improved in the past but considering 
the magnitude of the problem, the 
progress has been extremely slow.72

Access to safe water and sanitation

Access to safe drinking water and basic 
sanitation is indispensable to primary 
health care and human development. It is 
a precondition for success in the fight 
against poverty, hunger, child mortality, 
gender discrimination and illiteracy.
 Over the past ten years, South Asia has 
made satisfactory progress in providing 
sustainable access to safe drinking water. 
The region has extended access to improved 
drinking water sources from 72 per cent 
in 1990 to 85 per cent population in 
2004. In 1990 South Asia was not only 
below the world average for sustainable 
access to safe drinking water but was also 
among regions with lowest coverage rates. 
Now after more than a decade it has 
coverage rates higher than the world 
average and has also performed better than 
other comparable regions (figure 9.11).
 The absolute number of people in the 
region without improved drinking water 

 Table 9.14 Trends in prevalence of stunted, wasted and low birth weight 
children in South Asia, 1990-2005

  % of under-fives suffering from Infants with low birth
  Wasting Stunting weight (%)

  1990-97 1996-05 1990-97 1996-05 1990-94 1998-05

 Bangladesh 18 13 55 43 50 36
 India 18 16 52 46 33 30
 Maldives 16 13 30 25 20 22
 Nepal 11 10 48 51 – –
 Pakistan – 13 – 37 25 19
 Sri Lanka 16 14 24 14 25 22

Source: UNICEF 1997 and 2006c.
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sources has declined by about a third, 
from 326 million in 1990 to 222 million 
in 2004. Some 445 million people gained 
access over the period, 88 per cent of 
them in India and Pakistan.73

 As far as access to sanitation is 
concerned, real gains have been slow. 
South Asia’s sanitation coverage is among 
the lowest in the world at 37 per cent, 
about the same as that in Sub-Saharan 
Africa, but with twice as many people 
without the facility as in Sub-Saharan 
Africa. About 925 million South Asians 
who live without any toilet facilities 
represent more than a third of the world’s 
total. Although the growth rate of 
providing improved sanitation is among 
the highest in the world and the coverage 
has been more than doubled, from 18 per 

cent in 1990 to 37 per cent in 2004, it 
started from such low levels that the pace 
will have to be accelerated considerably if 
the region is to meet its MDG target of 
59 per cent. A further 478 million people, 
around 48 million a year, will need to 
gain access by 2015.74

 Table 9.15 shows that the performance 
of Pakistan, Nepal and Bhutan in 
improving access to safe water has been 
particularly impressive. In Pakistan, 91 
per cent of population has access to safe 
drinking water, up from 60 per cent in 
1994-95 showing a 51 per cent 
improvement in ten years. Households 
with piped water in dwelling have 
increased from 17 to 25 per cent in rural 
areas and from 46 to 56 per cent for 
urban areas from 1995 to 2003. 
Nevertheless, hand pumps remain the 
major water source for rural population in 
Pakistan.75

 Nepal has also increased the population 
with access to safe drinking water in a 
substantial manner. The country had a 
fairly low coverage of 48 per cent in 
1994-95 but at present, 90 per cent of its 
population has access to safe water. This 
increase in the coverage is a consequence 
of a 72 per cent increase in expenditure 
on drinking water and sanitation services 
from 1994-95 to 2004-05.76 Bhutan has 
tripled the percentage of population with 
access to safe water in the past decade. 
The overall coverage still remains low but 
if it continues to perform at the same rate, 
more than 90 per cent of its population 
will have access to safe drinking water in 
the next four years. In contrast to Pakistan, 
Nepal and Bhutan, access to safe water in 
Bangladesh and Maldives went down over 
the same period. In Bangladesh, the major 
reason of this decline is the arsenic 
contamination: almost 27 per cent of all 
wells  are supposed to be arsenic 
contaminated.
 As far as the coverage of sanitation 
facilities is concerned, the progress in 
South Asia has been slow. With 91 per 
cent sanitation coverage, Sri Lanka leads 
South Asia (see table 9.15). Pakistan has 
almost doubled its coverage levels but still 

Source: UNDP 2006.

Figure 9.11 Trends in proportion of population with access to safe 
drinking water and sanitation, 1990-2004
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 Table 9.15 Trends in proportion of population with access to safe drinking 
water and sanitation in South Asia, 1990-2004

 (%)

  Access to safe drinking water Access to improved sanitation

  1994-95 2004 1994-95 2004

 Bangladesh 83 74 35 39
 Bhutan 21 62 70 70
 India 63 86 29 33
 Maldives 88 83 66 59
 Nepal 48 90 20 35
 Pakistan 60 91 30 59
 Sri Lanka 57 79 66 91
 South Asia 64 85 30 37

Sources: MHHDC 1997 and 2007a and WHO 1996.
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some 63 million people live without basic 
sanitation facility.77 The percentage of 
households with sewerage connections in 
Pakistan has gone down from 45 to 39 per 
cent for urban areas and from 8 to 6 per 
cent for rural areas, between 1995 and 
2003.12 In India, the progress in this 
regard has also not been very impressive. 
Despite a 60 per cent higher GDP per 
capita, India’s sanitation coverage is lower 
than Bangladesh.78 With only a little 
above one-third population having access 
to adequate sanitation, India is home to 
728 million people deprived of basic 
sanitation which amounts to more than 
80 per cent of the total South Asian 
population without sanitation facility. 
Bangladesh’s performance in providing its 
population with adequate sanitation 
facilities over the past ten years has also 
been extremely slow. In ten years it has 
only been able to increase the proportion 
of population with improved sanitation by 
4 percentage points, with a meager 1.2 per 
cent average annual growth rate for the 
past nine years. Also the percentage of 
sewerage connections has declined from 
an already low level of 12 to 7 per cent, 
between 1994 and 2004.79

 Thus South Asia has improved its 
coverage of safe water and sanitation. 
However, the coverage remains low in 
rural areas where more than 70 per cent 
of the South Asians reside. At present 
only 23 per cent of rural population in 
South Asia has access to improved 
sanitation facilities.80 With the exception 
of Sri Lanka, sanitation provision in rural 
areas lags far behind that in urban areas 
for all South Asian countries, the disparity 
being the highest in Pakistan. Over the 
past ten years this disparity in access to 
sanitation has not declined significantly 
for most countries.
 In most countries national budgets do 
not provide a separate allocation for 
sanitation. This means that most funding 
for sanitation is lumped with that for 
water and most is spent on water supply 
project s .  Actua l  a l locat ions  and 
expenditures on sanitation are often not 
known. Furthermore, financial transfers 

from central to local government are 
through multiple layers resulting in delays 
in fund disbursement and low utilization 
of allocated funds. Also there are no 
specific rules regarding the share of money 
going to different regions.

Management of healthcare systems

Healthcare systems in most South Asian 
countries remain weak, inadequate, 
inefficient and inaccessible to the majority 
of the population that remains vulnerable 
to poor health and health related risks. 
The healthcare system in South Asia is 
mostly divided between an under-funded 
and inefficient public sector and an 
unregulated and expensive private sector. 
In most South Asian countries, it is due 
to the failure of public health system in 
the last two decades that the private sector 
has emerged as one of the most profitable 
businesses. The inefficiency of the public 
healthcare system and the resulting 
emergence of the expensive, business 
oriented private sector is no doubt one of 
the major reasons of high out of pocket 
expenditures on health in the region.
 The poor state of health sector in South 
Asia is primarily the result of low priority 
attached to public health along with 
mismanagement and misallocation of 
existing funds. It is a pity that a region 
that is home to 47 per cent of world’s 
poor, with infant mortality rate and life 

• Dhaka has a coverage rate for an 
improved water source of more 
than 90 per cent, but this includes 
public taps for slum dwellers 
where the tap to user ratio is 
1:500.

• Statistics only indicate the physical 
presence of an improved water 
source while ignoring the problems 
of intermittent supply. In Delhi, 
Karachi and Kathmandu fewer 
than 10 per cent of households 

with piped water receive service 24 
hours a day.

• It is estimated that in Dharavi, a 
vast slum situated in Mumbai and 
home to almost one million 
people, there is one toilet for every 
1440 people.

• The safe water coverage rate for 
Mumbai is more than 90 per cent. 
However,  half  of the city’s 
population (almost 18 million) 
living in slums is not figured in 
municipal data.

Box 9.1 What the data does not show

Sources: ADB 2004b; UN HABITAT 2003 and UNDP 2006. 
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expectancy at birth only better than Sub-
Saharan Africa, where only 38 per cent of 
births are attended by skilled health staff 
(lowest among world regions), which has 
the lowest immunization coverage rate 
(around 65 per cent) and where half the 
children under the age of five are 
malnourished, spends only 0.9 per cent of 
its GDP on health. Equally worrying is 
the fact that over the past ten years, public 

spending on health has not changed 
much. During the ten-year period, public 
spending as percentage of GDP went up 
from 0.8 per cent to merely 0.9 per cent- 
a figure that stands in marked contrast 
with the developing countries’ average of 
2.8 per cent. Although there are a few 
exceptions within South Asia, like Maldives 
that spends 6.3 per cent of its GDP on 
health, yet three of the largest and most 
populous countries namely India, Pakistan 
and Bangladesh spend less than one per 
cent of their GDPs on health. In two of 
these countries (India and Pakistan), 
public spending on health as percentage of 
GDP has actually gone down over the past 
ten years (see figure 9.12).
 With such a low public spending on 
health, it is mostly the private health 
expenditure that forms the bulk of the 
total health expenditure in most South 
Asian countries. Figure 9.13 shows that 
overtime the share of private health 
expenditure in total health expenditure 
has risen whereas that of public health 
expenditure has fallen. This private sector 
expenditure is particularly concentrated in 
urban areas making up for the shortfall in 
public expenditure and is generally 
centred on the treatment of common 
diseases, secondary care and limited 
tertiary care.
 In the absence of any social security 
arrangements and health insurance system, 
most of the financing of health care 
services is done through out-of-pocket 
expenditures. Table 9.16 shows that even 
though out-of-pocket expenditures as 
percentage of private expenditure on health 
have declined in most South Asian 
countries in recent years, yet they remain 
high. In countries such as Maldives, 
Bhutan and Pakistan, nearly 100 per cent 
of the private expenditure on health is out-
of-pocket. Clearly, health care system in 
South Asia caters to only those who can 
pay while pushing others into debt and 
poverty. In India, 40 per cent of those 
seeking in-patient treatment in the public 
healthcare services in rural areas and 21 per 
cent of such people in urban areas are 
falling into debt (involving borrowing/sale 

Sources: UNDP 2007; UNPD 2007 and World Bank 2000c and 2007d.

Figure 9.12 Trends in public expenditure on health in South Asia, 
 1995-2004
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Figure 9.13 Trends in public versus private health expenditure as 
percentage of total expenditure on health in South Asia,
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of assets) due to out-of-pocket expenditure.81 
A study by the World Bank concludes that 
the hospitalized Indian spends more than 
half his total annual expenditure on buying 
health care; more than 40 per cent of 
hospitalized people borrow money or sell 
assets to cover expenses.
 Despite such a high proportion of out-
of-pocket expenditure, the total expenditure 
on health in most South Asian countries 
remains inadequate. The World Health 
Organization estimates $32 as the 
minimum per capita health spending to 
ensure the well-being of citizens. In South 
Asia, the per capita health spending of $27 
is the lowest in the world. Thus the very 
first step towards improving the health 
care system in the region is to increase the 
allocation of public resources. However, 
simply putting more money and resources 
into public health will not be sufficient 
without increasing the efficiency, equity 
and management of these resources.

Efficiency, equity and management of 
public health sector in South Asia

Public spending on health in South Asia is 
both inefficient and inequitable. It is 
inefficient because first, public funds are 
allocated across priorities that do not yield 
significant health benefits for the majority 
of the population and, second, funds are 
misappropriated and misused so that a 
dollar spent as input does not yield the 
required output. Public spending on health 
is also inequitable in most South Asian 
countries because it disproportionately 
benefits the rich as compared to the poor 
that needs such subsidies the most.
 It has long been accepted that the most 
effective approaches to improving 
population health are those that prevent 
rather than treat disease. In South Asia, 
public spending on preventive and basic 
healthcare accounts for a small fraction of 
the total health budget in most of the 
countries. Much of the government funding 
of the public sector healthcare goes into 
expensive tertiary level projects in urban 
areas. For instance, in India per capita 
health spending between 1995 and 1999 

increased by 28 per cent at primary level; 
at secondary level it actually decreased by 
2.2 per cent between the observed periods; 
and at tertiary level per capita health 
spending increased by a dramatic 160 per 
cent.82 In Nepal, the expenditure share of 
reproductive health care decreased from 14 
to 2 per cent of government expenditure 
on health between 1999-00 and 2001-02. 
Moreover, the share of expenditure on 
nutrition decreased from 2.7 to 1.6 per 
cent between the same periods.83

 Public spending on health is also 
inequitable in the sense that the benefits 
of public subsidies on health are mostly 
captured by the richer income groups. In 
India, share of public subsidy captured by 
the richest 20 per cent of the population 
is three times that captured by the poorest 
20 per cent of the population.84 Most of 
the public health services are concentrated 
in urban areas. In rural areas where there 
is a higher incidence of infectious diseases, 
maternal illness and nutritional deficiencies, 
health care centres are few and far between. 
In India, 54 per cent of the villages are 
more than 5 km away from the nearest 
primary health centre. Only 10 per cent of 
the villages have a medicine shop and only 
20 per cent have a private clinic or 
doctor.85 Such absence of adequate care in 
the primary healthcare system often forces 
people to resort to treatment from quacks 
or the exploitative private sector. In 
addition, the non availability of drugs and 
consumables implies that not only is the 
system unable to bring about a reduction 
in suffering, it is also unable to interrupt 

 Table 9.16 Trends in classification of health expenditure in South Asia, 
1995-2004

  Out-of-pocket expenditure Social security expenditure on
  as % of private health as % of general government
  expenditure on health expenditure on health

  1997 2004 1995 2004

 Bangladesh 94 88.3 0.0 0.0
 Bhutan 100 100 0.0 0.0
 India 100 93.8 0.0 5.6
 Maldives 100 100 0.0 29.2
 Nepal 94.2 88.1 0.0 0.0
 Pakistan 100 98 0.0 0.0
 Sri Lanka 95 84 0.0 0.2

Source: WHO 2002b and 2007f.
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the transmission of infectious and 
communicable diseases. Vacant posts and 
absent health workers are a common 
phenomenon in most of the South Asian 
countries. According to a study, in 
Bangladesh, the average number of 
vacancies over all types of providers is 26 
per cent.86 Even when medical posts are 
filled, there is a high rate of absenteeism. 
In Bangladesh, the rate of absenteeism is 
estimated to be 35 per cent, whereas in 
India this rate is estimated to be 40 per 
cent. Thus there are two problems to 
confront in this regard. One is that many 
posts do not get filled at all. The other is 
that even when filled, the provider is not 
there. Both compromise the ability to 
serve the poor but with different welfare 
and budgetary implications. Unfilled posts 
clearly reflect the absence of public medical 
care but do not absorb budget resources 
for salary. Absent personnel, on the other 
hand, still receive their salaries—which are 
a major portion of recurrent expenditure.
 Like other sectors, health sector in South 
Asia is also susceptible to a great deal of 
corruption. Transparency International in a 
recent study reports some of the important 
aspects of corruption in health sector in 
South Asia.87 Given their size and 
complexity hospitals provide many 
opportunities for corruption. Money leaks 
from hospitals through opaque procurement 
of equipment and supplies, ghost employees, 
exaggerated construction costs and inflated 
hospital price tags. Irregular admission 
process was cited as a major impediment to 
accessing healthcare institutions in 
Bangladesh and Pakistan. In Bangladesh, 
more than half of the users of government 
hospitals reported irregular admission 
process for accessing the service. Payment 
of money was widely reported to be the 
most common form. Eighty per cent of 
in-patients and 45 per cent of out-patients 
report they were victims of corruption. 
65 per cent of all patients visiting a hospital 
reported irregular admissions and 96 per 
cent of those who were admitted said they 
were victims of corruption in Pakistan. 
Corruption in using hospital facilities was 
found to be extremely common in Pakistan 

and Sri Lanka; paying bribes to get 
prescribed medicines and also to get a bed 
were quoted as the main forms. In Sri 
Lanka, 92 per cent users report corruption 
after admission. In India, one-fourth of 
those who interacted with the health sector 
said that money was demanded. In all 
countries, doctors and health staff were 
identified as the main facilitators of 
corruption while lack of accountability and 
monopoly power were recognized as the 
main reasons for corruption in the health 
system.
 The absence of good public healthcare 
facilities makes the population increasingly 
dependent on private healthcare facilities. 
Today the private sector dominates the 
public sector in both in-patient and out-
patient care. In a survey conducted in 
South Asia by Mahbub ul Haq Human 
Development Centre with the help of 
Gallup International,88 68 per cent of 
people in Bangladesh, India, Pakistan and 
Sri Lanka would go to private healthcare 
facility in case of illness. The private sector 
is comprised of a large and heterogeneous 
group of actors and institutions. On the 
one hand there exist state of the art super 
speciality corporate hospitals in urban 
localities. On the other hand are the vast 
numbers of ill qualified individual 
practitioners who provide the bulk of 
curative care and primary level care in 
particular. Between these two extremes lie 
a range of non-profit NGOs, trusts, and 
charitable and religious institutions that 
provide medical and healthcare. Private 
sector healthcare facilities in South Asia 
are mostly running unregulated and 
unchecked. In order to improve the status 
of health in South Asia, it is imperative 
that the governments increase their 
allocation of budgets for this crucial sector 
while making sure that funds get utilized 
in an efficient, transparent and equitable 
manner. In the absence of any social safety 
nets and insurance arrangements, it is also 
important for the governments to regulate 
the private sector in the provision of health 
facilities in an affordable manner to the 
general population.

The absence of good 
public healthcare 
facilities makes the 
population 
increasingly 
dependent on private 
healthcare facilities



Gender inequality is a worldwide 
phenomenon faced by all regions of the 
developed and developing world. In no 
region of the world (except the four 
Nordic countries), do women have equal 
legal, social, and economic rights with 
men. Even in the most developed parts of 
the world de jure equality between women 
and men has not always been translated 
into de facto equality, while in some 
developing regions such as South Asia and 
Middle East where patriarchy is still a 
strong social norm; women continue to 
be unequal citizens at every stage of their 
lives.
 Gender equality is crucial for attaining 
better human development outcome and 
is considered a ‘win-win’ development 
strategy’.1 It is not only about ensuring 
basic human rights to half the world’s 
population but is also about improving 
welfare of the whole world, economically 
and socially. A large number of cross-
country, countrywide or micro level 
studies from the region and the world 
have shown that the consequences of not 
addressing gender gaps in access to 
education and healthcare, as well as not 
being able to improve women’s parti-
cipation in social, economic and political 
spheres, are not only detrimental to 
well-being of women and girls but also to 
the well-being of their families, societies 
and countries. These studies have clearly 
indicated that absence of gender inequality 
itself is a failure to attain sustainable 
human development.
 The contribution of gender equality in 
educa t ion  to  improv ing  l abour 
productivity and economic growth is well 
established.2 Lower gender inequality is 
also established as a factor leading to 
better pro-poor development.3 It is now 
widely accepted that attaining most of the 

targets of MDGs by 2015 would be 
impossible without empowering women 
and improving gender equality in 
education, health and participation in 
economic, political and social life.4 An 
attempt has been made here to show the 
link between gender equality, human 
development and poverty alleviation 
(figure 10.1).

Gender in Human Development in 
South Asia Reports

Recognizing the significance of women’s 
empowerment for human development, 
especially in patriarchal developing societies 
of South Asia, this Centre has been giving 
great importance to improving women’s 
status, and has been advocating for gender 
equality in the region at various platforms 
nationally and internationally. In addition 
to mainstreaming gender in all its reports, 
it has devoted one report, Human 
Development in South Asia 2000: The 
Gender Question,5 exclusively to women 
and girls of South Asia (table 10.1).
 Since the adoption of Convention on 
the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimi-
nation against Women (CEDAW) by the 
United Nations General Assembly in 
1979, there have been significant 
improvements with regard to gender 
equality in education, health, economic 
and political participation in South Asia. 
During the last decade in particular, 
institutions have become more gender 
sensitized. Legislation has been improved 
to prevent gender discrimination and to 
protect women’s basic human rights. 
Empowering women through increasing 
their access to education and healthcare, 
and improving social, economic and 
political participation have become 
indispensable component of government 

Chapter 10

Women in South Asia
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agendas. Governments have introduced 
policies for empowerment of women and 
improved institutional capacity to better 
address deeply rooted gender concerns. A 
large number of  gender speci f ic 
programmes have been initiated and 
gender has been mainstreamed into the 
existing programmes in order to raise 

awareness about women’s basic human 
rights and health in order to address 
socio-economic and cultural challenges. 
As a result of these initiatives, South Asian 
countries have experienced significant 
improvement in gender-related indicators. 
The rates of adult literacy and school 
enrolment have increased, fertility rates 

Figure 10.1 Gender and human development nexus
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 Table 10.1 Gender in Human Development in South Asia Reports

Year

1997

1998

1999

2000

2001

2002

2003

2004

2005

2006

Theme

General

Education

Governance

Gender

Globalization

Agriculture and 
Rural 
Development

Employment

Health

Human 
Security

Poverty

Topics covered

Gender disparities in participation to 
economic and political life, gender gaps 
in education and missing
women
A chapter on gender gaps and removing 
gender disparities in education and 
identifies removing gender disparities as 
one of the six major educational 
challenge
Gender disparities as a social cost of 
poor governance in the region

A report was devoted to gender in South 
Asia

Gender gaps in education and skills and 
it’s impact on women in a globalised 
world

A chapter on women in agriculture 
covering areas women’s economic 
participation in agricultural production, 
rural poverty and right to land
A chapter on gender discrimination in 
employment covering women’s position 
in the labour market, women’s status 
and discrimination in employment, 
formal and informal sector employment 
of women; women in agricultural 
employment; women in export-oriented 
industry
A chapter on health of South Asia’s 
women covering areas such as missing 
women, nutrition, maternal mortality 
and reproductive health of women

A chapter on human security of South 
Asian women including violence against 
women

A chapter on gender dimensions of 
poverty including data unavailability; 
discrimination in employment; poverty 
of opportunity and capability; 
discrimination in laws; social and 
cultural poverty and gender 
differentiated impact of poverty

Main policy recommendations

Examples of civil society initiatives 
including microcredit, literacy, 
employment creation, skills, and 
empowerment
Initiate scholarship programmes for 
girls, remove supply side constraints 
such as unavailability of female teachers, 
inadequate schools or school facilities

Redirect the priorities of the state and 
give human development a top priority, 
revitalize state institutions and build 
new alliances with civil society to attain 
humane governance
Ensure equality under the law, equality 
in access to capability building, equality 
in economic opportunity and equality in 
governance
Accelerating human development, 
particularly education, reducing poverty, 
enhancing integration and improving 
economic management
Recognise women’s worth as economic 
producers; affirmative action; and 
planning and designing of gender 
sensitive programmes in agriculture
Reduce gender gaps in education and 
skills; improve income earning 
opportunities for women; ensure legal 
justice; and strengthen institutional 
machinery to ensure implementation of 
gender empowerment policies

Improve efficiency and access of the 
ongoing vertical programmes for women 
and children; improve education levels 
of women and girls; improve autonomy 
of women through participation in 
economic and political life; ensure better 
access to health services and availability 
of family planning methods; increase 
health awareness
Ensure equality under the law; ensure 
access to quality education; prevent 
violence against women through 
awareness raising and gender sensitive 
training of law implementation agencies

Eradicate women’s poverty through 
provision of basic services, 
implementation of gender 
mainstreaming in policy making; 
ensuring gender budgeting and 
increasing availability of microcredit 
programmes

Quotation

South Asia is ‘the least gender sensitive 
region of the world’

No society has ever liberated itself-
economically, politically, or socially- 
without a sound base of educated 
women

Though bias against women is not 
limited to South Asia alone, it’s severity 
is surely unique to the region

Gender discrimination in South Asia is 
situated within deeply ingrained systems 
of patriarchy which limit and confine 
women to subordinate roles

Women are the invisible and 
unrecognised backbone of South Asian 
agriculture

No matter how poor, deprived, and 
unemployed South Asian men are the 
burden of deprivation and degradation, 
and the inhuman conditions that 
women suffer in the world of work are 
far worse….

South Asia is the only region of the 
world where men outnumber women…
The high levels of mortality among girls 
and women are the result of 
discriminatory practices in healthcare 
provision and lack of decision power of 
women

The patriarchal structure of society, 
coupled with pervasive gender 
discrimination in education, health and 
economic and political participation, has 
increased the vulnerability of South 
Asian women to violence and all its 
horrible consequences
Women in South Asia are highly 
vulnerable to poverty regardless of 
whether we define poverty in terms of 
income, basic needs or ‘poverty of 
opportunity’
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have gone down and life expectancy of 
women has  improved .  Women’s 
participation in political life has also 
improved over the last decade. For 
instance:

• There have been significant improve-
ments, particularly in female literacy 
and girls’ access to education. Female 
adult literacy has increased from 34 in 
1995 to 45 in 2005/6. Except for 
Pakistan and Maldives, all other 
countries have reached universal 
primary school gross enrolment rates 
(GER) for girls.

• Female to male sex ratio and life 
expectancy rates of women are improv-
ing, though gradually.

• There has been significant progress in 
reducing total fertility rates (TFR).

• Affirmative action policies in terms 
of reserved seats for women in 
national, provincial and local elected 
bodies have resulted in significant 
increase s  in  women’s  po l i t i ca l 
participation. Women’s representation 
in national assemblies increased from 
7 per cent in 1996 to 11 per cent in 
2006.

 Despite these improvements, South 
Asia continues to be perceived as the most 
gender insensitive region of the world. As 
a region,

a) South Asia continues to have the 
lowest female literacy in the world. 
Boys outnumber girls in school 
enrolment in all the countries except 
Bangladesh, Sri Lanka and Maldives.

b) The region has the second highest 
maternal mortality ratio (MMR) in 
the world. Women have poor access to 
basic healthcare, maternal and 
reproductive health services.

c) High economic growth rates in the 
region have not adequately translated 
into employment opportunities for 
women and girls. The region has the 
lowest female labour force participation 
rates of the world.

d) Women’s participation in political life 
continues to be low, despite provision 
of reserved seats for women in elected 
bodies. Where seats are reserved, 
women’s meaningful representation is 
hampered by patriarchal norms and 
social institutions.

e) The legal system, despite being more 
equal than ten years ago, is still 
discriminatory. Women’s access to 
justice is poor.

f ) Early marriages, son preference, dowry 
are still important factors to undermine 
women’s social position.

g) Legal, judicial and law enforcement 
systems often fail to address the cases 
of domestic violence against women.

The quality of life for girls and women is 
improving across South Asia but ensuring 
human rights of women and girls, and 
tackling persistent patriarchal structures 
in social life and institutional structures 
continue to be the most prominent 
challenges for South Asian countries.

Progress over the last decade

Over the last decade South Asia has made 
significant progress in achieving gender 
equality. Female literacy rates have gone up 
and gender gaps in literacy have narrowed. 
School enrolment rates for girls have 
increased and gender disparity in school 
enrolment has narrowed. There have been 
gradual improvements in health outcomes 
of women, which are reflected in improved 
sex ratios and life expectancy rates. Now 
women are more likely to participate in 
the political arena than a decade ago.
 However, basic indicators of human 
development still indicate persistent 
gender gaps. Women in South Asia 
continue to face endemic and substantial 
gender discrimination in access to 
educational opportunities, healthcare 
services and economic resources. Gender 
discrimination is pervasive in all spheres 
of life and continues to generate a strong 
threat to the physical and mental 
development of women and girls. Except 
for Sri Lanka and Maldives where women’s 

The legal system, 
despite being more 
equal than ten years 
ago, is still 
discriminatory
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status is higher as compared to the rest of 
South Asia, women are less likely to enjoy 
their basic rights.

Gender equality in education

Education is critical for women’s 
empowerment. Education, besides being 
a key to breaking the vicious cycle of 
ignorance  and exp lo i ta t ion  and 
empowering women and girls to improve 
their lives, is strongly correlated with 
reducing infant and under-five mortality, 
maternal mortality, fertility, and improving 
health and nutritional status of the whole 
family. Mothers’ education also has an 
intergenerational effect on schooling as it 
contributes to educational attainment of 
children, particularly girls. Education 
improves labour productivity, thus 
increasing economic returns. Countries 
that fail to invest in girls’ education, 
therefore, suffer in terms of slower 
economic growth and lower incomes (see 
box 10.1).
 Rigorous efforts to achieve Education 
for All and MDG targets on education 
resulted in increased female literacy rates 
and enrolment, particularly to primary 
and secondary schools all over the world. 
Increasing enrolment of girls and closing 
gender gaps in education have been a 
major progress during the last decade in 
South Asia.

Achievements in literacy

In all regions of the world there have been 
significant gains in adult female literacy 
rate. A cross-regional perspective (figure 
10.2) indicates that female literacy rates 
are improving in each region with a 
different pace.
 The proportion of women who became 
literate increased by 11 percentage points 
in South Asia between 1990 and 2006. 
However, South Asia continues to have 
the lowest female literacy rates in the 
world. In addition, compared to other 
developing regions such as Sub-Saharan 
Africa, Middle East and North Africa and 
East Asia and Pacific, the pace of South 

Asia’s progress is slow. For example, as 
compared to 11 percentage points increase 
in South Asia between 1990 and 2006, 
adult female literacy rate in Middle East 
and North Africa increased by 22 
percentage points (figure 10.2).
 The gender gap in literacy is also 
closing. Compared to 1990 the gender 
gap in adult literacy rate (female as a 
percentage of male) also improved in 
South Asia. Yet the gender gaps in literacy, 
unfortunately, continue to be the highest 
in the world.
 Among the countries of the region Sri 
Lanka and Maldives have almost universal 

A survey by Mahbub ul Haq Human 
Development Centre (MHHDC) 
shows that female schooling leads to 
fewer number of children a women 
gives birth to while increasing mean 
age of marriage. For example:

• A woman with no education, on 
the average, gives birth to five 
children while a woman with 
secondary education gives birth to 
two.

• Secondary schooling, as compared 
to no schooling, delays marriage 
and the first birth by 5.5 and 3.3 
years, respectively.

• Almost all the women with 
secondary schooling and above are 
aware of family planning (97.6 per 
cent).

• Contraceptive usage among 
women with secondary education 
(Grades 12 and above) was 10 
percentage points higher than that 
of women with no schooling.

The data also shows that schooling 
empowers women in decision-making 
regarding the number of children a 
couple should have, in selection of 
spouses, and assists in eliminating 
discriminatory traditional values such 
as son preference.

Box 10.1 Female schooling and fertility outcome in Pakistan

Source: Preliminary findings of a survey conducted as a part of a Research Consortium on 
Educational Outcomes and Poverty.

Source: World Bank 2006e and 2007e.

Figure 10.2 Trends in adult female literacy, 1990-2006
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female literacy rates while in Pakistan, 
Bangladesh and Nepal only around one-
thirds of the adult female population is 
literate. During the last decade female 
literacy rate has increased in all the 
countries of the region (figure 10.3) and 
gender gap has narrowed (figure 10.4). 
The progress in female literacy among the 
countries of the region, however, has been 
quite uneven. While, Nepal has showed 
an impressive progress with an increase of 
22 percentage points, the progress in 
Bangladesh (6 percentage points) has not 
been very significant (figure 10.3).
 The gender gap in literacy, despite 
improvement, is also quite high: In India 
and Bangladesh there are 60 female adults 
who are literate for every 100 adult 
literate men while in Pakistan and Nepal 
it is even lower, 57 and 56, respectively 
(figure 10.4).

 Adult illiteracy continues to be one of 
the major development issues in the 
world, despite notable improvements over 
the last decade. According to UNESCO’s 
Global Monitoring Report 2008,6 there are 
774 million illiterate adults in the world, 
of which 64 per cent are women. South 
Asia has the highest female illiteracy and 
is home to almost half the illiterate female 
population of the world. For every one 
illiterate man there are two illiterate 
women in South Asia (figure 10.5)

Achievements in participation

Enacting legislation for compulsory 
primary education and successful gender 
specific programmes which aim to increase 
girls’ participation to primary and 
secondary schools, has resulted in a 
notable increase in girls’ enrolment in 
primary and secondary schools in the 
region. In addition, comparatively faster 
increase in girls’ enrolment rates than that 
of boys has narrowed down the gender 
gaps in school enrolment in the region.

Primary enrolment

Over the last decade, gross and net 
primary enrolment ratios for girls have 
increased faster than those for boys in 
South Asia. Gross primary enrolment 
ratio of girls has increased from 79 per 
cent in 1995 to 111 per cent in 2005, 
indicating the success of the region in 
attaining universal GER for girls. All the 
countries in the region, except Pakistan 
and Maldives, have reached universal 
gross school enrolment ratio for girls by 
2005.
 Among the regions of the world, South 
Asia, the region with the worst gender 
disparity in school participation ten years 
ago, had the greatest progress towards 
gender parity in gross and net primary 
school enrolment ratios.7

 Gender gap in primary school 
enrolment has been reduced significantly, 
but not eliminated except in Bangladesh, 
where gross and net primary school 
enrolment rates for girls have reached to 

Source: MHHDC 1999 and 2007a.

Figure 10.3 Progress in female literacy in South Asia, 1995-2004
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Figure 10.4 Closing gender gap in literacy in South Asia, 1995-2004
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levels higher than those for boys. Sri 
Lanka and Maldives has also reached 
universal primary education enrolment 
for girls. There has been moderate 
progress in India and a comparatively 
slow progress in Pakistan and Nepal 
(table 10.2).
 While female participation in primary 
schooling increased over the last decade, 
failure of females to complete primary 
schooling continues to be a main concern 
in the region, where available data 
indicates that girls are less likely to 
complete primary school in all countries 
of the region (table 10.2).

Secondary enrolment

The expansion of primary education in 
the region has also created increased 
demand for secondary education. In 
2005, 115 million children were enrolled 
in secondary education in the region. Out 
of these less than half (44 per cent) were 
girls.8 Girls are less likely to transfer from 
primary to secondary school in all 
countries, except Bangladesh and Sri 
Lanka.
 The participation of girls in secondary 
education has also expanded significantly 
over the last decade (figure 10.6). The 
gross secondary enrolment ratio of girls 

 Table 10.2 Selected indicators of participation in primary education by gender in South Asia

    India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Maldives South Asia

  1995 Female 90 48 72 91 112 130 84
   Female as % of male 82 54 86 72 97 97 79

 
Gross enrolment ratio, primary (%)

 2005 Female 116 75 111 108 101 93 111
   Female as % of male 94 76 104 92 99 98 93

  1990 Female 59 25 66 57 88 … 87
   Female as % of male 62.1 56.8 86.8 79.2 95.7 … 100

 
Net enrolment ratio, primary (%)

 2004 Female 87 56 96 74 98 … 90
   Female as % of male 94.6 73.7 103.2 88.1 99 … 101.1

  1999 Female 39.6 … 29.9 38.6 … …
   Male 36.7 … 39.7 44.3 … …

 
Drop out rate, primary (%)

 2003-05 Female 23.7 27.6 62.7 17.2 … …
   Male 18.8 32.2 67.3 25.0 … …

 Primary completion rate 2005 Female 84.0 52.0 93.0 72.0 … …
 (% of relevant age group)  Male 93.0 73.0 95.0 80.0 … …

Note: For Bangladesh and Sri Lanka, values of gross primary enrolment ratio are for the years 2004 and 2003 respectively instead of 2005.
Source: World Bank 2007a,e.

has increased by 38 per cent; from 37 per 
cent in 1995 to 47 per cent in 2005. 
However, both the levels and the progress 
of countries vary. Except Bangladesh, Sri 
Lanka and Maldives, secondary school 
enrolments are lower for girls than for 
boys in all countries of South Asia. The 
GER for girls is highest in Sri Lanka 
followed by Maldives; it is lowest in 
Pakistan where gross secondary school 
enrolment for girls is only 23 per cent. In 
terms of progress since 1995, Bangladesh 

Note: For Bangladesh, Sri Lanka and Maldives, the values are for the year 2004 instead of 2005.
Source: World Bank 2007a.

Figure 10.6 Trends in female gross secondary enrolment ratio in 
South Asia, 1995-2005
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stands out as the best performer; the GER 
of girls in Bangladesh almost quadrupled 
during the last decade. Bangladesh has 
also been the best performer in reducing 
gender gaps in secondary enrolment; 104 
females per 100 males were enrolled in 
secondary schools in 2005, while this 
ratio was 50 females per 100 males ten 
years ago. While there has been an 
improvement in all the countries of the 
region, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka and 
Maldives have been successful in attaining 
gender equality in gross secondary 
enrolment ratio. Pakistan has the highest 
gender  gap in secondary school 
enrolment.
 Despite these improvements, in terms 
of gender gaps in secondary school 
enrolment, South Asia stands as the 
second worst performer among the 
regions of the world, second only to Sub-
Saharan Africa.9

Vocational and technical education for 
girls and women

Women’s lower access to technical 
education continues to be a critical 
concern in terms of creating job prospects 
for girls in South Asia. In 2004-2005, 
around half the students (48 per cent) 
who were enrolled in technical and 
vocational education (TVE) were females 
in developing countries. This rate was 
significantly lower for South Asia where 
only 22 per cent of the students enrolled 
in TVE were females.
 Participation of girls in TVE is 
historically very low in South Asia. In 
1991 only 1 per cent of the girls out of all 
girls enrolled in secondary schools were 
enrolled in TVE. As compared to 1991, 
there is a significant deterioration in TVE 
of girls; this rate has decreased further to 
0.6 per cent in 2005. Gender gap in TVE 
has also widened significantly as compared 
to ten years ago (table 10.3).

Tertiary education

The proportion of females enrolled in 
tertiary schools is increasing across the 
world. In 2005, half the students enrolled 
in tertiary education were females as 
compared to 48 per cent in 1999.
 Gross enrolment ratio of females is very 
low but has doubled over the last decade 
in South Asia. The gender gap has also 
narrowed significantly with an increase in 
female to male ratio of GER from 57 per 
cent in 1995 to 69 per cent in 2005. This 
clearly indicates that in the region the 
enrolment of men in tertiary education is 
not increasing as fast as that of women. 
When analysed in a cross-country 
perspective, it can also be said that the 
progress of the region was much faster 
than the other developing regions of the 
world, particularly that of Sub-Saharan 
Africa. Despite these improvements, 
South Asia continues to have one of the 
lowest female GER in tertiary education 
(table 10.4).
 The challenge of increasing participation 
in primary, secondary and tertiary schools 

 Table 10.3 Trends in female enrolment in vocational and technical 
education in South Asia, 1991-2005

 (% of total secondary enrolment)

  1991 2005

  Female Female as % of male Female Female as % of male

 India 0.9 50 0.4 15
 Pakistan 0.8 53 1.3 48
 Bangladesh 0.6 38 0.9 39
 Nepal 7.4 74 0.5 33
 Bhutan 6.5 15 1.1 58
 Maldives 0.1 6 2.2 39
 South Asia 1.0 50 0.6 22

Note: The value for Bangladesh is for 1998 instead of 1991 and the values for Bangladesh and 
Maldives are for 2004 instead of 2005.

Source: World Bank 2007a.

 Table 10.4 Trends in female gross tertiary enrolment ratio in South Asia, 
1995-2005

 (%)

  1995 2005

  Female Female as % of male Female Female as % of male

 India 5 62 9.3 69
 Pakistan 2.5 58 4.3 88
 Bangladesh 1.7 19 4.5 54
 Nepal 2.2 33 3.2 41
 Sri Lanka 4.2 71 … …
 South Asia 4.3 57 8.2 69

Source: World Bank 2007a.

Source: UNESCO 2007.

Figure 10.7 Out of school 
children in 
South Asia by 
gender, 2005
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is enormous for most countries of South 
Asia where participation in education is 
low not only for girls but also for boys. 
The region is home to 14 million primary 
school age children who were not going 
to school in 2005. This is one-fifth of the 
world’s out-of-school children; the 
majority of these are girls.
 Education for All Global Monitoring 
Report of 200810 states that improving 
gender equality in education requires 
moving beyond numbers and adopting 
behavioral and other changes that can 
create an enabling environment which 
contributes to prosperity of children. 
Achieving sound gender equality in 
education, therefore, requires (a) safe and 
non-discriminatory school environments; 
(b) presence of enough female teachers 
who can also be role models for girls; (c) 
properly trained teachers; (d) unbiased 
learning materials; and (e) gendered 
choice of subjects in tertiary education.

Women’s health

Sex ratio of population in a country is a 
useful indicator of gender inequality in 
health. It reflects gender disparity in 
mortality: large gender gap is an indicator 
of premature death of women and girls, 
which includes not only death due to 
pregnancy-related causes but also resulting 
from female feoticide, infanticide and 
neglect.
 South Asia has the lowest female to 
male sex ratio in the world.11 Over the last 
decade, there has been an improvement in 
female to male sex ratios in all South 
Asian countries, except Bhutan. On the 
average, South Asia had 937 women per 
1000 men in 2005 as compared to 930 
women in 1995.
 There has been very slow progress in 
South Asia with regard to improving life 
expectancy of women as compared to 
men. The female life expectancy has 
increased by around three years (from 
61.3 in 1995 to 64 years in 2005). Yet in 
2005 the region had the second lowest 
female life expectancy in the world (table 
10.5).

 In all the countries of the region there 
has been some improvement in female life 
expectancy as compared to a decade ago. 
In 2005, female life expectancy varied 
between 63 years in Nepal and 77 years 
in Sri Lanka.

Maternal mortality

Death of a mother during pregnancy or 
while giving birth wreaks havoc on her 
family, particularly through creating 
psychological devastation of the family 
members as well as increasing the 
likelihood of morbidity and mortality of 
her children. Maternal mortality is one of 
the important threats to women’s health 
in developing countries, where maternal 
deaths account for the 99 per cent of the 
total number of maternal deaths in the 
world.
 The inconsistency in the estimates for 
South Asia can be attributed to varying 
maternal mortality estimation techniques 
used in countries and over time.
 In India, national sources give a MMR 
figure of 407 per 100,000 live births. The 
differences among states, however, are 
quite high. For example, MMR in Uttar 
Pradesh and Rajastan is 707 and 670, 
respectively. Madhya Pradesh, Bihar and 
Assam also have MMR higher than 
national average.
 The challenge of reducing MMR in 
South Asia remains high in the region. In 
2005, 30 per cent of the annual maternal 
deaths in the world were in South Asia. 
The reasons for high maternal mortality 

 Table 10.5 Trends in life expectancy at birth in South Asia, 1995-2005
 (years)

  1995   2005

  Female Male Gender Female Male Gender
    gap   gap

 East Asia & Pacific 69.9 66.4 3.5 73.0 69.0 4.0
 Europe & Central Asia 72.7 62.9 9.8 74.0 65.0 9.0
 Latin America & Caribbean 73.2 66.7 6.5 76.0 69.0 7.0
 Middle East & North Africa 68.0 64.9 3.1 72.0 68.0 4.0
 South Asia 61.3 60.5 0.8 64.0 63.0 1.0
 Sub-Saharan Africa 49.2 46.4 2.8 47.0 46.0 1.0
 Developing countries 65.6 62.0 3.6 67.0 64.0 3.0
 World 68.0 63.9 4.1 70.0 66.0 4.0

Source: World Bank 2006e.
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in the region can be attributed to a large 
number of factors varying from mal-
nutrition of women, unsafe cultural and 
traditional practices, poverty of households 
to inability of healthcare systems to 
provide emergency obstetric care. Lack of 
skilled assistance during birth is also 
another major factor that increases the 
risk of maternal mortality.
 South Asia has the lowest proportion 
of births attended by skilled health 
personnel  in the world.  Various 
demographic health surveys of the South 
Asian countries indicate that majority of 
the births take place at home in India, 
Pakistan, Bangladesh and Nepal with 
lower chances of presence of a skilled 
attendant, particularly in rural areas. 
Among the countries of the region, the 
skilled attendance at birth is highest in Sri 
Lanka followed by Maldives and it is 
lowest in Bangladesh. In India, Pakistan, 
Bangladesh and Nepal lower than half the 
births were attended by a skilled personnel 
in 2000-05.
 Despite this dismal picture presented 
here, there has been some progress. The 
percentage of births attended by skilled 
health personnel has increased from 30 
per cent in 1990-95 to 37 per cent in 
2000-05. The progress in increasing the 
percentage of skilled attendants at birth 
was notable in Pakistan, Bhutan, and 
Nepal.

Fertility

Health of women is also affected negatively 
by the burden of fertility. High levels of 
fertility are not only detrimental to 
women’s health and contribute to maternal 
morbidity and mortality, but also restrict 
women’s economic, social and political 
participation.
 Population planning has been one of 
the primary focuses of development and 
health policies since 1970 in almost all of 
the countries of the region. All the 
countries are experiencing declining TFR 
with varying degrees depending on the 
success of population polices as well as the 
level development, and gender relations in 
the country. There has been an average 
decline of TFR from four to three over 
the last decade, but fertility rates continue 
to be high in Pakistan, Bhutan and 
Maldives (figure 10.8).
 The decline in TFR is also supported 
by an increase in contraceptive prevalence 
rate. On the average, contraceptive 
prevalence rate has increased by 7 
percentage points, from 39 per cent in 
1990-95 to 46 per cent in 1997-2005.
 Various socio-economic and cultural 
factors have a bearing on women’s dismal 
health situation in the region. Women 
continue to carry the double burden of 
work within and outside the home. They 
wake up first, sleep last. They are last to 

Sources: UNDP 1998a and UNICEF 1996 and 2006c.

Figure 10.8 Trends in total fertility rate (TFR), 1995-2005
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eat. They have very little decision-making 
power within the household. They also 
face extreme violence at their homes and 
communities.

Participation in economic life

Women in South Asia are less likely to 
participate in the labour force as compared 
to their counterparts across the world. 
Women’s economic activity still remains 
unrecognized and invisible in the region. 
Women’s status in the labor market is low 
in status and income, besides being 
insecure. Majority of women work in the 
informal sector, mostly in agriculture 
related works or as unpaid family workers. 
Women who work for pay receive less 
than their male counterparts. Women and 
girls are usually concentrated in jobs that 
are culturally accepted in South Asia.
 Women constitute 40 per cent of the 
total labour force in the region which is 
the second lowest share among the regions 
of the world. High economic growth rates 
in the region have not translated into 
better employment opportunities for 
women, who have lower education and 
skills level as compared to men. The 
labour force participation of women in 
the region reflects a setback over the last 
decade. Except Pakistan all other countries 
of the region recorded declining labour 
force participation rates for females (table 
10.6). The decrease in female labour force 
participation rate (LFPR) has also led to 
widening gender gaps in India, Bangladesh 
and Nepal (figure 10.9).
 Women’s limited access to employment 
opportunities can also be seen in 
unemployment rates differentiated by 
gender. In South Asia, unemployment of 
both males and females has increased over 
the last decade. In India, female 
unemployment rate, which was lower 
than that of males in 1995, has increased 
to a rate that was higher than that of male 
unemployment in 2000-05. A similar 
pattern is observed for Bangladesh and 
Nepal (table 10.7)

Political participation

Women’s political participation is a key to 
change a society. Unless women are 
involved in the decision and policy-
making processes, improvement in 
women’s political, social and economic 

 Table 10.6 Trends in labour force 
participation rate by gender

  in South Asia, 1995-2005

  1995 2005

  Female Male Female Male

 India 43.6 87.6 36 84.3
 Pakistan 13.0 84.8 33.7 85.7
 Bangladesh 67.8 88.9 66.2 78.1
 Nepal 57.9 87.7 52.5 80.6
 Sri Lanka 39.4 78.9 38.5 81.9

Sources: ILO 2003 and World Bank 2007e.

Sources: ILO 2003 and World Bank 2007e.

Figure 10.9 Trends in female labour force participation rate (LFPR) in 
South Asia, 1995-2005
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 Table 10.7 Trends in unemployment rate 
by gender in South Asia, 
1995-2005

  (%)

  1995 2000-05

  Female Male Female Male

 India 1.7 2.4 5.3 4.9
 Pakistan 14 3.7 12.8 6.6
 Bangladesh 2.2 2.7 4.9 4.2
 Nepal 0.7 1.5 10.7 7.4
 Sri Lanka 19.9 8.7 13.5 6

Note: The value for Bangladesh is for 1996 instead of 
1995 and the value for Nepal is for 1999 
instead of 2000-05.

Source: World Bank 2006e and 2007e.
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status will continue to be marginal. It is 
vital to promote gender equality and 
empower women which will ensure 
children’s rights as well since women’s 
involvement in national legislature and 
local governance brings about progressive 
polices and legislations for women and 
children.13

 Women’s participation in politics is 
very limited: women constitute only 17 
per cent of all parliamentarians in the 
world.14 The share of women in South 
Asian parliaments, despite considerable 
improvement over the last decade, is quite 
low compared to the average of developing 
countries.
 In South Asia, women’s share in 
national assembly has increased from 
7 per cent in 1996 to 11 per cent in 2006. 
Women in each South Asian country, 
except Sri Lanka, have a higher share of 
seats in national assembly as compared to 
the last decade. Pakistan, Bhutan and 
Maldives are the countries that have 
shown impressive progress during the last 
decade (figure 10.10).
 Reservation of seats for women in local 
government structure guarantees women’s 
political participation and representation 
at the grassroots. In India, a quarter of the 
seats in union councils are reserved for 
women while in Pakistan and Bangladesh 
the reservations for women are higher at 

33 per cent. The studies analysing the 
impact of women’s participation in local 
government institutions in South Asia 
have shown that women councilors are 
more likely to address women’s concerns. 
Women representatives are perceived as 
more credible than their male counterparts. 
However, women representatives face 
many problems due to structural, personal 
and political issues. They are less likely to 
be taken seriously and, in general, receive 
less training and education. Moreover, 
gender relation within the family stand in 
the way of their full and independent 
participation and position on issues. 15

 While some countries have taken 
affirmative action to promote participation 
of women in national  and local 
governments; yet in no country are 
women proportionately and meaningfully 
represented in national or local govern-
ments.

Measuring gender equality

The need for measuring gender equality in 
a country, comparing it with other 
countries of the world and observing the 
progress over time compelled the evolution 
of gender indices, which are now 
important elements in policy development 
of most countries of the world.
 Human Development Report 1995 
started a new era in gender and human 
development by introducing two 
comparative composite indices to measure 
and compare gender dimensions of 
human development and empowerment. 
Gender-related Development Index (GDI) 
and Gender Empowerment Measure 
(GEM) are now calculated for 157 and 93 
countries of the world, respectively. These 
indices provide a quick snapshot of gender 
equality in specific countries. However, 
criticisms about their coverage have led to 
newer indices, particularly after more 
readily available sex segregated data in 
most of the developing world. The need 
for expanding the coverage, particularly 
through covering non-traditional aspects 
of gender, has brought three more indices, 
namely Gender Equity Index (GEI), Source: MHHDC 1999 and 2007a.

Figure 10.10 Trends in the share of women in national assemblies,
 1996-2006
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Gender Gap Index (GGI) and Social 
Institutions and Gender Index (SIGI) 
developed during the last three years by 
Social Watch, World Economic Forum 
and Organizat ion for  Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD) 
Development Centre, respectively. 
Table 10.8 shows the evolution of global 
gender indices in the world, their 
dimensions and coverage.

Gender indices: Where do South Asian 
countries stand in gender equality?

The improvements in indicators reflecting 
the gender gaps in health, education and 
political participation of women in South 
Asia have resulted in higher GDI and 
GEM values than a decade ago (figures 
10.11 and 10.12).
 Figure 10.13 provides rankings of 
South Asian countries in global gender 
indices and depicts where South Asian 
countries stand in gender equality as 
compared to other countries of the world. 
South Asian countries, in general, are 
concentrated towards the bottom of all 
indices. Sri Lanka and Maldives have 
better positions in all indices, with the 
exception that Sri Lanka ranks as 85th 
among 93 countries in GEM. Pakistan 
has the worst rankings; it was among the 
bottom 10 countries in GEI, SIGI and 
GGI in 2007.

Commitment to gender equality in 
South Asia

Empowering women, improving women’s 
health, and attaining gender equality in 
education, employment and political 
spheres have been the policy goals of 
South Asian governments particularly 
over the last decade. The governments of 
South Asia at various international and 
national platforms have pledged to 
improve the status of women and ensure 
equal opportunities for women and men 
in every sphere of their lives. The main 
developments in South Asian countries 
during the last decade can be listed as:

• South Asian countries have adopted 
the frameworks for progress in gender 
equality agreed at various international 
development conferences such as 
International Conference on Population 
and Development (1994), Fourth 
World Conference on Women (1995), 
World Education Forum (2000) and 
Millennium Summit and MDGs 
(2000). National plans of action and 
policies have been developed and 
aligned with the plans of action agreed 
at these summits.

• As compared to last decade, the 
number of ratifications of gender 
related international conventions and 

Sources: MHHDC 1999 and UNDP 2007.

Figure 10.11 Trends in Gender-related Development Index (GDI) for South Asia, 
1995-2005
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 Table 10.8 Global gender indices

Sources: Drechsler et al 2006; OECD 2007a; Social Watch 2007; UNDP 2007 and WEF 2007.

  Gender-related Gender Gender Equity Social Institutions Gender Gap Index
  Development Empowerment Index and Gender Index
  Index Measure

 Organization UNDP UNDP Social Watch OECD Development Centre World Economic Forum

 Focus Human Empowerment Participation and Social institutions Human Development,
  development  empowerment  participation and empowerment

 Introduced in 1995 1995 2004 2006 2006

 Coverage 157 countries 93 countries 154 countries 117 countries 128 countries

 Dimensions Health Political participation Empowerment Family code Health and survival

  Knowledge Economic Economic Physical integrity Political participation
   participation participation

  Standard of Standard of living Education Ownership rights Economic participation and
  living    opportunity

     Civil Liberties Educational attainment

 Indicators 4 4 10 12 14

  Female/Male
  ratios of

  Life Seats in parliament Women in parliament Early marriage Life expectancy ratio
  expectancy held by women
  Literary rate Female legislators, Women at ministrial Polygamy Sex ratio at birth
   senior officials and level
   managers
  Gross Female professional Female legislators, Parental authority Women in parliament
  enrolment and technical workers senior officials and
    managers
  Estimated Estimated earned Female professional Inheritence Women at minstrial level
  earned income income F/M ratio and technical workers

    Women in non- Female genital mutilation Female heads of state
    agricultural paid
    employment
    Estimated earned Violence against women Labour force participation
    income F/M radio

    Literacy ratio Missing women Wage equality

    Primary, secondary Access to land Estimated earned income
    and tertiary net
    enrolment ratio

     Access to bank loans Female legislators, senior
      officials and managers

     Access to property or other Female professional and
     than land technical workers

     Obligation to wear a veil in Literacy ratio
     public

     Freedom of movement Net primary enrolment

      Net secondary enrolment

      Net tertiary enrolment
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covenants by South Asian countries is 
higher with new ratifications from 
Pakistan, Bangladesh and Sri Lanka 
(table 10.9).

• Ministries and government institutions 
are being strengthened through gender 
sensitization initiatives. Pakistan has a 
separate  Mini s t r y  for  Women 
Development since 2004.

• Gender mainstreaming in policy-making 
is gradually becoming a norm.

• Gender budgeting has also been 
initiated in India, Pakistan, Nepal and 
Sri Lanka.

• Legislation has been improved to )a) 
terminate such acts/clauses that lead to 
violation of women’s r ights or 
discriminatory practices against women; 
(b) to cover issues related to violence 
against women, particularly domestic 
violence, sex selective abortions and 
trafficking of girls and women; (c) to 

Sources: MHHDC 1999 and UNDP 2007.

Figure 10.12 Trends in Gender Empowerment Measure (GEM) for South Asia, 
1995-2005

1995        2005

Maldives

Sri Lanka

Bangladesh

Pakistan

South Asia

 0 0.1 0.2 0.3 0.4 0.5 0.6 0.7 0.8 0.9 1.0

Sources: Social Watch 2007; UNDP 2007 and WEF 2007.

Figure 10.13 Rankings of South Asian countries in global gender indices
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speed up the legislative processes and 
ensure the protection of women during 
this process; (d) to ensure provision of 
basic rights of women and men alike. 
Some of these legislative developments 
that occurred during the last decade are 
listed in table 10.10.

• Institutional and departmental changes 
have been made to protect women in 
distress and women who face violence. 
Women cells/all women police stations 
have been established in police stations 
in big cities, and rehabilitation centres 
and shelter homes for women have also 
been built. However, these efforts 
remain mostly ineffective as the 
numbers of these establishments were 
very small and failed to reach the 
majority.

• Since 1960s, women leaders ruled four 
out of seven countries in South Asia. 
Yet participation of women in politics 
has not been widespread. The situation 
of women in politics has improved in 
some of the countries with the 
expansion of quotas and reservation for 
women in the national and/or local 
governments. In India, Women 
Reservation Bill, was passed in 2005 
providing 33 per cent of the seats in 
parl iament and state assembly. 
Reservation of one-third of the seats in 
local bodies for women and marginalized 
groups has continued since 1992. In 
Pakistan, 17 per cent of the seats in the 
National Assembly have been reserved 
for women since 2002 elections. Under 
the 2000 Devolution of Power plan, 
one-third of the seats have also been 

reserved for women in the legislative 
councils at the union, municipality and 
district levels. In Bangladesh, 13 per 
cent of seats in the national assembly 
are reserved for women after the 
Constitutional amendment passed in 
2004, and at least 25 per cent of the 
seats have been reserved for women in 
union councils since 1996. In Nepal, 
the Decentralization Ordinance (1997) 
provides for 20 per cent of the seats in 
local governments reserved for women. 
And Sri Lanka, with better gender 
equality indicators, does not have any 
reserved seats for women in national or 
local government bodies.

• Various initiatives have been taken by 
governments to enhance women’s 
economic participation and ensure 
equal opportunities for men and 
women in the labour market. These 
initiatives vary from amendments in 
labour legislation to specific pro-
grammes, which aimed at lowering 
gender stereotyping in the labour 
market, enhancing education and skill 
levels of women and girls and providing 
access to productive assets and financial 
resources.

• Promoting employment opportunities 
for women through small loans is now 
recognized as a powerful tool for 
empowerment of women. Outreach of 
micro-finance has expanded widely in 
the region.

• The principle of affirmative action has 
often been upheld by governments to 
increase women’s participation in non-
traditional areas of employment. The 

 Table 10.9 Ratifications of International gender-related Conventions and Covenants by South Asian countries

  Elimination of discrimination in   Convention on the
  respect of employment and International of the Child Elimination of All Forms Convention
  occupation  Covenant on Civil on Economic, Social of Discrimination on the Rights
  ILO Convention ILO Convention and Political Rights and Cultural Rights against Women of the Child
  100 111 1966 1966 1979 1989

 India 1958 1960 1979 1979 1993 1992
 Pakistan 2001 1961  2004 1996 1990
 Bangladesh 1998 1972 2000 1998 1984 1990
 Nepal 1976 1974 1991 1991 1991 1990
 Sri Lanka 1993 1998 1980 1980 1981 1991

Source: UNDP 2007.
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quotas for women in government 
departments have been increased in 
Pakistan from 5 to 10 per cent in 
2006. Similarly, in India reserving jobs 
for women in Karnataka, Maharashtra, 
Orissa and Tamil Nadu by state 
governments has brought large number 
of women in various government 
jobs.

• Denial of inheritance rights in land 
and rights to ownership have been one 
of the strong factors that perpetuate 
gender discrimination in South Asia. 
Governments have made various efforts 
to provide equality in access to land 
and property for women and men. For 
example, Joint Patta Scheme in India 
distributes joint land to women and 
men since mid-1990s and it has been 
effective for empowering women and 
uplifting their status.

• Education at the primary level is 
recognized as a right for every child, 
male or female. Opening of community 
schools, provisions of incentives such 

as mid-day meals to girls or stipends 
to their families, provision of free 
uniforms and textbooks, and national 
literacy and enrolment drives have 
been the main tools for attaining these 
goals in South Asia. Some examples of 
these programmes are provided in 
table 10.11.

• Over the last decade, particularly after 
the International Conference on 
Population and Development (1994) 
and Fourth Women’s Conference at 
Beijing (2005) there was a growing 
concern over the maternal and 
reproductive health of women as well 
as the health of their children. There 
have been various improvements in the 
health systems in order to better 
address the healthcare needs of women 
and children. Expansion of healthcare 
service provision through healthcare 
systems and through mobile units, 
initiation and expansion of safe 
motherhood and family planning 
programmes and services have been 

 Table 10.10 Selected gender-related legislative actions in South Asia

India

Protection of 
Women from 
Domestic Violence 
Act, 2005

Prenatal Diagnostic 
Techniques 
(Prevention and 
misuse) Act, 2002

Constitution (86th 
Amendment) Act, 
2002 provides free 
and compulsory 
education to all 
children ages 6-14

Women 
Reservation Bill, 
2005

Pakistan

Protection of 
Women Bill, 2006

Prevention of 
Domestic Violence 
Bill, 2005

Honor killings 
recognised as 
intended murder 
under Penal Code

Prevention and 
Control of Human 
Trafficking 
Ordinance, 2002

Family Courts Act 
amendments in 
1996 & 1997

Women in Distress 
and Detention 
Fund Act, 1996

Bangladesh

Suppression of 
Violence Against 
Women and 
Children Act, 
2000/2003

Speedy Trial 
Tribunal Act, 
2002

Acid Crime 
Control Act and 
Acid Control 
Act, 2002

Free Legal Aid 
Act, 2000

Sri Lanka

Penal Code 
amended in 2005 
to include sexual 
harassment and to 
extend the 
definition of rape

Domestic Violence 
Bill, 2002

Nepal

11th Amendment to 
Muluki Ain (Country 
Code) in 2002 improved 
legislation related to 
inheritance rights of 
women and rape crimes

Marital Rape recognised 
by a Supreme Court 
judgment in 2002

Education Act (Eight 
amendment), 2004

Source: Reports on Human Development in South Asia.
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some of the actions taken by the South 
Asian countries. Provision of healthcare 
services through community based 
health workers, which is recognised as 
an effective tool for providing healthcare 
services to women at their doorsteps 
since 1970s, has expanded widely 
during the last decade.

 South Asian countries have shown 
immense resolve to eliminate gender gaps 
and discrimination during the last decade. 
Initiatives have aimed at attaining gender 
equality in all spheres of life. The extent 
of gender inequality, however, is daunting. 
The challenges of low literacy rates, 
poverty and strong patriarchal norms and 
practices continue to be the main 
hindrances in improving women’s status 
in the region.

The challenges of low 
literacy rates, poverty 
and strong 
patriarchal norms 
and practices 
continue to be the 
main hindrances in 
improving women’s 
status in the region
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 Table 10.11 Selected programmes for improving girls’ education in South Asia

National 
Programme for 
Education of Girls 
at Elementary 
Level

Kasturba Gandhi 
Balika Vidyalaya

Balika Samriddhi
Yojana

Female
Secondary
School Stipend

Tawana Pakistan 
(School Nutrition 
Package for Girls)

Community based 
School Programme 
for Girls (SAHE)

Female Secondary 
School Stipend

Cash for
education

Community 
Owned Primary 
Education
(COPE)

Country

India

India

India

Pakistan

Pakistan

Pakistan

Bangladesh

Bangladesh

Nepal

Description

Setting up schools in educationally backward blocks, 
where rural female literacy is less than the national 
average and the gender gaps is more than the national 
average, providing gender-sensitive education through 
trained teachers and need based supplies

Provision of residential schools for girls from backward 
castes and communities to facilitate girls enrolment and 
retention in upper primary level

Promoting education of girls and discouraging early 
marriages through provision of annual scholarships upto 
two girls from a poor family. The scholarship is 
deposited in the name of the girl child and could be 
recovered when she reaches 18 and remains unmarried 
till then

In districts where female literacy rates are below 40 per 
cent, provides a stipend of Rs. 200 (US$3.5) monthly 
per girl conditional on regular attendance (80% at least) 
at a public school

Improving nutrition and cognitive development, and 
increasing and sustaining school enrolment of girls 
between the ages 5 and 12 through provision of daily 
meals, micronutrients (twice weekly) and de-worming 
medicines (bi-annually)

Setting up community based schools (especially for girls) 
in highly disadvantaged areas

Stipend to girls in secondary school and payment of 
tuition and exam fees, conditional on regular 
attendance, school performance, and not marrying 
before completion of secondary school

Stipend to poor children in primary school, conditional 
on regular attendance and performance

Establishment of community owned and managed 
schools to provide primary education particularly for 
girls and disadvantaged children through trained local 
female teachers and provision of supplies

Coverage

Over 25 states

30 districts

15 districts in 
Punjab

4032 schools in 
29 districts in 
four provinces

220 schools in 
three districts of 
Punjab

In 2002
1 million girls 
enrolled in 5837 
secondary 
schools

5.24 million 
primary school 
pupils

6 districts

Year

2003

2004

1997

2004

2002-06

1998

1994

2002

2000

Outcomes

By 2006-07, 29,532 Model 
schools were established

By December 2006, 1039 
schools were established with 
enrolment of 64000 girls

By 2006-07, the number of 
beneficiaries of the 
programme has reached to 
388312

In 2005, an increase in girls 
enrolment to grades 6-8 by 
23%

By May 2005, 4646 Tawana 
schools were established 
benefiting around half a 
million girls

Improved retention of girls

An increase of two per cent 
in female enrolment above 
the prevailing rate of
increase

Increase of 13.7 per cent in 
primary enrolment with a 
larger increase in girls’ 
enrolment

By 2004, 120 community 
schools were established 
serving 9000 students of 
whom 52% were girls

Sources: Bano 2007; GOI 2007b and UNESCO 2007.



Every governing institution, every policy 
action should be judged by one critical test: 
How does it meet the genuine aspirations of 
the people.

— Mahbub ul Haq

The 1999 report on Human Development 
in South Asia1 was devoted to the crisis of 
governance in the region. This report built 
critical links between governance and 
human development that were not 
sufficiently understood before. Based 
upon these links, the Report proposed a 
relatively new concept of humane 
governance—a concept that goes beyond 
the conventional definition of good 
governance. It combines good economic, 
political and civic governance and relates 
it to human development and the general 
well-being of the people. It is worthwhile 
to revisit this concept of humane 
governance in our ten year review and see 
whether South Asia has made any headway 
in putting the institutions of governance 
closer to people and whether any real 
benefits have accrued to the common 
people in terms of having greater access to 
economic resources ,  employment 
opportunities and good quality health and 
education services. These are critical 
questions because often in the process of 
formulation and implementation of 
policies, governments lose sight of the 
ultimate objective of these policies which 
is the well-being of the people. This 
chapter will analyse the progress that 
South Asia has made in not only improving 
the institutions of governance but also 
how pro-poor the policies have been and 
what impact they have made on the 
people in general.
 To recollect the broad definition of the 
three components of humane governance 
as outlined in 1999 report, the first 
component of humane governance is 

good political governance that encompasses 
free and fair elections in a multiparty 
setting, a constitution that is not easily 
amendable and an impartial judiciary. To 
achieve humane governance,  this 
institutional framework must also include 
decentralization to bring decision-making 
powers  down to  the  grass roots , 
accountability and transparency of the 
elected officials, prompt and affordable 
justice for people, and elimination of 
discrimination on the basis of gender and 
ethnicity. In the past one decade, it is 
encouraging to note that democracy has 
become institutionalized in most countries 
in South Asia. Countries like Bhutan and 
Nepal are in the process of replacing 
monarchy with multiparty democracy. 
But at the same time, the vital institutions 
of political governance like judiciary, 
legislature and executive remain damaged 
by corruption and ineffectiveness. As a 
result, the South Asian masses can vote 
but they cannot hold their elected leaders 
accountable or gain equitable and easy 
access to justice. Effort to place the 
institutions of governance closer to people 
are underway through decentralization 
but these efforts, apart from a few 
exceptions, have mostly resulted in the 
local elites capturing the power and 
resources of the local government. In 
most countries of South Asia, the agenda 
of decentralization has not been fully 
implemented in terms of a holistic 
package  of  po l i t i ca l ,  f i sca l  and 
administrative devolution. The lack of 
constitutional cover and financial 
autonomy has meant that the desired 
outcomes of decentralization—empower-
ment of people, economic freedom and 
participatory development—are not 
achieved. Overall, the political empower-
ment of masses in real terms still remains 
a dream for many South Asians.

Chapter 11

Governance and Human Development in
South Asia: A Ten-year Review

The first component of 
humane governance is 
good political 
governance
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 Secondly, to achieve humane economic 
governance, the state must ensure that the 
benefits of economic growth reach the 
poor. Besides maintaining competitive 
markets, the state must also make adequate 
budgetary allocations for provision of 
social services like health, education, 
sanitation, safe drinking water, and such 
schemes as micro-credit for poor, a 
progressive taxation system, and equitable 
access to land and credit. South Asia has 
made impressive progress in increasing its 
economic growth rate over the last decade. 
But economic growth without a proper 
distribution policy to empower people 
with capability and opportunity for jobs 
will render the growth inhuman. Despite 
impressive economic growth in South 
Asia, the benefits have yet to reach the 
poor and the disadvantaged groups and 
regions.
 Good civic governance involves 
activities of the civil society within the 
human rights framework. A civil society 
combined with a vocal media must raise 
its voice to get justice for the poor and the 
vulnerable. Civil society organizations 
and media cannot replace the state in 
delivery of social services but together 
they can act as an accountability 
mechanism. Over the past ten years, civil 
society has become much more vibrant 
and a powerful force. Media, in particular 
the electronic media, has expanded its 
activities and outreach.
 The three dimensions of humane 
governance, political, economic and civic 
governance, are inextricably linked and 
are bound together by the principles of 
ownership, decency, and accountability. 
Resting on a strong institutional frame-
work they seek development of the 
people, by the people and for the people. 
What has been the progress in each of 
these three components of humane 
governance over the past decade?

Political governance

Good political governance constitutes the 
central theme of the humane governance, 
since without political stability and strong 

political institutions sound economic and 
civic management is not possible. Over 
the past one decade, the landscape of 
South Asian politics has undergone a 
positive transformation. In particular, 
significant headway is made in terms of 
institutionalizing democracy. Apart from 
Pakistan that reverted to military rule in 
1999, the news is good for all other South 
Asian countries. Bhutan is headed towards 
a parliamentary democracy. The movement 
for democracy that started in Nepal in 
1951 with the end of the Rana regime is 
close to its culmination point with 
effective democracy on its way to replacing 
centuries old monarchy. And in India, the 
democratic tradition has strengthened 
over the decade with a more efficient 
e l e c t i on  commis s i on ,  improved 
accountability mechanisms for the 
legislators and lower castes gaining 
electoral strength in Uttar Pradesh, the 
largest state in India. It is heartening to 
note that in the year 2008, all South 
Asian countries will have transformed to 
parliamentary democracies.
 On the pessimistic side, South Asia 
continues its search for good political 
governance. Despite the fact that the 
region is home to two of the oldest 
democracies of the world India and Sri 
Lanka, it remains the most poorly 
governed region in the world. The state 
machinery in the region has demonstrated 
minimum political will to improve the 
lives of the impoverished that still 
constitute 40 per cent of the world’s poor. 
The root cause of this dilemma may be 
traced back to the colonial institutional 
framework that still remains in place and 
that continues to support the powerful 
state machinery while marginalising the 
masses.
 The aim of humane political governance 
is not just to provide a democratic 
political system in word but also in spirit. 
It advocates a political process that is 
people-centred and promotes a society in 
which every individual can live a life 
characterized by decency and dignity. The 
bedrock principles of humane governance 
are ownership, decency and accountability 

Good civic governance 
involves activities of 
the civil society within 
the human rights 
framework
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that ensure that the outcome of all 
institutional arrangements in a society is 
such that the people participate in the 
process of making decisions that affect 
their lives through their representatives in 
legislature and thereby owning the process, 
and are able to hold their elected 
representatives and the public servants 
accountable. Political governance in South 
Asia is generally devoid of the spirit of 
humane governance and is one reason 
why we see the growing disparity between 
the haves and have-nots in the region.

The state of democracy in South Asia

South Asia is home to the two of the 
oldest democracies India and Sri Lanka, 
one of which is the largest democracy in 
the world. In other countries, democracy 
is gaining roots. Bhutan is set to make a 
transition to a two-party parliamentary 
democracy and will be holding its first 
elections in 2008. 100 years of monarchy 
in Bhutan will come to an end in 2008 
with these general elections. In Maldives, 
in June 2005 the Parliament voted 
unanimously to allow multi-party politics 
and the country aims to hold its first 
multi-party elections by the end of 2008. 
Previously political parties had been 
banned, although there had been no 

official ban on political activity. In Nepal, 
the ‘People’s Movement’ that began in 
1996 finally succeeded in transferring 
power from the King to the people 
thereby bringing an end to the centuries 
old monarchy.
 Transition to democracy although 
important is not sufficient. The primary 
ingredient of free and fair elections elude 
most South Asians with the exception of 
India and Sri Lanka that have had a long 
held tradition of holding free and fair 
elections. In fact, the Election Commission 
of India (ECI) is an independent body 
that constantly innovates to ensure free 
and fair elections. As a result of many 
cycles of free and fair elections in India, 
the hegemony of the two strong parties is 
now challenged by regional political 
parties. Other countries like Bangladesh, 
Pakistan and Nepal continue to have a 
chequered record of holding free and fair 
elections. In Pakistan, the Election 
commission is not yet an independent 
body and the country has yet to experience 
free and fair elections.
 Even regular elections and political 
pluralism do not really render a system 
truly democratic unless there are strong 
democratic values and culture. A good 
government grants its citizens certain 
basic civil and political liberties that 
promote human dignity and freedom. In 
South Asia, even though democracy is 
being strengthened yet the state of civil 
liberties and political rights remains 
dismal. The democratic culture in its true 
spirit has yet to be established. Table 11.1 
shows that apart from Maldives, Bhutan 
and India, the ranking of all South Asian 
countries in terms of civil and political 
liberties went down over the past ten 
years.
 Unless the political players in South 
Asia commit themselves to introducing 
true reforms in the system; purge the 
system of corrupt politicians, military 
interferences and powerful ruling elites to 
continue to monopolize the political 
space the state of democracy in the region 
will remain poor.

 Table 11.1 Ranking of civil liberties and political rights in South Asia, 
1999-2007

   1999   2007

  Political Civil 
Freedom

 Political Civil 
Freedom Country rights liberties 

status
 rights liberties 

status  rankb rankc  rank rank

 Pakistan 5 4 Partly Free 5 6 Not Free
 India 4 2 Partly Free ↑ 3 2 ↑ Free
 Bangladesh 4 2 Partly Free 4 4 Partly Free
 Sri Lanka 4 3 Partly Free 4 4 Partly Free
 Nepal 4 3 Partly Free 4 5 Partly Free
 Maldives 6 6 Not Free ↑ 5 6 Not Free
 Bhutan 7 7 Not Free ↑ 5 ↑ 6 Not Free

Note: a: Rank 1 means most free and 7 means least free. b: Political rights enable people to 
participate freely in the political process, and include the right of all adults to vote and 
compete for public office, and for elected representatives to have a decisive vote on public 
policies. c: Civil liberties include the rule of law and the freedom to develop views, 
institutions, and personal autonomy apart from the state.

Source: FH 2007.
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The state of institutions in South Asia

A democrat ic  order  requires  an 
independent and autonomous functioning 
of the legislature, judiciary and executive. 
These three institutions serve as the pillars 
of system of governance and they must 
work in harmony to ensure that the entire 
system operates on the principles of 
accountability, transparency and power 
sharing. The constitutions of the South 
Asian states have provisions to ensure 
practical implementation of this principle. 
However, the imbalance in the power 
structure has led to the institutional 
malaise that has impacted the region for 
decades. India and Sri Lanka are the two 
states in the region where institutions 
have fostered democratic values. In the 
rest of South Asia there is minimal 
institutional growth. Inefficiency and 
corruption continue to characterize state 
institutions thereby undermining people’s 
faith in them.

Executive

Composed of the prime minister, cabinet 
and civil servants, the executive plays an 
impor tant  ro l e  in  running  the 
administrative functions of the state. But 
the executive must act within the 
parameters defined by the constitution. In 
most South Asian countries, the balance 
of power is tilted in favour of the executive 
branch that enjoys an overwhelming 
power. The bureaucracy in South Asia has 
been an oversized and highly politicized 
institution that is neither efficient nor 
effective in discharging services to people. 
Although there have been numerous 
efforts to reform the bureaucracy, reforms 
have mostly been cosmetic. Administrative 
reform commissions have been set up 
both in India and Pakistan. Legal 
Framework Order of 2002 in Pakistan 
sought to reform the civil service through 
the Devolution of Power Plan, but the 
Plan being pol i t ica l ly  motivated 
contributed little in terms of enhancing 
the efficiency of the bureaucracy or 
increasing its accountability. In India, the 

bureaucracy continues to be plagued by 
the age-old issues of inability to innovate, 
failure to keep abreast with modern 
developments, and neglect of routine 
administration.2 True political commit-
ment is required to bring about a major 
reform in bureaucracy; but this political 
commitment is still missing from the 
South Asian political order.

Legislature

Parliament is the linchpin of a democratic 
system. Elected representatives of the 
people constitute the parliament and are 
entrusted with the responsibility to 
formulate people-centred policies. 
Therefore, the parliament should be the 
base of power of the masses. It must be an 
authoritative body that enacts laws, and 
ensures stable political and economic 
governance of the country. The parliament 
plays a pivotal role in delivering and 
sustaining humane governance by playing 
the role of a vital link between the state 
and the people.
 To achieve an acceptable level of 
humane governance, the political process 
should be inclusive and people should be 
able to own it through active participation. 
However, in South Asia the people 
remain voiceless in the decision-making 
process, a primary reason for their endemic 
misery. Their elected representatives 
become part of a cabal that is neither 
strong nor effective. India is one 
parliamentary democracy in South Asia 
where the parliament has evolved into a 
strong institution, leading to overall 
institutional development. In most of the 
other South Asian countries, executive 
remains strong at the cost of a weak and 
ineffective legislature. Sri Lanka, Pakistan, 
Bangladesh and Nepal all have legislatures 
struggling under the shadow of a strong 
executive. The record in the past decade 
shows the strength of the executive (or in 
some case mil itary) vis-à-vis  the 
legislature:

• In Pakistan, elected parliament was 
dismissed in 1999 through a military 

In most South Asian 
countries, the balance 
of power is tilted in 
favour of the 
executive branch that 
enjoys an 
overwhelming power
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coup, and a new parliament was 
installed through an election that was 
considered by many as neither fair nor 
free.

• The presidential system in Sri Lanka 
has undermined the ability of the 
parliament to control the excesses of 
the executive. As a result of the power 
struggle between the President and the 
Prime minister, the President dissolved 
the parliament in February 2004, four 
years ahead of the end of term.

• In Bangladesh, the military-backed 
interim government cancelled the 
elections that were due in January 
2007, imposed an emergency rule and 
started a process of purgation of the 
corrupt that included incarceration of 
many politicians including two former 
prime ministers.

• In Nepal, in the 1990s the parliament 
was dismissed by the King and the 
Prime minister numerous times.

 When the balance of power is tipped 
in favour of the executive, compromising 
the independence and authority of the 
parliament, the result is the decline in the 
quality of the parliament. Instead of 
representing their constituency and 
legislating, the parliamentarians spend 
their time in strengthening their political 
existence and gaining maximum benefit 
from their influential positions.3 For 
example,

• In Bangladesh, the parliament (Jatiya 
Sangsad) acts more as a body that 
exercises oversight over the executive, 
than a lawmaking body. In reality, 

some individual members spend only 
5 per cent of their time in the law-
making process.4

• The quality of legislators in Pakistan 
has considerably reduced over time. In 
2006, the Parliament completed its 
term for the first time in the history of 
Pakistan, but the president continued 
to play a dominant role in legislation 
thereby weakening the role of the 
parliament. In the period of four years 
(2002 to 2006) the national Assembly 
passed just 42 laws, an average of 
around 10 laws per year compared to 
73 ordinances issued during the same 
period. In stark comparison, the Indian 
Lok Sabha passed 216 laws during 
these four years indicating a more 
stable parliamentary system and a more 
active and assertive parliament5 (table 
11.2).

 There has been some improvement in 
the education level of legislators in India 
and Pakistan in the last decade as the new 
generation of politicians that is entering 
the political arena is generally more 
educated. In India, nearly three-fourths of 
the members of the Lok Sabha elected in 
2004 had declared that they possessed 
graduate or postgraduate degrees; only 
about 6 per cent fel l  below the 
matriculation level.6 The improvement of 
educational attainment levels has, however, 
not made a significant difference in the 
criminalization of politics that continues 
to persist in all South Asian countries. 
Politicians use muscle power to get 
elected. In the absence of accountability 
tools to hold any candidate or member 
accountable, people with criminal 
backgrounds get elected, and even in 
office there is no legal action against 
them.

Judiciary

Separation of powers of judiciary from the 
executive and its complete independence 
from political manipulations is the 
institutional requirement for functioning 
of an efficient and effective judicial 

 Table 11.2 A comparison between legislatures over a period of four years, 
2002-2005

  Working days Bills passed No of hours met per
  (average/year) (average/year)  day (average/year)

 Lok Sabha
 (India) 85-90 51 6
 House of Commons
 (Great Britain) 150 45 8
 National Assembly
 (Pakistan) 82 3 3

Source: PILDAT 2007.
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system. However, the judiciary in South 
Asia continues to suffer from the same 
institutional malaise that plagues most 
other institutions. Both the superior and 
subordinate judiciary lack independence, 
and in almost all South Asian countries 
judiciary has had a history of subservience 
to the whims of the executive that keeps 
a tight control over judicial appointments, 
transfers and dismissals, especially at the 
level of the superior judiciary. In Pakistan, 
in 1999 the judges were forced to swear 
an oath of Judges Order to the Provisional 
Constitutional Order of 1999, barring 
courts from challenging the Chief 
Executive or any person exercising powers 
or jurisdiction under his authority.
 Nevertheless, in recent years, the 
superior judiciary, i.e. the Supreme Court 
and high courts have demonstrated a 
spirit of judicial activism in many South 
Asian countries that has restored the faith 
of people in the judicial system. In recent 
years, the superior judiciary in the region 
has taken some landmark decisions:

• 2007 is a landmark year for the 
judiciary of Pakistan when the 
government dismissed the acting Chief 
Justice with the allegation of misuse of 
power after he had fallen out of favour 
with the government for challenging 
human rights abuses and government 
malfeasance. After a review of the case 
by a Supreme Court bench, the Chief 
Justice was re-instated.

• In India, 2006 was a watershed year for 
the judiciary when law caught up with 
some of the most influential people. 
For the first time, a serving cabinet 
minister, who was also a key ally of 
India’s governing Congress party was 
convicted and sentenced to life 
imprisonment for murder.7

• With the revolutionary changes 
underway in Nepal, judiciary has also 
found its voice and has taken landmark 
decisions to institutionalise democracy. 
To restore its image, the Supreme 
Court has launched a series of reforms. 
In 2005, King Gyanendra ordered 
creation of a Royal Commission for 

Corruption Control (RCCC) which 
was an instrument for paralyzing the 
anti-corruption movement. In February 
2006, Supreme Court ruled the RCCC 
unconstitutional and ordered its 
scrapping.

 These developments, however, do not 
touch the lives of common man since it is 
the subordinate courts that are responsible 
for direct and prompt delivery of justice 
to the citizens. The lower courts in all 
South Asian countries are largely 
inaccessible to the poor. As a result, a life 
of decency and free from humiliation, 
which is one of the primary conditions of 
humane governance, remains unfulfilled 
in South Asia. Despite the phenomenal 
rise in economic growth, the majority of 
South Asians remain voiceless and 
disempowered because of denial of 
justice.
 Reform of the judicial system has not 
been a priority for the governments in 
South Asia. Some of the reforms that have 
taken place are mostly cosmetic and 
ineffective. In Pakistan, the ‘Access to 
Justice Programme’ that was planned in 
2001 to provide accessible and affordable 
justice to people has failed to achieve its 
objective. The society as a whole loses 
when judiciary becomes corrupt and 
ineffective, but it is the poor who lose the 
most. In almost all South Asian countries, 
corruption in lower judiciary is deeply 
entrenched. As a result, the poor who 
cannot afford to bribe various officials, 
such as lawyers, court officials, judges, 
and middlemen, can never obtain judicial 
redress in a lower court.

• In India, the estimated amount paid in 
bribes in a 12-month period is around 
Rs 2,630 crores (around US$580 
million).

• A 2005 household  sur vey  by 
Transparency International Bangladesh 
(TI-B) found that two-thirds of the 
18.8 per cent of respondents who used 
the courts in the preceding year had 
paid an average bribe of TK7,370 
(around US$108) per case.8

The lower courts in all 
South Asian countries 
are largely inaccessible 
to the poor
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• TI Pakistan reports that judiciary’s 
ranking in corruption deteriorated 
from fourth place in 2002 to third 
place in 2006.9

• In Nepal, multiparty democracy, 
introduced in 1990, established the 
supremacy of judiciary with no external 
influence, and the Supreme Court 
acted as a powerful body. However 
during the autocratic direct rule of the 
king from February 2005 to April 
2006, the judiciary has been criticized 
for its inactive role in constitutional 
cases relating to people’s fundamental 
rights.10

• Executive and legislative intrusions are 
a cause for increased corruption and 
inefficiency in Sri Lankan judiciary. 
According to a survey of 441 legal 
professionals and litigants, 84 per cent 
of the respondents did not think that 
the judicial system was always fair and 
impartial.11 There is a backlog of cases 
and ratio of judges to number of 
people is abysmally low.

Women in politics

Historically, politics in South Asia have 
been exclusionary and biased against 
women and the minorities. Until recently 
women have not really played a visible 
role. The 1999 Report on Human 
Development in South Asia argued that 
there should be at least 30 per cent 
representation of women in the parliaments 
of South Asia. Since early 1990s, the 
number of women in all South Asian 
parliaments has increased considerably 
(table 11.3). Most remarkable increase is 

evident in Pakistan where the number of 
women in the lower house of the 
parliament has increased from 2.3 per 
cent in 1997 to 21 per cent in 2007. A 
subs tant ia l  increase  in  women’s 
representation is also observed in Nepal, 
Bangladesh and Maldives.
 Sharing political space with men does 
not necessarily mean sharing the political 
opportunity and power as well. Women 
legislators in Pakistan, though present in 
a significant number, are generally 
overshadowed and silenced by their male 
colleagues in critical decision-making in 
the legislature. Therefore reserving a larger 
quota for women alone is not enough for 
women’s political empowerment. For true 
political empowerment, women should be 
given a role in decision-making process.

Minorities in politics

South Asia is home to diverse ethnic and 
religious groups, which is a true asset, but 
ethnic diversity without polit ical 
representation can become a liability. 
Most conflicts in South Asia are rooted in 
grievances of various ethnic groups. 
Minorities across South Asia continue to 
suf fer  f rom marginal izat ion and 
persecution since state institutions have 
not made adequate efforts to enhance 
their participation. The minorities mostly 
remain outside the political spectrum. 
Their unanswered grievances lead to anger 
and translate into widespread violence 
across the region. Tamils of Sri Lanka, 
Balochis in Pakistan, ethnic Nepali 
community in Bhutan, aggrieved states 
like Nagaland and Mizoram in India are 
some of the examples where the minorities 
continue to suffer and resort to violence 
to demand a change in their plight. In the 
past decade, a few changes have taken 
place in enhancing the pol i t ical 
participation of minorities.

• In India, the election of Mayawati 
Kumari, a woman of Dalit origin to 
the post of chief minister for the fourth 
time in Uttar Pradesh, one of the most 
politically influential states in India, 

 Table 11.3 Number of women in the lower or single house of South Asian 
parliaments, 1997-2007

  Till 1997 2007

 Country Elections % women Elections % women

 Pakistan 1997 2.3 2002 21.3
 India 1996 7.2 2004 8.3
 Bangladesh 1996 9.1 2001 15.1
 Sri Lanka 1994 5.3 2004 4.9
 Nepal 1994 3.4 2007 17.3
 Maldives 1994 6.3 2005 12.0

Source: IPU 2007.
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reflects the changing trend in India’s 
caste-based politics.

• In Pakistan, the National Reconstruction 
Bureau of Pakistan abolished the 
separate electorates for the minorities 
in 2002. The system of separate 
electorates prejudiced the rights of 
minorities to vote for any candidate of 
their choice in a constituency. Abolition 
of separate electorates is a positive 
development and will greatly increase 
the representation of the minorities.12

• In Bhutan in 1990s, the lack of any 
political representation of ethnic Nepali 
community had led to deep resentment 
in the south. Resulting violence led 
tens of thousands of Nepali speaking 
people to flee to Nepal. Some 100,000 
Nepali speaking Bhutanese now live in 
the UN-supervised camps. The leaders 
of Nepal and Bhutan have now 
promised to try and repatriate the 
refugees before the elections in 2008.

These changes, although insufficient, do 
signify that there is a growing awareness 
of the injustice being done to the 
minorities in South Asia.

Accountability and transparency

Good governance is not possible without 
transparency and accountability since they 
ensure that the state is open to regulation 
and public scrutiny. South Asia continues 
to carry its imperial legacy where the 
government was not answerable to the 
people but to the colonizing power. Top 
down accountability from the executive 
down to the lower tiers of governance, 
that is essential to ensure accountability of 
the state to people, is still missing from 
South Asia.
 Unfortunately, most South Asian states 
have not demonstrated the political will 
to take any meaningful measure to make 
the government accountable.13 In Pakistan, 
Bangladesh and Nepal, there are no 
institutional mechanisms of accountability 
where the Chief Executive can be made 
answerable to the parliament. Under the 

presidential system of Sri Lanka, the 
accountability of the Chief Executive to 
the Parliament has also weakened.14 In 
South Asia transparency and accountability 
remain the areas that have received 
minimal attention.
 The region continues to be caught up 
in the grips of a high corruption trap 
where corruption has become entrenched 
in the entire economic, political and 
social fabric of the region. In Hong Kong 
and Singapore, strict legislative and 
administrative measures were introduced 
to reduce corruption during 1960s and 
1970s. The Independent Commission 
against Corruption of Hong Kong and 
Corrupt Practices Investigation Bureau of 
Singapore15 are state run bodies that take 
strict measures to control corruption at 
every level in the society. The results of 
these efforts are manifest in the rankings 
of these countries (see table 11.4) that 
have improved visibly over the past 
decade. In South Asia until recently, there 
seemed to be no major policy implemented 
by the governments to improve account-
ability and transparency mechanisms. In 
2007, however, the Indian government 
passed a landmark act of Right to 
Information that is meant to ensure 
transparency in governance. Other South 
Asian countries are also following suit (see 
box 11.1). In addition, the Supreme 
Court of India passed a judgment in 2004 
for the election candidates to disclose 
their assets, liabilities, educational 
backgrounds as well as their criminal 
record. As a result, the criminal record of 
the candidates became public. In the past 
decade, ECI demonstrated its resolve to 
ensure free, fair and transparent elections. 
A number of reforms were implemented 
that included submission of affidavits by 
the contestants declaring information 
about the candidate, simplicity of the 
procedure for disqualification of a person 
on charges of corruption, as well as 
disqualification of a contestant only on 
conviction by the court of law.16

 Table 11.4 Trends in the 
Corruption 
Perceptions 
Index (CPI), 
1997-2007

  CPI Score

  1997 2007

 Singapore 8.6 9.3
 Hong Kong 7.3 8.3
 Taiwan 5.0 5.7
 Malaysia 5.0 5.1
 South Korea 4.3 5.1
 Thailand 3.0 3.3

 South Asia

 Sri Lanka .. 3.2
 India 2.7 3.5
 Pakistan 2.5 2.4
 Nepal .. 2.5
 Bangladesh .. 2.0
 Bhutan .. 5.0
 Maldives .. 3.3

Note: CPI score relates to 
perceptions of the degree of 
corruption as seen by business 
people, academics and risk 
analysts, and ranges between 
10 (highly clean) and 0 
(highly corrupt).

Source: TI 2007a.

The region continues 
to be caught up in the 
grips of a high 
corruption trap
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Economic governance

Economic policies of the recent decade 
have been instrumental in shaping the 
economic destiny of South Asia. Drastic 
economic reforms, including trade and 
market liberalization, were undertaken 
across the region. As a result of these 
reforms, South Asia is much more 
liberalized, much more open and 
integrated with the rest of the global 
economies, and much more market 
oriented than it was ten years ago. 
Economic growth has been spectacular, 
with growth rates in countries such as 
India surpassing 9 per cent and in 
Pakistan exceeding 7 per cent. Some of 
the benefits of this impressive economic 
growth have also touched the lives of the 
ordinary people in terms of some reduction 
in poverty and improvement in human 
development indicators. But by and large 
it is the rich, the educated and the skilled 
class mostly based in urban areas that has 
benefited the most with the result that 
income inequality and wealth disparities 
continue to show a rising trend throughout 
the region. Growth has mostly occurred 

in the services sector that has generated 
some employment as well, but the 
contribution of this sector in terms of 
providing employment opportunities to 
the labour force has been miniscule. Open 
unemployment rates in almost all South 
Asian countries have gone up (see 
chapter 2).
 As a result of the increasing role of 
markets in the determination of economic 
outcomes and a reduction in the role the 
of state in production and economic 
activities, economic efficiency has no 
doubt increased as is evident from the 
current growth rates that are all time high. 
But it must be remembered that apart 
from eff iciency, there are equity 
considerations as well in any economic 
arrangement. While market liberalization 
does promote economic efficiency, it does 
not guarantee equitable outcomes. In fact, 
it may marginalize the poor and the 
disadvantaged groups particularly when 
they do not have the physical assets and 
do not possess the skills and the required 
level of education. So in the absence of a 
level playing field, economic outcomes 
based upon market liberalization may 

Right to information acts as a good 
accountability tool that helps ensure 
transparency in the system. The govern-
ments are obligated to provide public 
access to the citizens regarding budget 
details, military expenditure, details of 
taxation structure or the state of financial 
institutions. Currently, around the 
world, over sixty countries have enacted 
Right to Information laws. The 1999 
Report on Human Development in South 
Asia recommended that to ensure 
transparency in their dealings, the 
governments in South Asia must stop 
hiding information from their people. 
None of the governments in South Asia 
at that time had any legislation to ensure 
access to information. Only Indian 
government was pondering over the 
idea. However, in 2007 the news is 
better. The Indian government has 

enacted the Right to Information Act 
and other South Asian governments are 
now thinking about it.
 In India, the Right to Information 
Act 2005 is meant to ensure transparency 
in governance and reduce inconvenience 
and losses due to lack of adequate 
information. The Act has, for the first 
time, provided the Indian citizen with a 
tool to hold the government machinery 
accountable.
 In Pakistan, sections 114 and 137 of 
the Local Government Ordinance 
(LGO) 2001 guaranteed citizens’ right 
to information and transparency in any 
department of the local government. 
However, there is hardly any local 
government in the country which is 
fully implementing sections 114 and 
137.

 In Bangladesh, the proposed Right 
to Information Act, drafted by the 
Bangladesh Law Commission in 2002, 
is now lying with the Ministry of 
Information for scrutiny. The main 
feature of the proposed act is that 
government functionaries are compelled 
to supply information to the people 
enjoying this statutory right. But the 
loophole remains that the act has been 
made applicable subject to certain 
provisions of the Official Secrets Act.
 Nepal’s  Inter im Consti tut ion 
recognizes ‘right to Information’ as part 
of people’s fundamental rights. A debate 
is underway to transform the bill into an 
act.
 In Maldives,  as  par t  of  the 
constitutional and democratic reforms, a 
freedom of information bill is under 
consideration.

Box 11.1 Right to information in South Asia

Sources: DAWN 2006; Devasher 2006 and Haque 2006.
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yield inequitable outcomes. In such a 
scenario, the role of the state becomes all 
the more crucial in expanding the 
opportunities for the people by providing 
them quality education and health services 
so that they can capture the opportunities 
created by trade and market liberalization. 
It is also important for the governments 
to provide social safety nets to the poor 
and those who are marginalized in the 
process. Even in the developed economies 
that are much more open and market 
oriented, there are social safety nets and 
unemployment  bene f i t s  fo r  the 
disadvantaged groups. In most South 
Asian countries, there is no social safety 
net and, what is even worse, social sector 
expenditure in many of these countries 
shows a downward trend. In India, for 
example social sector expenditure, as 
percentage of total expenditure, has gone 
down from 22 to 20.9 per cent between 
2000 and 2005.17

 In the absence of any social safety net, 
the poor in South Asia have become 
much more vulnerable. This is particularly 
true in rural areas where majority of the 
population is dependent upon the 
agricultural sector. As a result of trade 
liberalization and the withdrawal of 
agricultural subsidies, farmers in South 
Asia are more vulnerable today than they 
were a decade ago. In the absence of any 
comprehensive programme to increase the 
export competitiveness of agricultural 
commodities, the farmers in South Asia 
have to compete with agricultural 
commodities from the developed countries 
that are still subsidized and protected by 
the state. The vulnerability of South Asian 
farmers is further compounded by the 
absence of any social safety net to protect 
them. In urban areas, the privatization of 
state enterprises has reduced the 
employment security of the people. In 
South Asia, state is the largest employer 
and the privatization of state enterprises 
has resulted in massive layoffs and loss of 
pension benefits.

Size of the states

The Report on Human Development in 
South Asia 1999 noted with concern that 
the biggest hurdle in efficient economic 
governance in South Asia is the giant size 
of the states. ‘South Asian governments 
have overextended themselves  in 
production and trade that has created 
inefficiencies, generated corruption 
opportunities, and promoted wasteful 
expenditures’ stated the 1999 Report on 
‘Crisis of governance in South Asia’. The 
prime issue is whether the South Asian 
states are still getting bigger. Over the last 
decade, despite large scale privatization of 
state enterprises most countries in South 
Asia have not witnessed a significant 
reduction in the size of the government as 
measured by the total public expenditure. 
Figure 11.1 indicates the trend in public 
expenditures as percentage of gross 
domestic product (GDP) in South Asia. 
Some reduction in the size of government 
(relative to GDP growth) can be observed 
only for Pakistan and Sri Lanka. There, 
however, has been a steep rise in 
government expenditure for the smallest 
economies in South Asia—Bhutan and 
Maldives.
 The overall picture that emerges is that 
despite the large-scale privatization of 

Source: MHHDC 2008 Human Development Indicators for South Asia.

Figure 11.1 Trends in total public expenditure in South Asia, 
1995-2005
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state enterprises, the total public 
expenditure in most South Asian states 
has not declined significantly. The scenario 
is reinforced by the trends in government 
consumption since 1995. Table 11.5 
shows that the region generally witnessed 
rapidly growing government consumption 
between 1995 and 2005. The annual 
growth in government consumption 
expenditure has been much higher than 
that in Sub-Saharan Africa (3.6 per cent) 
and twice that in the Latin America and 
Caribbean region.18 Hence, as a stepping 
stone to better economic governance, the 
South Asian region needs a sharper focus 
on reducing government consumption 
and ensuring more efficient utilization of 
available funds.

Trade/financial integration

Most South Asian economies were 
relatively closed till the beginning of the 
last decade. This is evident from the fact 
that the mean tariffs for major South 
Asian countries were among the highest 
in the world. From the early 1990s, major 
economic reforms were undertaken to 
promote trade liberalization and financial 
integration. Tariff rates declined rapidly 
throughout South Asia. In countries like 
India, Pakistan, Bangladesh and Sri 
Lanka, tariff rates declined by two-thirds 
or more between 1990 and 2004.19 The 
most dramatic reduction was observed for 
Bangladesh where the mean tariff rate 
declined from as high as 106.5 per cent 
in 1990 to 16.5 per cent in 2004. Apart 

from trade integrat ion,  f inancial 
integration also caught pace during the 
same period. In 1995, while Latin America 
and East Asia together received nearly 
three-fourths of the private net resource 
flows, South Asia’s share in private capital 
flows was as low as 3.5 per cent.20 By 
2004, South Asia managed to double its 
share indicating an impressive performance 
in terms of expansion in private capital 
flows. Foreign direct investment (FDI) in 
South Asia has been growing at a healthy 
rate of 12.9 per cent as compared to the 
growth rate of less than 9 per cent for all 
developing countries.
 While the expansion of private capital 
flows is indeed a positive development, it 
is important to look at the composition 
of capital flows. A concern that has 
emerged over the past few years is the 
rising share of portfolio equity investment 
in total private capital flows to South 
Asia. As a rule, portfolio investment is 
deemed as much more volatile than the 
FDI. In the context of South Asia, this 
volatility is reflected in the two sharp 
reversals of portfolio investment in South 
Asia in the years 1998 and 2002. While 
in 2002, the value of such flows plummeted 
by more than 60 per cent of the previous 
year’s value, the outcome was even more 
disastrous in 1998. It is important to 
underline that nearly all portfolio equity 
investment in 2005 was received by the 
Indian economy which is by far the major 
economic player in South Asia.
 Regardless of the composition of 
foreign capital inflows, the crucial question 
from the point of humane governance is 
whether trade and financial integration 
has contributed adequately towards 
human development and poverty 
eradication in South Asia.
 In India, the reduction of trade barriers 
has been accompanied by high growth in 
total factor productivity in the services 
sector. However, a large part of this 
growth has been in the traditional or 
‘unorganised sector’ services.21 These 
services are provided by tiny enterprises 
which are highly unlikely to have been 
directly affected by variations in the 

 Table 11.5 Trends in government 
consumption expenditure in 
South Asia, 1985-2005

  (Average annual % increase)

  1985-95 1995-2005*

 India 4.9 5.0
 Pakistan 4.5 2.4
 Bangladesh 4.1 7.1
 Bhutan … 9.7
 Maldives … 11.5

Note: *Growth rates are for the period 1995-2004 for 
Bhutan and Maldives.

Sources: World Bank 2007d and MHHDC staff 
computations.
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regime of foreign trade policy. Trade 
integration might have enhanced the 
performance of software and information 
technology-enabled services thus helping 
nurture a more vigorous and competitive 
corporate sector. The fact, however, 
remains that only a minority of the total 
workforce in India is engaged in the 
provision of software/corporate services. 
No wonder, some disaggregated studies22 
across Indian districts have found that 
trade liberalization has actually slowed 
down the decline in rural poverty.
 There are two major factors that are 
responsible for the insignificant impact of 
trade liberalization on poverty in South 
Asia. First and foremost, trade liberalization 
had some adverse effects on the agricultural 
sector which is the source of livelihoods 
for the majority of poor in South Asia. As 
there is no coordination between domestic 
price policy and trade policy, the 
agricultural sector in general and the 
marginal/small cultivators in particular, 
have been rendered extremely vulnerable 
to volatile prices and import competition. 
Farmers in South Asia have to compete 
against large agricultural producers from 
the developed world who are still 
cushioned by huge agricultural subsidies.23 
No wonder, rural poverty over the past 
decade has either remained stagnant or 
gone up in the case of a few South Asian 
countries (see chapter 2).
 Secondly, the quality of labour force in 
South Asia remains poor due to 
underinvestment in human development 
particularly in terms of improving the 
skills and education of the labour force. 
As a result greater trade and financial 
integration has not translated into more 
jobs for the unemployed, most of whom 
possess very little education/skills. The 
experience of South Asia in this context 
underscores the invaluable lesson that 
product market liberalization may not be 
an improvement if the input markets 
(including labour and credit markets) are 
riddled with serious distortions and 
imperfections. It is time that governments 
in South Asia realise that wider benefits 
from trade and financial integration are 

not possible without proper investment in 
human development.

Fiscal policy

In terms of fiscal imbalance, the region 
has made some headway in terms of 
reigning in the fiscal deficits. Nevertheless, 
it is important to see whether the fiscal 
adjustments, in terms of reduction in 
budget deficits, have been done at the 
expense of the social sector or whether the 
governments have been able to curtail the 
non-productive heads of expenditure. The 
evidence is not exactly positive. For one 
thing, the lingering territorial disputes 
within South Asia have been fuelling 
unreasonable public expenditure on 
defense. Between 1995 and 2005, the 
military expenditures in South Asia 
doubled to US$28.3 billion with the 
growth in armed forces personnel higher 
than in any other developing region.24 
Apart from high military expenditures, a 
major chunk of the budgets in most 
South Asian countries is devoted to meet 
the external and internal debt obligations. 
Except India, the South Asian countries 
have heavy reliance on external resources 
for financing budget deficits with the 
external debt to GDP ratio exceeding 30 
per cent. The gravity of the situation can 
be gauged by Pakistan’s dilemma. The 
budget for 2007-08 allocates nearly a 
third of the total revenue receipts for debt 
servicing, with interest payment on 
domestic debt totally dominating this 
head of expenditure. However, despite 
this worrying situation the trend that has 
emerged over the past one decade is the 
reduction in total external debt as well as 
debt servicing in all South Asian countries 
(see figures 11.2 and 11.3).
 While external debt has declined, the 
domestic debt burden on the South Asian 
governments has soared over the last 
decade:

• India stands out in South Asia with its 
domestic debt nearly two and a half 
times of its external debt. In 2005-06, 
the burden of internal debt was 

There are two major 
factors that are 
responsible for the 
insignificant impact 
of trade liberalization 
on poverty in South 
Asia
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estimated at a whopping 38 per cent of 
the Indian GDP—an increase of 11 
percentage points since 1990-91.25

• Internal debt has grown annually by 
more than 7 per cent in Pakistan since 
2002.26

• By 2006, Sri Lanka had accumulated 
internal debt equivalent to 52.6 per 
cent of the country’s GDP.27

 The internal and external debt 
obligations along with rising military 
expenditures have ensured that a sizable 
chunk of the national budgets in South 
Asia has to be reserved for these two 
heads.  This  has ser ious negative 
repercussions for the social sector. Public 
spending on education and health 
continue to remain inadequate. Health 
outlays as percentage of national GDPs, 
for instance, have remained stagnant 

registering only a nominal rise from 0.8 
to 0.9 percentage points between 1995 
and 2004.28 Similarly, public spending on 
education in South Asia has shown a 
nominal increase from 3 to 3.4 per cent 
of GDP that still remains inadequate even 
compared to Sub-Saharan Africa (3.9 per 
cent), and low/middle income countries 
(4.3 per cent).29

 Fiscal readjustments during the 
budgetary year and the menace of mini 
budgets also afflict most South Asian 
economies. The limits earmarked in the 
budget for non-development expenditure 
are often breached while the already 
meager allocations for the social sector 
frequently go underutilized. An example 
of this is provided by the recent fiscal 
management in Pakistan. Of the Rs 2.3 
billion allocated for the health sector in 
the federal budget for 2005-06, less than 

Source: World Bank 2007d.

Figure 11.2 Trends in external debt in South Asia, 1995-2005
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Figure 11.3 Trends in debt servicing in South Asia, 1995-2005
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70 per cent was actually spent.30 On the 
other hand, in the fiscal year 2006-07, the 
government of Pakistan ended up 
expending a hefty amount on debt 
servicing which was over and above the 
budgetary allocation. It appears that 
expenditures on social services in South 
Asia are crowded out by non-development 
spending not just by insufficient resource 
allocation but also by substantial fiscal 
readjustments.
 There is a fundamental shortcoming in 
the effort for greater fiscal discipline in 
South Asia. In most cases there were 
attempts to achieve fiscal discipline by 
restricting essential expenditure rather 
than by fully tapping the taxable income 
and enhancing the tax-to-GDP ratio. The 
tax-to-GDP ratio for South Asia has 
remained stagnated at 10 per cent. This 
proportion is merely two-thirds of what 
the developed world has consistently 
achieved. Even in case of low and middle 
income countries, the tax revenues average 
12.4 per cent of the GDP.31 Generating 
adequate government revenue by designing 
progressive taxation structures has 
generally proved to be a difficult task for 
South Asian governments. Infact, far from 
aiding any equity consideration, the 
prevailing tax structures continue to be 
regressive. The over-reliance on indirect 
taxation has resulted in the poor and the 
middle class being increasingly burdened. 
However, since 1995 there has been a 
shift towards a better tax structure 
particularly in India where direct taxes as 
percentage of total taxes have increased 
from 20.4 to 58.7 per cent over the last 
ten years, whereas the proportion of 
indirect taxes has been cut down to half 
from 80 to 41 per cent. The situation is 

far from ideal in other South Asian 
countries such as Pakistan, Bangladesh 
and Nepal where more than 70 per cent 
of the tax revenue still comes from 
indirect taxes, whereas less than one third 
of the total tax revenue accrues from 
direct taxes.
 The inability to collect taxes from the 
rich, as evident from awfully low 
proportion of direct taxes, means that a 
weak tax effort is compounding the fiscal 
imbalances. Serious efforts to mobilise 
additional resources from those who do 
not deserve to stay outside the ambit of 
the taxation authorities have been few and 
far between. The tax-whitener and 
immunity schemes have only encouraged 
further tax evasion, while the huge 
informal economies in South Asia 
continue to remain untaxed. In absolute 
terms, the informal economy in South 
Asia was valued above US$1,500 billion 
in the year 2000.32 Not only the black 
economy but also the owner-operated 
enterprises, cottage industry and small 
farms successfully escape direct taxation 
despite generating substantial amount of 
economic activity. Such large-scale tax 
avo idance  and  non-compl i ance , 
accompanied by arbitrary exemptions (tax 
holidays, tax credits etc.) has distorted 
and narrowed the taxation base creating a 
serious constraint on good economic 
governance.

Monetary policy

The monetary authorities in South Asia 
have been involved in a rather difficult 
balancing act between contractionary 
policies to reign in inflationary pressures 
and expansionary policies to avoid 

 Table 11.6 Trends in direct versus indirect taxes in South Asia, 1995-2004
 (% of total taxes)

  India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka South Asia

  Direct Indirect Direct Indirect Direct Indirect Direct Indirect Direct Indirect Direct Indirect
  taxes taxes taxes taxes taxes taxes taxes taxes taxes taxes taxes taxes

 1995 20.4 79.6 24.5 75.5 22.1 77.9 … … 88.5 11.5 22.1 77.9
 2004 58.7 41.3 27.9 72.1 20.3 79.7 23.3 76.7 83.3 16.7 51.3 48.7

Source: SHRDC 2006.
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crowding out public and private 
investment. In most South Asian countries, 
monetary policy has been reasonably 
successful in reigning in undesirably high 
inflation rates. This is reflected in the fact 
that apart from Sri Lanka, average annual 
rate of inflation has been reduced in all 
South Asian countries from a double digit 
to a single digit level over the past ten 
years.33 The situation compares quite 
favourably with 1995 when in the three 
major economies of India, Pakistan and 
Bangladesh the increase in consumer 
prices exceeded ten per cent.34

 The overall monetary discipline has, 
however, not been able to deter the rise in 
food prices in most South Asian countries. 
Over the past five years in particular, 
average annual growth of food prices 
registered a sharp rise.

• The consumer price index (CPI) for 
food items in Pakistan has averaged a 
steep 9.9 per cent for the last three 
financial years.

• Since 2005, the prices of wheat have 
seen double-digit annual growth in 
India while the wholesale price index 
has also increased substantially for 
three out of five important pulses.35

• In Sri Lanka, the CPI for food items 
increased by 8.5 percentage points per 
annum between 2003 and 2006.36

• During 2006-07, the Nepalese economy 
witnessed nearly 28 per cent inflation 
for wheat flour accompanied by an 
average increase of 18 per cent in the 
prices of pulses, vegetables and fruit.37

 Rising prices of necessities, including 
those of food and public utilities, have 
considerably eroded the purchasing power 
of the lower classes. This is particularly 
true in a scenario where the growth rates 
of wages in both the agricultural and 
manufacturing sectors have failed to keep 
pace with the increase in the price level. 
Inflation in South Asia, therefore, 
continues to be a contributory factor in 
falling real incomes of the masses.

Civic governance

Civil society leading change in
South Asia

Civil society organizations help fill the 
void that is left by the public sector in the 
provision of basic social services. It also 
helps the poor and other disadvantaged 
groups to participate and act collectively 
on fundamental issues. South Asia is 
home to one of the most vibrant civil 
society in the world. Over the past decade, 
civil society organizations have made 
impressive gains in their expanding areas 
of influence. In particular, they have 
played an increasingly proactive role in 
the fields of education, poverty alleviation, 
social mobilization, capacity building, 
provision of various social services, 
community development, environmental 
protection and health and sanitation. 
Micro-finance institutions, in particular, 
have gained much greater credibility and 
have expanded their outreach in providing 
small loans to the poor especially women. 
In Bangladesh, micro-finance has now 
reached more than one-third of 
Bangladeshi households and around 60 
per cent of poor households.38 The total 
number of branches and disbursements by 
such institutions have also exhibited an 
astounding growth in the recent past. In 
Pakistan, legislation has been put in place 
to allow the private sector to enter the 
field of micro-finance.
 Civil society in South Asia is also 
attempting to reform the political arena 
by informing people about their civil and 
political rights. It has also been engaged 
in concerted efforts to compel their 
governments to enact laws that facilitate a 
more open and transparent governance. 
Civil society groups are advocating that 
governments implement and be faithful to 
the rights accorded in their constitutions, 
many of which remain on paper, but not 
in practice. There has been mass 
mobilisation by civil society against 
curbing rights in many parts of South 
Asia.

In most South Asian 
countries, monetary 
policy has been 
reasonably successful 
in reigning in 
undesirably high 
inflation rates
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• In Pakistan, in local government 
elections of 2005, civil society 
organizations played a very important 
role in training both the voters and 
councillors, mobilizing the voters, and 
observing the election process.

• In India, there has been a proliferation 
of NGOs. These groups make demands 
on the system for redistribution of 
political power, economic resources, 
and social status. Estimated number of 
NGOs in India at present is 1.5 
million.39

• The number of registered NGOs in 
Nepal has skyrocketed in the last ten 
years, growing in number from 220 in 
1990 to somewhere between 10,000 
and 15,000 today. 40

Role of the media

The region has also witnessed a revolution 
in media that has swept across all South 
Asian countries and is manifested in not 
only the ever-increasing number of private 
TV channels, internet subscribers, radio 
channels but also in the degree of freedom 
they enjoy. The media is not only a 
reliable source of information for the 
masses in South Asia but it is also 
beginning to shape public opinion. India’s 
highly independent, fiercely competitive, 
and vigilant media is truly playing its 
tradition role of the watchdog and an 
effective accountability mechanism. In 
Pakistan, the success of the lawyers’ 
movement, in response to judicial crisis in 
2007, gained momentum that was largely 
possible due to the countrywide media 
coverage.

• In 1991 there was only one TV channel 
in India; ten years later there were well 
over a 100 TV channels.41 State 
monopoly on broadcasting was broken 
in 1992, since then the array of 
channels has been growing. India’s 
cable TV market is one of the world’s 
largest, with more than 60 million 
subscribers. Private radio is a relative 
newcomer. India’s print media is also 
lively. Driven by a growing middle 

class, newspaper circulation has risen 
and new titles compete with the 
established dailies.

• In Maldives, the government abolished 
the restrictions on publication licenses 
and allowed the emergence of many 
private media groups: 6 dailies, 15 
weeklies and 70 other publications. 
However, state monopoly on licensing 
exists and numerous requests made to 
the authorities to set up privately 
owned radio and television stations 
generally went unanswered.42

• Bhutan’s first privately owned news-
paper, The Bhutan Times, was first 
published in 2006. Although there still 
exist strict checks on the freedom of 
media, this is a positive development. 
The TV arrived in Bhutan in 1999. 
The state run Bhutan Broadcasting 
provides entertainment for only 4 
hours but cable provides more than 40 
channels.

• In Nepal, independent press was always 
under threat before the ouster of King 
Gyanendra in the democratic revolution 
in April 2006. However, once the 
government of Girija Prasad Koirala 
was in place it annulled the articles of 
the constitution that had placed 
restrictions on the freedom of radio, 
television, publications and news-
papers.

• In Pakistan, after five decades of state’s 
monopoly on broadcasting, the period 
of 1999-2007 witnessed a proliferation 
of TV channels and radio stations and 
increased liberalization for print and 
electronic media. In 2002, the 
government formed the Pakistan 
Electronic Media Regulatory Authority 
to expand media space in Pakistan. As 
a result, 50 TV channels and 130 FM 
radio stations sprouted all over the 
country.43 The media in Pakistan now 
is one of the most outspoken in South 
Asia.44

 Despite the increase in TV channels 
and increased freedom of the media, the 
media personnel have also been victims of 
violence and state control. A number of 

The region has also 
witnessed a revolution 
in media that has 
swept across all South 
Asian countries
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journalists lost their lives across South 
Asia in the line of duty. Many of them 
were victims of intrastate violence. Despite 
playing their role in strengthening media 
in South Asia, the states often exhibit 
intolerance of dissent that is publicized 
through media and imposes new 
restrictions on media’s freedom.

• In 2007, the government in Pakistan 
issued an ordinance to impose 
restrictions on private TV channels. As 
a result, the government cancelled 
licenses and sealed buildings of those 
independent television channels that 
gave vigilant coverage of the judicial 
crisis that had erupted between the 

government and the lawyer community. 
But due to countrywide protests by the 
journalists, the government lifted the 
restrictions.

• Bangladesh witnessed frequent violent 
attacks on the press by political 
militants and criminal gangs. Both the 
political parties, Bangladesh Nationalist 
Party (BNP) and Awami League, have 
grossly violated the freedom of media 
with threats, beatings, torching and 
abusive legal action. The country has 
eight privately-owned TV channels but 
their licenses are always conditional on 
a degree of submissiveness towards the 
government.45

A number of 
journalists lost their 
lives across South Asia 
in the line of duty



‘Three great development waves have swept 
over Asia in the last five decades. The first 
wave started in Japan in the 1940s and 
1950s when Japan combined its cheap 
labour with education and technical skills 
and took over rapidly the global markets in 
the export of low and medium technology 
consumer goods.
 ‘Then came the second wave as the low-
income East Asian societies stepped into this 
growing void in the 1960s and 1970s 
following the same simple but brilliant 
model where low wages became a powerful 
engine of competition and growth as they are 
combined with an educated and skilled 
labour force and open economies.
 ‘The third wave emerged in China in the 
1980s and 1990s and still continues 
unabated, based on simple human 
development models, as followed by Japan 
and East Asian countries in the past.
 ‘An intriguing question remains: will the 
fourth great wave of development touch the 
shores of South Asia? Can South Asia 
become the next economic frontier in the 
21st century?’

— (Mahbub ul Haq,
Dawn, 27 April 1998)

Since April 1998 when Mahbub ul Haq 
posed this question, the answer has 
become a definite ‘Yes’. And the reasons 
for this optimism lie in the data and 
analyses presented in this Report. The 
previous eleven chapters analyse the 
unfinished agenda of economic growth 
with human development in South Asia 
and come to the conclusion that the glass 
in half empty. We would like to argue in 
this chapter that the glass of South Asia’s 
achievements in pursuing economic 
growth with human development is half 

full because there are many sources of 
hope in the region that need to be 
identified and celebrated at a time when 
the South Asians are experiencing not 
only economic growth but significantly 
enhanced human development, women’s 
empowerment and political participation. 
Of course the situation is not the same in 
all the countries and across the board, but 
the winds of change are blowing through 
South Asia, lifting up many people.
 After producing ten reports on Human 
Development in South Asia, cataloguing 
the magnitude of colossal human 
deprivation in all areas, from education, 
health to increasing poverty, rising 
corruption and gender discrimination, the 
readers might ask why this turn around? 
Why are we suddenly becoming euphoric 
about South Asia? The reasons are given 
in the discussion below.
 For South Asia to become the next 
economic frontier is no longer an 
unachievable goal; there now exists in this 
region adequate knowledge, information, 
technology and institutions to make it 
possible for South Asian countries to 
achieve the goal of higher economic 
growth with improved social development. 
It is argued here that South Asia as a 
region today shows hopes in many areas 
that have the potential to push the region 
toward a better future for its teeming 
millions.
 We are going to focus on seven areas 
where the region has made progress 
during the past decades and from which 
we can draw some signs of hope. These 
are: (1) new directions for economic 
growth; (2) renewed attention to poverty 
reduction; (3) greater emphasis on human 
development; (4) real commitment to 

Chapter 12

Sources of Hope for South Asia*

* The basic arguments of this chapter are drawn on Khadija Haq’s previous papers presented at the North 
South Institute of Canada in 2000 and South Asia Forum in New York in 2002.
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gender equal i ty;  (5)  reform and 
restructuring of institutions of governance; 
(6) devolution of power to lower levels; 
and (7) strengthened role of civil society.

New directions for economic growth

The recent decade has witnessed 
tremendous increase in GDP growth rates 
of the major economies in South Asia. 
Annual GDP growth during 2004-05 has 
averaged 9.2 per cent in India, 7.8 per 
cent in Pakistan, and 6.0 per cent in 
Bangladesh. This high economic growth 
has occurred in the backdrop of public 
policies aiming at liberalising the goods 
and financial markets, reducing the 
barriers to trade and encouraging the 
private sector to participate in economic 
activity. Merchandise trade of South Asia 
as a proportion of GDP registered an 
increase of almost 9 percentage points 
between 1995 and 2005. South Asia has 
also emerged as an attractive region for 
foreign direct investment with FDI worth 
above US$10 billion.
 Since 1995, even earlier in some 
countries, the structure of output has 
undergone a fundamental shift. In 
particular, the services sector has expanded 
greatly. In India, Pakistan, Sri Lanka and 
Bangladesh, it now contributes over 54 
per cent of GDP. The contribution of 
agriculture to GDP has decreased steadily 
over time. At the same time, the industrial 
and services sectors have become more 
important contributors to the economy. 
The trend towards increasing indus-
trialization has been largely responsible 
for improved growth rates and has led to 
an increase in employment opportunities, 
particularly for the highly educated and 
skilled population. This increase in the 
labour force is expected to gain momentum 
over the next few years. Increased female 
employment has also been witnessed in all 
countries of South Asia.
 South Asia is one of the world’s largest 
exporters of textiles and is able to compete 
in the world market with most other 
players. In addition, the region is 
diversifying rapidly into high-technology 

markets such as computer software. 
Bangalore, for example, is one of the 
world’s largest software production centres. 
These markets and others like them are 
driven by new and innovative entre-
preneurial initiatives. However, just as 
critical have been the expanding middle 
classes that create the appropriate 
consumer market for these new sectors to 
emerge. This is perhaps the largest single 
positive impact of South Asia’s economic 
development in recent years.
 The decades of the 1980s and 1990s 
saw all South Asian countries going 
through economic reform process to 
improve economic growth, reduce macro-
economic imbalances, improve human 
development and reduce poverty. The new 
directions for economic growth are 
particularly evident in four areas. First, 
the importance of human development as 
an essential source of growth has been 
recognised. The current policy debates, in 
the context of both medium and long-
term development, focus attention on 
required investments in health, education, 
nutrition, sanitation and family planning. 
Along with the resource requirements for 
the social sector, efficient use of resources 
is encouraged by continuously improving 
implementation machinery. A direct 
attack on poverty alleviation is also 
recognised as an essential element of this 
new development policy.
 Second, the traditional emphasis on 
large-scale industry is being questioned in 
South Asia. The low labour absorption 
and the inefficient use of resources behind 
high protective tariff walls had resulted in 
low growth rates with adverse impact on 
poverty reduction. The last decade’s focus 
on small and medium-sized enterprises 
and on improving the productivity of the 
textile sector has been geared towards 
enhancing income and employment 
opportunities.
 Thirdly, the role of the agricultural 
sector in poverty alleviation and in 
supporting other sectors is clearly 
recognised by all South Asian governments. 
As the majority of South Asians live in 
rural areas, improving agricultural 
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productivity and income are now viewed 
with new urgency.
 Finally, economic and trade policy 
reforms in all the countries have increased 
economic growth and trade. Between 
1995 and 2005 South Asian trade as a 
percentage of GDP has increased from 27 
to 44 per cent. More importantly, exports 
as a percentage of GDP has increased 
from 13 to 20 per cent. This is the overall 
South Asian average; there are of course 
differences in the case of individual 
countries.

Renewed attention to poverty reduction

Although all South Asian countries have 
been implementing numerous poverty 
alleviation programmes over the years, it 
is only recently that a targeted approach 
to link economic growth with poverty 
reduction is being developed and 
implemented in most of these countries. 
This conscious linkage of economic 
growth to poverty reduction is a source of 
hope for South Asia.
 The magnitude of poverty in South 
Asia is simply staggering. The region is the 
home to some 450 million people who 
earn less than US$1 a day. Although 
South Asia accounts for about 22 per cent 
of the world’s population, its share in the 
world’s poor people is about 47 per cent. 
Through the mid-1970s and the 1980s, 
South Asia saw a remarkable reduction in 
poverty. But the last decade witnessed a 
slowdown in the rate of poverty 
reduction.
 During the last few years, most South 
Asian countries have been addressing the 
multiple dimensions of poverty. Also, the 
recent focus of South Asian countries not 
only to improve the efficiency and 
effectiveness of the ongoing poverty 
alleviation programmes, but also to 
broaden the coverage of programmes to 
include access to education, health, supply 
of drinking water and nutrition pro-
grammes, especially for school-going 
children, leads one to hope that within 
the next decade South Asia should be able 
to reduce its poverty level substantially.

 The ongoing poverty alleviation 
programmes in South Asia have diverse 
reach and outcome. All countries have 
targeted transfers of income and food 
subsidy, provision of micro-credit for 
income generation, and various schemes 
of asset redistribution and economic 
rehabilitation.
 India’s relative success in poverty 
reduction stems from its commitment to 
poverty alleviation, reflected in India’s 
national policy agenda. The effectiveness 
of national policy has been further 
facilitated by the favourable economic 
conditions of recent years. During the last 
decade, India’s growth rate has been 
higher than in any previous phase in 
India’s history. Consequently, the 
headcount ratio of poverty has declined 
nationally and in both urban and rural 
areas. To spread the benefits of higher 
growth more evenly, Indian policy-makers 
have concentrated on rural areas, providing 
food security to the poor through the 
Public Distribution System (PDS). Other 
substantial efforts fall broadly into the 
following categories: public services and 
infrastructure programmes; National 
Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme; 
redistributive programmes like land 
reforms; programmes to develop backward 
areas; social welfare programmes; and 
decentralisation. Particularly the self-
employment and wage employment 
programmes concentrated in rural areas, 
such as the Integrated Rural Development 
Programme, Development of Women and 
Children in Rural Areas and Jawahar 
Rozgar Yojana have been successful in 
reducing rural poverty.
 Poverty in Pakistan rose during the 
1990s due partly to the slowdown of the 
economy, and partly to government’s 
inability to translate the good economic 
growth of the 1980s into a better life for 
the poor. Successive governments played 
a marginal role in transferring income and 
opportunities to the needy. However, high 
economic growth of the past few years has 
made a significant dent in the poverty 
levels although rural poverty is twice the 
level of urban poverty. Many positive 
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initiatives are being implemented to 
reduce poverty and advance human 
development. The micro-credit schemes 
such as Pakistan Poverty Alleviation Fund 
and Khushali Bank have been established 
to complement the several ongoing 
programmes of food subsidy and income 
transfers to both rural and urban poor.
 In Bangladesh, faster economic growth 
rate since the 1990s has been associated 
with a faster rate of poverty reduction 
compared with the earlier years. During 
the 1980s, poverty incidence declined at 
a very slow rate. Between 1992 and 2005, 
faster growth rate has reduced the head 
count poverty index from 59 to 40 per 
cent, indicating a poverty reduction rate 
of one-and a-half percentage points per 
year. Bangladesh has taken significant 
measures to address poverty through 
building a larger human capital base. The 
government budget allocation to social 
sector development has increased 
considerably along with the enhanced 
activity of a wide network of NGOs. The 
provision of micro-credit by the Grameen 
Bank, other NGOs and governmental 
organizations benefit millions of people 
every year. But the geographical location 
and climatic conditions in Bangladesh 
that lead to floods and cyclones regularly 
have continually disrupted the fight 
against poverty.
 Despite low growth, significant 
advances have been made in Sri Lanka in 
improving income distribution and 
general living standards. The incidence of 
poverty in Sri Lanka is lower than in 
other South Asian countries. This has 
been achieved by the government’s strong 
commitment to the development of social 
sector and building capabilities of people 
through education, health and other 
social services. In Sri Lanka, strict targeting 
has ensured better coverage in terms of 
quality and quantity of benefits provided. 
All this has been made possible because 
the government has had the political will 
to reduce poverty and human deprivation. 
Undoubtedly, Sri Lanka would have made 
more impressive progress on the poverty 

front had it not suffered from civil 
conflicts.
 Poverty reduction has received renewed 
attention due to global outcry against the 
impact of globalization on increasing 
poverty and income inequality. This has 
led the international financial institutions 
to reinvent poverty in their policy and 
assistance packages. In Pakistan, for 
example, the poverty reduction strategy 
focuses on fostering broad-based economic 
growth to create physical and social assets 
for the poor, and also providing minimum 
social safety nets for the very poor.
 The lesson that one can draw from 
South Asia’s poverty reduction efforts is 
that equitable patterns of growth are 
essential for sustainable poverty reduction. 
This requires a two-pronged approach 
consisting of broad-based economic 
growth across income groups and 
improved access to education, health care, 
family planning, sanitation, clean drinking 
water, and other social services.

Greater emphasis on human 
development

Economic progress in the region has been 
complemented by progress in social 
development. Compared to initial 
conditions, there has been significant 
improvement in some areas: between 
1995 and 2005, average life expectancy 
has increased from 62 to 64 years. 
Similarly, the region’s average literacy rate 
has increased from 49 to 58 per cent 
between 1995 and 2004.  These 
improvements reflect great enhancements 
in the quality of life for the majority of 
South Asians.
 When discussing human development 
in the region, Sri Lanka and the Maldives 
stand out due to their impressive initiatives 
in the social sectors. Particularly impressive 
is the extent to which education has been 
prioritized in these two countries. With 
over 90 per cent of adults literate, these 
countries have achieved one of the 
primary prerequisites for long-term 
economic and human development. The 
other countries in the region, while still 
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far from having adequate education 
facilities and attainment levels, have 
managed to make substantial headway 
into the problem of reducing illiteracy.
 Health status in South Asia has also 
improved across the board. Access to basic 
preventive healthcare has also resulted in 
dramatically reducing mortality rates. 
Child immunization against preventable 
diseases is not quite universal across the 
region yet, but great gains have been 
made. In 2005, all South Asian countries 
has succeeded in reducing infant mortality 
rates to below 60 per 1000 live births. In 
2005, the South Asian average IMR was 
58 compared to 78 in 1995. To sum up 
the gains in human development in South 
Asian regional averages at the end of 
2005,

• Population growth rate has declined to 
1.6 per cent.

• Life expectancy has gone up to 64 
years.

• Adult literacy rate is 58 per cent, with 
Sri Lanka and Maldives having literacy 
rates of over 90 per cent.

• Gross primary school enrolment rate is 
over 100 per cent, with only Pakistan 
scoring about 87 per cent.

• Infant mortality rate is 58 per 1000 
live births.

 These South Asian averages hide 
significant differences in human develop-
ment indicators of different countries The 
countries with stronger commitments to 
human development goals have achieved 
better results. But the basic policies have 
been put into place in all countries. But, 
as we can see from the above numbers, 
huge human deprivations still prevail in 
South Asia, especially in providing all 
children quality primary education, as 
well as higher levels of education with 
technical and professional skills to improve 
South Asia’s competitiveness in the global 
marketplace. The signs are that those 
South Asian countries that are already 
providing quality education are able to 
compete globally in goods and services 
markets.

Real commitment to gender equality

The Beijing Conference of 1995 signalled 
a turning point in the global struggle for 
women’s rights. Through bringing all 
previous agreements into a comprehensive 
document, and attaching specific and 
measurable policy goals, the Beijing 
Platform for Action became the definitive 
international agreement regarding the 
status of women. At the Conference, each 
country committed itself to developing a 
national plan of action. Governments in 
South Asia have been setting targets to 
mitigate gender disparities along with 
other human development goals in line 
with the international declarations 
including the Beijing PFA and the MDGs. 
At the South Asia regional level, all the 
countries agreed to ‘strengthen policies 
and programmes that improve, broaden 
and ensure the participation of women in 
all spheres of political, economic, social 
and cultural life as equal partners, and 
improve their access to all resources 
needed for the full enjoyment of their 
fundamental  freedoms and other 
entitlements’ as stated by the Social 
Charter of SAARC (SAARC Regional 
Poverty Profile 2006, Kathmandu, SAARC 
Secretariat). Eliminating gender disparities 
in education and health, preventing 
trafficking of women and girls, and 
expanding credit to women have been the 
particular focus at the SAARC Summits 
and the Declarations following the 
Summits.
 Across South Asia, there have been 
formulation of plans and establishment of 
nat ional  machinery  for  women’s 
advancement. There has also been greater 
interaction among NGOs and governments 
at various levels, and increased awareness 
about women’s issues. Institutional 
mechanisms are in place to investigate and 
reform discriminating laws. There has 
been increasing number of micro-finance, 
income-generation and self-employment 
programmes, specifically targeting poor 
women. Reservation of seats for women 
for local government elections have 
increased the number of women in local 
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governance structures. Education and 
health indicators for girls and women 
have improved as well.
 As a result of all these initiatives, South 
Asian countries have experienced signi-
ficant improvement in gender-related 
indicators: the rates of adult literacy and 
school enrolment of girls have increased, 
fertility rates are decreasing, and life 
expectancy of women is improving. 
Women’s participation in political life has 
shown improvement over the last decade. 
For instance,

• There has been significant improvement, 
particularly in female literacy and girl’s 
access to education. Female adult 
literacy has increased from 34 in 1995 
to 45 in 2005/6. Except for Pakistan 
and Maldives, all other countries have 
reached universal enrolment for girls in 
primary school.

• Female to male sex ratio and life 
expectancy rates are improving, though 
gradually.

• Affirmative action policies, in terms of 
reserved seats for women in national, 
state/provincial and local elected bodies, 
have resulted in significant increase in 
women’s political participation.

 South Asian countries have increased 
their efforts in engendering their policy-
making processes. In this regard, the main 
documents reflecting their commitments 
to poverty reduction, the Poverty 
Reduction Strategy Paper (PRSP) and the 
national development plans, are becoming 
more gender sensitised.

• India’s Tenth Five-Year Development 
Plan (2002-07), continuing with the 
major strategy of empowering women 
since the Ninth Plan, adopts attaining 
women’s  soc ia l  empowerment , 
economic empowerment and gender 
justice as three strategies to address 
women’s poverty. To realise women’s 
full potential in social life, provision of 
easy and equal (with men) access to 
basic services, and creation of an 
enabling environment for development 

of women are defined as essential. For 
economic empowerment, women’s 
needs for provision of training, 
employment and income-generation 
activities are required. The document 
also underscores that realising gender 
justice requires actions for elimination 
of all forms of discrimination against 
women.

• In Pakistan, various gender-specific 
programmes have been launched to 
empower women, such as, (a) National 
Programme for Women’s Political 
Participation; (b) National Framework 
for Family Protection; (c) Gender 
Reform Action Plan; (d) Gender 
Management Information System; and 
(e) Gender responsive Budgeting 
Initiative. In order to increase women’s 
political participation in local bodies, 
Local Governance Ordinance was 
promulgated in 2001.

• The PRSP of Bangladesh recognises the 
need for strengthening the focus on 
women’s rights and advancement, 
improving service delivery to women in 
education and health sectors, and 
increasing women’s access to justice 
and micro-credit.

• Nepal’s Tenth Plan recognises women’s 
development as a cross-cutting theme 
in the PRSP and requires all ministries 
to monitor the impact of each sector 
on women. The Plan aims at ensuring 
equal opportunities to women and 
men through empowering women and 
removing barriers to economic and 
social empowerment of women.

• Women a f fec ted  by  conf l i c t s , 
particularly female-headed households, 
have received top priority in the PRSP 
of Sri Lanka.

Reform and restructuring of 
institutions of governance

The political history of South Asia in the 
post-independence era has been a 
turbulent one. But over the last sixty years 
South Asia has made much progress 
toward stability and peace. Most South 
Asians are now citizens of democratic 



 Sources of Hope for South Asia 243

states. For a region characterized by 
diversity of religion, ethnicity, class, caste 
and language, these are important steps 
forward, the occasional ethnic and 
communal uprisings not underestimating, 
however.
 Currently, South Asia consists of two 
long-standing democracies—India and Sri 
Lanka. In other countries, democracy is 
taking roots: Pakistan is about to hold 
elections that are being contested by the 
major political parties; Bangladesh, too, 
will hold its elections before the end of 
2008; in Nepal, people’s movement of 
1996 has finally succeeded in transferring 
power from the king to the people, with 
elections scheduled to he held this year; 
Bhutan too is embracing parliamentary 
democracy in 2008; and in Maldives in 
2005 the parliament voted unanimously 
to hold first multi-party elections in 2008! 
So this is to be celebrated that this year, 
the year 2008, all seven South Asian 
countries will have democracies in place. 
Although some of these countries were 
operat ing  under  the  democrat ic 
institutions—certainly Bangladesh and 
Pakistan have had democratic elections 
many times before—but occasionally 
these countries were subjected to military 
rules or monarchies. So one hopes that 
the 2008 elections will bring in new 
leaders who would not repeat the past 
practice and let the democratic system 
work out.
 Institutions of governance in South 
Asia, as in many other regions, are plagued 
by inefficiency, corruption and huge 
bureaucracies. But serious efforts are now 
underway in South Asia to restructure and 
reform public sector institutions. Many 
ineffective and inefficient public sector 
corporations are being restructured or 
privatised. The privatisation process in 
South Asia, though needs to be managed 
carefully and compassionately, is one of 
the effective ways to reduce the heavy 
public sector debt and expenditure. 
Deregulation of the economy from the 
stranglehold of the corrupt bureaucrats is 
another way of improving the efficiency 
of governance. Red tapes are being cut all 

over South Asia, though not as rapidly as 
required. But the all-powerful bureaucrats 
of South Asia are, for the first time, falling 
from the commanding heights of all 
decision-making.
 In the political field too institutions are 
being set up to make corrupt politicians 
accountable. All countries are engaged in 
institutional reforms to ensure that the 
democratic process permeates at all levels 
from the federal to the state and provincial 
to local levels. India’s very efficient and 
independent election commission provides 
a strong institution to hold free and fair 
elections at all levels. In Pakistan, a 
recently formed National Commission on 
Government Reform has prepared detailed 
proposals aimed at introducing good 
governance policies and practices. In 
Bangladesh, recently held accountability 
of corrupt politicians are an eye-opener 
for the world to see that, given political 
will, institutions of governance can be 
made to work well anywhere.
 Many important coalitions are being 
formed between the state, civil society, 
and the private sector to improve 
governance. In recent years, public-private 
co-operation in social sector is a new 
norm. In this regard, other important 
steps made towards progressive political 
set-ups in the region include the fact that 
there have been increasing opportunities 
for women and under-represented 
minorities.

Devolution of power to local levels

All South Asian countries have been 
witness to the growth of institutions of 
governance that promise to articulate the 
demands of people from the grassroots. 
These include, for example, the panchayats 
in India, and the elected provincial 
councils in Sri Lanka. These institutions 
are representative bodies at the local level 
that allow people to take an active role in 
addressing their own concerns. However, 
the main threat to the efficient working of 
these institutions is the pervasive 
inequalities that persist in South Asian 
societies, manifested through powerful 
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elite groups which often use these 
institutions to serve their personal 
interests. But the great importance of 
these fledgling local level institutions of 
governance should not be understated—
they are the critical link between the 
power structure and the citizen. However, 
the indicators of progress of decentralized 
governance are considerably different 
across different parts of each country. For 
example, the panchayat system has been 
operational and successful in Karnataka 
and West Bengal, while relatively weak in 
other states of India.
 In Pakistan, the recently introduced 
system of devolution of power from the 
federal and provincial levels to the districts 
is seen to be an important policy initiative 
to empower people to govern themselves, 
and at the same time the new system is 
supposed to improve the transparency and 
accountability of government by reducing 
the distance between the rulers and the 
ruled. The decentralized structure, as 
being implemented, proposes to distribute 
financial resources to local governments 
through fiscal transfers and some specified 
taxation powers, involve people in 
community development, designing 
programmes and in monitoring results.
 However, political systems in South 
Asia are heavily characterised by over 
centralization of authority, politics of 
patronage and elitism and feudalistic 
mindset. Powerful elites remain at the 
helm of political affairs and use the local 
government system to strengthen their 
own political base. For instance, successive 
governments in Bangladesh and Pakistan 
have made commitments to empower the 
local governments but have used them to 
perpetuate their own power. Therefore, 
with the exception of a few states in India, 
the local governments have remained 
heavily dependent on the provincial and 
central governments for financial and 
administrative support.
 Yet the local government legislation in 
all South Asian countries provides for 
monitoring mechanisms to ensure effective 
and transparent working of local govern-
ments and prevent corruption. In India, 

where the institution of local government 
is working well, various rules and bylaws 
ensure monitoring by vigilance com-
mittees. Local government has led to a 
high degree of community participation 
and women’s involvement in politics. 
Millions of women in India and in other 
South Asian countries are getting training 
in running for political office and in 
decision-making. Thus, despite a lot of 
criticisms about the deficiencies of the 
local government system in South Asia, 
the fact remains that in time this will 
prove to be a watershed development in 
people’s empowerment.

Strengthened role of civil society

Another vital element for hope in the 
region is the increasing role, power and 
acceptability of civil society organizations 
in addressing people’s concerns. These 
organizations are responsible for numerous, 
innovative initiatives to improve people’s 
conditions at the local level. Among the 
oft-quoted examples that were used in 
earlier years included the Aga Khan Rural 
Support Program (AKRSP) in Pakistan, 
Bang l ade sh  Rura l  Advancement 
Committee (BRAC) in Bangladesh, the 
Self-Employed Women’s Association 
(SEWA) in India, and the Sarvodaya 
Sharamadana Movement (SSM) in Sri 
Lanka. But now there are thousands of 
such initiatives that dot the South Asian 
landscape.
 The success of these civil society 
initiatives has been due to their ability to 
organize people at the local level and 
thereby fill the institutional vacuum that 
has become apparent over the years. Civil 
society initiatives have been instrumental 
in voicing peoples’ concerns and making 
governments accountable. There are many 
community-based organizations that are 
able to effectively act as independent 
bodies advocating for the needs and rights 
of common people.
 Writing this Report in 2008, we are 
overwhelmed at what the civil societies in 
the world have achieved in the realm of 
political empowerment. All over the world 
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people are taking the centre stage to 
throw out the undemocratic systems and 
make governments responsive to people’s 
concerns. In Pakistan’s recent history the 
lawyers’ movement, along with the 
movements of women and human rights 
group, has written a glorious chapter in 
upholding the rights of people against the 
perceived injustice done to people. The 
supremacy of the constitution, rule of law 
and independence of the judiciary are the 
principles around which the lawyers’ 
movement gained its popularity and 
recognition. For the South Asians this is 
an important milestone in the struggle for 
democracy and people’s empowerment. 
And this surely is a source of hope for the 
millions who have been suffering under 
unaccountable governments.
 South Asia is also the home of some 
influential civil society organizations, 
professional groups and the media that 
have gender-specific agendas, have 
identified the problems faced by women 
in South Asia, and have specific 
programmes of action. Most of these 
groups, having flexible organizational 
structures, are able to react quicker than 
governments in situations of crisis. They 
have developed valuable experience in a 
number of areas that benefit poor women. 
Some work to alleviate poverty and to 
enable economically marginal women to 
earn a living; some provide information, 

education and vocational training; others 
pressure governments to meet national 
and international commitments on 
women’s rights and to enact gender-
sensitized labour legislation.

* * *

These are the seven sources of hope that 
we have identified in South Asia at the 
beginning of 2008. Many more could be 
added. And some of our selections may 
not be the right one for all our readers. 
But one thing we would like to point out 
that whether you agree with our selection 
or not, the only point that needs to be 
asserted is the fact that this region is 
doing much better, economically, 
politically and socially, than it was 
thought possible a decade ago. Within 
one decade, the South Asians have seen 
their standard of life gone up; there are 
more schools, hospitals, clinics and other 
public service facilities; more South Asians 
are interacting with their neighbours than 
before; there is more tolerance among the 
South Asians of all faiths and ethnicity; 
and the professional groups are closer 
today than ever before in trying to find 
out the common solutions to their 
common problems. South Asia is rising 
together. And that is the best source of 
hope! 
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was no work available.

39 In the specific situation of Bangladesh, the 
concept of unemployment based on standard 
definitions needs to be supplemented by the 
concepts of visible and invisible undere-
mployment. Underemployment exists when a 
person’s employment is inadequate, in relation 
to specified norms or alternative employment, 
account being taken of his/her occupational 
skill (training and work experience). Some 
estimates suggest that the underemployment 
rate (defining as those who worked less than 
35 hours during the reference week of the 
survey) is as high as 37.5 per cent (31.2 per 
cent in urban areas and 39.6 per cent in rural 
areas) in 2003. However, there exists a 
significant gender difference in under-
employment rate in both rural and urban 
areas. The male underemployment rate is 
around 16 per cent in urban areas and 25 per 
cent in rural areas; whereas similar rates for 
females are 61 and 74 per cent respectively. 
See GOB 2004.

40 Out of the total employed labour of 44.3 
million in 2003, agriculture was the primary 
source of employment for nearly 23 million, 
industry for 6 million and services for 15 
million.

41 Among others, one factor that may have 
contributed to the high unemployment rate of 
the educated youth is that the educated youth 
is less likely to move into the ‘discouraged 
workers’ category and withdraw from the 
labour force. They are more likely to seek 
employment and not discouraged just because 
their unemployment rate is high relative to 
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other working age populations since the group 
belongs to the earlier stage of their life cycle.

42 Pre-employment training programmes for skill 
upgrading are very limited and mostly 
ineffective at present. Some training pro-
grammes are organized at formal, non-formal 
and informal levels. Formal training is 
provided within the schooling system at the 
certificate level (grade 8 + 2 years), diploma 
level (SSC + 3 years), and degree level (HSC 
+ 3-4 years). Nearly 40,000 students are 
enrolled in institutions run by different 
ministries. Non-formal training is provided by 
the Ministry of Youth and Sports and the 
Ministry of Women and Children Affairs 
mainly for self-employment and income 
generation e.g. in livestock and poultry 
farming. In addition, there are about 160 
small vocational schools (averaging about 25 
trainees) which provide short-term (4-6 
months) training in skills such as tailoring/
sewing, embroidery, bamboo/cane works, 
electrical, welding, radio/TV, refrigeration, 
carpentry and similar trades. The NGOs are 
also involved in various income generating 
and social development training at the 
grassroots level. In the private sector, the 
growth of trade schools is primarily linked 
with the export of skilled and semi-skilled 
manpower. Usually, these institutions offer 
non-formal training of short duration. 
Informal training is mostly ad hoc in nature 
and given at the workplace. The fact, however, 
remains that the vast majority who have 
acquired occupational skills, particularly in 
the informal sector, have learned their skills 
through informal apprenticeship or on-the-job 
training. See Mujeri 2004.

43 Khondker and Mujeri 2006.
44 The fiscal efforts somewhat improved during 

the early 1990s through a major fiscal reform 
under which the value added tax (VAT) was 
introduced in 1991-92. But the changes were 
not sustained for long to produce revenue 
impact at the desired rates.

45 The issue of debt burden is discussed later in 
this chapter.

46 There exist significant differences in school 
enrolment at all levels (e.g. primary, secondary, 
and tertiary) of education between the poor 
and the non-poor households which become 
more prominent at higher levels. Recent data 
show that only 4.4 per cent from the lowest 
income group has completed the SSC level 
compared with 41.4 per cent for the highest 
income group. Although the gender gap has 
reduced significantly, it is still high at the SSC 
and higher levels. See Mujeri 2006.

47 In particular, education in Bangladesh suffers 
from many deficiencies, such as lack of 
competencies, knowledge, motivation of 
teachers, and low quality textbooks. For 
example, at the primary level, Bangladesh 

provides only 444 hours of effective student-
teacher interaction annually compared with 
1,300 hours in other South Asian countries. 
Teachers’ salaries and salary-related expenses 
claim nearly 96 per cent of the government 
budget and the government needs to allocate 
more resources if the critical needs of the 
sector are to be met. The National Education 
Policy (1997 and 2001) recommended 
increasing annual education expenditure to 7 
per cent of GDP by 2010.

48 In real terms, taxes on international trade grew 
by only Taka 10 billion between 1997 and 
2006 although the total value of merchandize 
exports and imports increased by more than 
Taka 1,200 billion over the same period.

49 In 2007, the number of individual income tax 
payers is about 1.31 million although 1.78 
million people have taxpayers identification 
number (TIN). An analysis with the 
Household Income and Expenditure Survey 
(HIES) 2005 data shows that there are about 
5.4 million households in the country who 
have income above the exemption limit. See 
GOB 2006b. Although personal income tax is 
levied on the basis of individual income (not 
household income) and some households may 
have more than one earner, still this shows the 
wide scope of spreading the net of income tax 
that exists in the country.

50 For some recent views on the controversy, see 
Bussolo and Round 2006; Dollar and Kraay 
2004 and McCulloch et al. 2001 and 2004.

51 Khondker and Mujeri 2006 and Mujeri 
2003b.

52 There are two aspects of tax incidence. The 
statutory incidence is measured solely in terms 
of who pays the tax; so that if an income 
group does not pay a tax, then it does not bear 
any burden. On the other hand, economic 
incidence takes into account both taxes paid 
by an income group as well as the effect on its 
real income caused by changes in prices and 
wages due to the imposition of the tax.

53 The subsidy to agriculture, given by the 
government, has been progressively increased 
from Taka 1 billion in 2001 to Taka 12 billion 
in 2007.

54 Usually, the interest rates for domestic 
borrowing are higher than foreign borrowings 
since most of the official development 
assistance received by Bangladesh is so-called 
‘soft loans’ which carry lower interest rates. 
Also, domestic borrowing is easier to access 
for the government so that the amount of 
domestic borrowing increases faster, if needed, 
than foreign borrowing.

55 These arguments bring out the importance of 
identifying specific policy measures that can 
improve or at least arrest the deterioration of 
income inequality without adversely affecting 
economic growth. Analytical findings and 
empirical evidence are at best inconclusive on 
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these issues. The potential impact on economic 
growth of simultaneous policies to improve 
income distribution is difficult to predict a 
priori in view of the complexity of the 
relationships. The empirical evidence from 
East Asian countries shows that countries with 
less initial inequality were able to realize 
higher growth but inequality also increased 
with growth. In this context, two issues are 
important from the policy point of view: (i) 
what is the scope that a country has to pursue 
policies to ‘rectify’ income inequality without 
affecting the rate of economic growth; and (ii) 
what is the nature of impact of growth 
maximizing policies on absolute poverty in the 
face of potentially widening income inequality 
with growth. Depending upon specific 
circumstances, a country with relatively less 
initial inequality may emphasize growth-
maximizing policies (like many East Asian 
countries) for poverty reduction. Such an 
approach, however, should not undermine the 
importance of inequality for sustained poverty 
reduction for which human capital develop-
ment, skill improvement and empowerment 
of the poor can provide effective vehicles for 
redistribution.

56 Sen and Mujeri 2002. As in well known, 
poverty is multi-dimensional having both 
income and non-income dimensions. The 
discussion in this section is limited to income 
poverty only. This does not, however, 
understate the importance of non-income 
dimensions of poverty covering human and 
social capital, voices, power, participation and 
other dimensions of well-being. In reality, 
these two dimensions are closely linked and 
many of the non-income dimensions are 
strong determinants of income poverty. For a 
review of non-income dimensions, see BIDS 
2001, Mujeri and Sen 2006, Sen et al. 2007.

57 See Sen and Mujeri 2002.
58 For example, the problem of ‘hungry poor’ is 

still a major concern in Bangladesh. According 
to some estimates, about 19 per cent of rural 
households cannot afford “three full meals a 
day” while 10 per cent of rural households 
subsist on “two meals” for some months of the 
year. For details on issues in chronic poverty, 
see Sen and Mujeri 2002 and Sen and Hulmes 
2006.

59 Mujeri 2001.
60 It has been argued that had the observed rate 

of growth between 1992 and 2000 been 
distribution-neutral, the head-count index 
would have fallen by 17 percentage points or 
almost twice the actual rate of poverty 
reduction achieved during the period. See 
World Bank 2002b.

61 Mujeri 2003a.
62 Increased non-farm income of the land-poor 

households will support the productivity-

raising investments in agriculture that are 
essential for raising farm incomes which they 
cannot make due to lack of resources and 
inadequate access to credit. This will also 
release important internal dynamics in raising 
their capabilities. It is more likely that farm 
households having non-farm sources of 
income will invest greater amount of resources 
in human development (e.g. education and 
health) than similar households with no access 
to non-farm income.

63 Although poverty is conceived in absolute 
terms in the present study, income inequality 
or relative poverty is important to consider 
due to its central role in determining the 
nature and strength of linkages between 
economic growth and absolute poverty.

64 The Gini income elasticity (GIE) of each 
income component is defined as the impact of 
a Taka one increase, distributed as a constant 
percentage change in the distribution of 
income from the particular component, on 
the overall income inequality. If the GIE value 
of the component is equal to one, then a 
marginal increase in income from the source 
would not affect the overall Gini coefficient of 
income. An elasticity value of less than one 
indicates that an increase in income from the 
source would decrease the overall Gini. The 
reverse is true for a value of GIE of more than 
one. See World Bank 2002b.

65 Osmani et al. 2003.The evidence shows that, 
along with an increasing share of non-
agriculture in rural household income, its 
share in rural employment has been rising: 
during 1985, around 34 per cent of the rural 
labour force was engaged in the non-farm 
sector as their principal occupation which 
increased to 39 per cent in 2000. In absolute 
terms, this represents an increase from less 
than 9 million to 19 million over the period. 
The share of wage-labour based enterprises, 
which have larger scale of operation and 
higher productivity than self-employment 
activities, has also been increasing as evidenced 
by the decline in the proportion of self-
employed workers in the rural non-farm 
sector in the 1990s. See Mujeri 2003a.

66 Ahmed and Hossain 1990 and Mujeri 2002a 
and 2007.

67 Mujeri and Sen 2006.
68 Mujeri 2003c.
69 This brings out the prime importance, in the 

context of Bangladesh, of identifying specific 
policy measures that can improve or at least 
arrest the deterioration of income inequality 
without adversely affecting economic growth. 
Analytical findings and empirical evidence are 
at best inconclusive on these issues. The 
empirical evidence from East Asian countries 
shows that countries with less initial inequality 
were able to realize higher growth but 
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Note on Statistical Sources for Human
Development Indicators

The human development data presented 
in these tables have been collected 
with considerable effort from various 
international and national sources. For 
the most part, standardised international 
sources have been used, particularly the 
UN system and the World Bank data 
bank. The UNDP and World Bank offices 
made their resources available to us for 
this Report.
 Countries in the indicator tables are 
arranged in descending order according 
to population size. While most data have 
been taken from international sources, 
national sources have been used where 
international data have been sparse. Such 
data have to be used with some caution 
as their international comparability is still 
to be tested.
 Several limitations remain regarding 
coverage, consistency, and comparability 
of data across time and countries. The data 
series presented here will be refined over 

time, as more accurate and comparable 
data become available.
 In certain critical areas, reliable data 
are extremely scarce: for instance, for 
employment, income distribution, public 
expenditure on social services, military 
debt, foreign assistance for human 
priority areas, etc. Information regarding 
the activities of NGOs in social sectors 
remains fairly sparse.
 It is time for policy-makers to make a 
significant investment in the collection 
and analysis of up-to-date, reliable, and 
consistent indicators for social and human 
development. If development is to be 
targeted at the people, a great deal of 
effort must be invested in determining the 
true condition of these people.
 It is hoped that the various gaps visible 
in the tables will persuade national and 
international agencies to invest more 
resources and energy in investigating 
human development profiles.
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Table 1: Basic Human Development Indicators

1.1. Total estimated population (millions)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (total) countries

1995 936 128 120 22 18 1.6 0.25 1,226 4,550
1996 953 131 123 22 19 1.6 0.26 1,250 4,632
1997 969 134 125 23 19 1.7 0.27 1,272 4,715
1998 987 138 128 23 19 1.7 0.28 1,297 4,799
1999 993 141 135 23 19 2.0 0.30 1,312 4,854
2000 1,014 144 139 24 19 2.1 0.30 1,342 4,867
2001 1,033 146 141 24 19 2.1 0.30 1,365 4,951
2002 1,050 150 144 25 19 2.2 0.31 1,389 5,025
2003 1,071 152 148 26 20 2.1 0.31 1,419 5,119
2004 1,087 155 151 27 21 2.1 0.31 1,443 5,181
2005 1,134 158 153 27 21 2.2 0.33 1,496 5,299
2050 1,658 292 254 52 24 4.39 0.68 2,285 7,946

Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 1998 and UNPD 2007; Rows 2, 3, 4: MHHDC 1999 and UNPD 2007; Row 5: UNDP 2001 and UNPD 2007; Row 6: MHHDC 
2003 and UNPD 2007; Row 7: MHHDC 2004; Row 8: MHHDC 2005; Row 9: MHHDC 2006 and UNPD 2007; Row 10: MHHDC 2007a and 
UNPD 2007; Rows 11, 12: UNPD 2007.

1.2. Annual population growth rate (%)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 2.0 2.4 2.1 2.5 0.9 -1.0 2.5 2.1 1.8
1996 2.0 2.5 2.1 2.5 0.9 0.4 2.0 2.0 1.7
1997 1.9 2.6 2.0 2.5 0.8 1.6 2.4 2.0 1.7
1998 1.9 2.6 2.0 2.4 0.7 2.3 1.9 1.9 1.6
1999 1.8 2.4 2.0 2.4 0.6 2.6 1.5 1.9 1.6
2000 1.8 2.2 2.0 2.3 0.6 2.9 1.9 1.8 1.6
2001 1.7 2.0 2.0 2.2 0.5 2.7 1.5 1.8 1.5
2002 1.7 1.9 2.0 2.1 0.4 3.0 1.8 1.7 1.5
2003 1.6 1.8 1.9 2.1 0.4 2.7 1.4 1.7 1.4
2004 1.6 1.7 1.9 2.0 0.4 2.6 1.7 1.6 1.4
2005 1.6 1.8 1.8 2.0 0.4 2.2 1.4 1.6 1.4

Sources: Rows 1-11: UNPD 2007 and MHHDC computations.

1.3. Life expectancy at birth

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 62 63 57 55 73 52 63 62 62
1996 62 63 57 56 73 52 64 62 62
1997 62 64 58 57 73 53 64 62 63
1998 63 64 58 58 73 61 65 63 62
1999 63 65 59 58 74 62 65 63 63
2000 63 60 59 59 72 62 67 63 65
2001 63 60 61 59 72 63 67 63 64
2002 64 61 61 60 73 63 67 63 65
2003 63 63 63 62 74 63 67 63 65
2004 64 63 63 62 74 63 67 64 65
2005 64 64 64 62 74 64 67 64 65

Sources: Row 1: UNICEF 1996; Row 2: UNICEF 1997; Row 3: MHHDC 1999; Row 4: MHHDC 2000; Row 5: MHHDC 2002; Row 6: MHHDC 2003; 
Row 7: MHHDC 2004; Row 8: MHHDC 2005; Row 9: MHHDC 2006; Row 10: MHHDC 2007a; Row 11: UNICEF 2006c.
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1.4. Adult literacy rate (% age 15 and above)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 52 38 38 28 90 42 93 49 71
1996 … … … … … … … … …
1997 54 41 39 38 91 44 96 51 71
1998 56 44 40 39 91 42 96 53 72
1999 57 45 41 40 91 42 96 54 73
2000 57 43 41 42 92 47 97 54 74
2001 58 44 41 43 92 47 97 55 75
2002 61 42 41 44 92 47 97 57 77
2003 61 49 41 49 90 47 97 58 77
2004 61 50 41 49 91 47 96 58 79

Note: Data for the year 1996 is not available from the international sources.
Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 1999; Row 3: MHHDC 2000; Row 4: UNDP 2000; Row 5: MHHDC 2002; Row 6: MHHDC 2003; Row 7: MHHDC 2004; 

Row 8: MHHDC 2005; Row 9: MHHDC 2006; Row 10: MHHDC 2007a.

1.5. Female literacy rate (% age 15 and above)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 38 24 26 14 87 28 93 36 62
1996 … … … … … … … … …
1997 39 25 27 21 88 30 96 37 63
1998 44 29 29 22 88 30 96 41 65
1999 45 30 29 23 89 30 96 42 65
2000 45 28 30 24 89 34 97 42 66
2001 46 29 31 25 89 34 97 43 67
2002 46 29 31 26 90 34 97 43 76
2003 48 35 31 35 89 … 97 45 70
2004 48 36 31 35 89 … 96 45 72

Note: Data for the year 1996 is not available from the international sources.
Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 1999; Row 3: MHHDC 2000; Row 4: UNDP 2000, 2003; Row 5: MHHDC 2002 and SHRDC 2006; Row 6: MHHDC 2003 and 

SHRDC 2006; Row 7: MHHDC 2004 and SHRDC 2006; Row 8: MHHDC 2005 and SHRDC 2006; Row 9: MHHDC 2006; Row 10: MHHDC 
2007a.

1.6. Combined 1st, 2nd and 3rd level gross enrolment ratio (%)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 55 41 37 56 67 31 71 52 57
1996 … … … … … … … … …
1997 55 43 35 59 66 12 74 52 59
1998 54 43 36 61 66 33 75 51 60
1999 55 40 37 60 70 33 77 52 61
2000 55 37 58 56 … 33 77 53 …
2000-01 56 36 54 64 63 33 79 54 60
2001-02 55 37 54 61 65 33 78 53 60
2002-03 60 35 53 61 69 … 75 57 63
2004 62 38 57 57 63 … 69 59 63
2005 64 40 56 58 68 … 66 60 64

Note: Data for the year 1996 is not available from the international sources.
Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 1999; Row 3: MHHDC 2000; Row 4: UNDP 2000; Row 5: MHHDC 2003; Row 6: SHRDC 2006 and World Bank 2007a; Row 7: 

MHHDC 2004; Row 8: MHHDC 2005 and SHRDC 2006; Row 9: MHHDC 2006; Row 10: MHHDC 2007a; Row 11: UNDP 2007.
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1.7. Infant mortality rate (per 1,000 live births)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 76 95 85 81 15 122 55 78 67
1996 73 95 83 82 17 90 54 76 76
1997 71 95 81 75 17 87 53 75 74
1998 69 95 79 72 17 84 62 72 72
1999 70 84 58 75 17 80 60 70 70
2000 69 85 54 72 17 77 59 69 68
2001 67 84 51 66 17 74 58 66 66
2002 67 83 51 66 17 74 58 66 66
2003 63 81 46 61 13 70 55 63 62
2004 62 80 56 59 12 67 35 63 57
2005 56 79 54 56 12 65 33 58 57

Sources: Row 1: UNICEF 1996; Row 2: MHHDC 1998; Row 3: MHHDC 1999; Row 4: MHHDC 2000; Row 5: MHHDC 2002; Row 6: MHHDC 2003; 
Row 7: MHHDC 2004; Row 8: MHHDC 2005; Row 9: MHHDC 2006; Row 10: MHHDC 2007a; Row 11: UNICEF 2006c.

1.8. GDP growth (%)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1994-95 7.6 5.0 4.9 3.3 5.5 6.1 7.4 6.9 3.9
1995-96 7.4 4.8 4.6 5.3 3.8 6.2 8.8 6.7 5.3
1996-97 4.5 1.0 5.4 5.3 6.4 5.3 11.5 4.2 5.3
1997-98 6.0 2.6 5.2 2.9 4.7 5.6 9.3 5.5 2.6
1998-99 7.1 3.7 4.9 4.5 4.3 7.9 7.8 6.4 3.2
1999-00 3.9 4.4 5.9 6.5 6.0 7.0 4.8 4.2 5.4
2000-01 5.4 2.7 5.3 4.8 -1.4 7.0 2.1 5.0 2.9
2001-02 4.6 2.8 4.4 -0.5 4.0 7.7 5.6 4.3 3.3
2002-03 8.6 5.1 5.3 3.1 5.9 6.7 9.2 7.8 5.2
2003-04 6.9 6.4 6.3 3.5 5.4 4.9 10.8 6.7 7.1
2004-05 9.2 7.8 6.0 2.7 5.3 6.1 -5.2 8.6 6.6

Sources: Row 1: UN 2007a and World Bank 2007d; Rows 2-5: World Bank 2007d; Row 6: MHHDC 2003; Row 7: MHHDC 2004; Row 8: MHHDC 2005; 
Row 9: MHHDC 2006; Row 10: MHHDC 2007a; Row 11: World Bank 2007e.

1.9. GDP per capita (PPP US$)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 1,790 1,664 1,220 1,086 2,646 1,382 3,540 1,721 2,917
1996 1,925 1,735 1,273 1,138 2,769 … … 1,840 3,310
1997 2,010 1,740 1,337 1,188 2,958 1,467 3,690 1,914 3,256
1998 2,077 1,715 1,361 1,157 2,979 1,536 4,083 1,964 3,270
1999 2,248 1,834 1,483 1,237 3,279 1,341 4,423 2,121 3,530
2000 2,358 1,928 1,602 1,327 3,530 1,412 4,485 2,231 3,783
2001 2,840 1,890 1,610 1,310 3,180 1,833 4,798 2,588 3,850
2002 2,670 1,940 1,700 1,370 3,570 1,969 … 2,479 4,054
2003 2,892 2,097 1,770 1,420 3,778 1,969 … 2,674 4,359
2004 3,139 2,225 1,870 1,490 4,390 1,969 … 2,894 4,775
2005 3,452 2,370 2,053 1,550 4,595 … 5,261 3,176 5,282

Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 1999 and World Bank 2007d; Row 2: World Bank 2007d; Row 3: MHHDC 2000 and World Bank 2007d; Row 4: UNDP 2000; 
Row 5: MHHDC 2002; Row 6: MHHDC 2003; Row 7: MHHDC 2004; Row 8: MHHDC 2005; Row 9: MHHDC 2006; Row 10: MHHDC 2007a; 
Row 11: UNDP 2007.
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1.10. Human development index (HDI)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 0.451 0.453 0.371 0.351 0.716 0.347 0.683 0.445 0.588
1996 … … … … … … … … …
1997 0.545 0.508 0.440 0.463 0.721 0.459 0.716 0.532 0.637
1998 0.563 0.522 0.461 0.474 0.733 0.483 0.725 0.549 0.642
1999 0.571 0.498 0.470 0.480 0.735 0.477 0.739 0.554 0.647
2000 0.577 0.499 0.478 0.490 0.741 0.494 0.743 0.56 0.654
2001 0.590 0.499 0.502 0.499 0.730 0.511 0.751 0.571 0.655
2002 0.595 0.497 0.509 0.504 0.740 0.536 0.752 0.576 0.663
2003 0.602 0.527 0.520 0.526 0.751 0.536 0.745 0.587 0.694
2004 0.611 0.539 0.530 0.537 0.755 0.538 0.739 0.596 0.679
2005 0.619 0.551 0.547 0.534 0.743 0.579 0.741 0.605 0.691

Note: As human development index is constructed annually by UNDP. UNDP has not reported it for the year 1996.
Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 1999; Row 3: MHHDC 2000; Row 4: UNDP 2000; Row 5: MHHDC 2002; Row 6: MHHDC 2003; Row 7: MHHDC 2004; 

Row 8: MHHDC 2005; Row 9: MHHDC 2006; Row 10: MHHDC 2007a; Row 11: UNDP 2007.

1.11. Gender-related Development Index (GDI)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 0.424 0.399 0.342 0.327 0.700 0.330 0.668 0.415 0.564
1996 … … … … … … … … …
1997 0.525 0.472 0.428 0.441 0.712 0.444 0.711 0.511 0.630
1998 0.545 0.489 0.441 0.449 0.727 0.444 0.720 0.529 0.634
1999 0.553 0.466 0.459 0.461 0.732 … 0.735 0.535 …
2000 0.560 0.468 0.468 0.470 0.737 … 0.739 0.542 …
2001 0.574 0.469 0.495 0.479 0.726 … … 0.555 …
2002 0.572 0.471 0.499 0.484 0.738 … … 0.554 …
2003 0.586 0.508 0.514 0.511 0.747 … … 0.571 …
2004 0.591 0.513 0.524 0.513 0.749 … … 0.576 …
2005 0.600 0.525 0.539 0.520 0.735 … 0.744 0.586 …

Note: As Gender-related Development Index is constructed annually by UNDP. UNDP has not reported it for the year 1996.
Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 1999; Row 3: MHHDC 2000; Row 4: MHHDC 2005 and UNDP 2000; Row 5: MHHDC 2002; Row 6: MHHDC 2003; Row 7: 

MHHDC 2004; Row 8: MHHDC 2005; Row 9: MHHDC 2006; Row 10: MHHDC 2007a; Row 11: UNDP 2007.
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Table 2: Education Profile

2.1. Adult literacy rate (% age 15 and above)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 52 38 38 28 90 42 93 49 71
1996 … … … … … … … … …
1997 54 41 39 38 91 44 96 51 71
1998 56 44 40 39 91 42 96 53 72
1999 57 45 41 40 91 42 96 54 73
2000 57 43 41 42 92 47 97 54 74
2001 58 44 41 43 92 47 97 55 75
2002 61 42 41 44 92 47 97 57 77
2003 61 49 41 49 90 47 97 58 77
2004 61 50 41 49 91 47 96 58 79

Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 1999; Row 3: MHHDC 2000; Row 4: UNDP 2000; Row 5: MHHDC 2002; Row 6: MHHDC 2003; Row 7: MHHDC 2004; Row 
8: MHHDC 2005; Row 9: MHHDC 2006; Row 10: MHHDC 2007a.

2.2. Male literacy rate (% age 15 and above)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 66 50 49 41 93 56 93 62 79
1996 … … … … … … … … …
1997 67 55 50 56 94 58 96 64 80
1998 67 58 51 57 94 58 96 65 80
1999 68 59 52 58 94 58 96 65 …
2000 68 58 52 60 94 61 97 66 82
2001 69 58 50 61 95 61 97 66 …
2002 69 53 50 62 95 61 97 66 …
2003 73 62 50 63 92 … 97 70 …
2004 73 64 50 63 92 … 96 70 …

Note: Data for the year 1996 is not available from the international sources.
Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 1999; Row 3: MHHDC 2000; Row 4: MHHDC 2002 and UNDP 2000; Row 5: MHHDC 2002 and SHRDC 2006; Row 6: 

MHHDC 2003, 2004; Row 7: MHHDC 2004 and SHRDC 2006; Row 8: MHHDC 2005 and SHRDC 2006; Row 9: MHHDC 2006; Row 10: 
MHHDC 2007a.

2.3. Female literacy rate (% age 15 and above)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 38 24 26 14 87 28 93 36 62
1996 … … … … … … … … …
1997 39 25 27 21 88 30 96 37 63
1998 44 29 29 22 88 30 96 41 65
1999 45 30 29 23 89 30 96 42 65
2000 45 28 30 24 89 34 97 42 66
2001 46 29 31 25 89 34 97 43 67
2002 46 29 31 26 90 34 97 43 76
2003 48 35 31 35 89 … 97 45 70
2004 48 36 31 35 89 … 96 45 72

Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 1999; Row 3: MHHDC 2000; Row 4: UNDP 2000, 2003; Row 5: MHHDC 2002 and SHRDC 2006; Row 6: MHHDC 2003 and 
SHRDC 2006; Row 7: MHHDC 2004 and SHRDC 2006; Row 8: MHHDC 2005 and SHRDC 2006; Row 9: MHHDC 2006; Row 10: MHHDC 
2007a.
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2.4. Youth literacy rate (%)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 68.5 53.0 45.1 54.6 96.0 42a 98.6 64.6 …
1996 69.3 53.8 45.8 55.8 96.2 … 98.7 65.4 …
1997 70.1 54.6 46.5 57.0 96.3 … 98.8 66.2 …
1998 70.9 61.4 49.6 57.3 96.5 … 98.9 67.8 84.1
1999 71.8 62.7 50.2 58.5 96.7 … 99.1 68.7 84.4
2000 72.6 57.0 50.7 60.5 96.8 … 99.1 69.0 84.6
2001 73.3 57.8 49.1 61.6 96.9 … 99.1 69.3 84.8
2002 74.1 58.7 49.7 62.7 97.0 … 99.2 70.0 88.1
2003 74.8 64.5 49.7 70.1 95.6 53.0 99.2 71.5 85.2
2004 76.4 65.5 49.7 70.1 95.6 … 98.2 72.8 87.4

Note: a: Data refer to 1990.
Sources: 1-3: ADB 2007; Row 4: UNDP 2000; Row 5: UNDP 2001; Row 6: UNDP 2002; Row 7: UNDP 2003; Row 8: ADB 2007 and UNDP 2004a; Row 9: 

ADB 2007, SAARC 2007 and UNDP 2005; Row 10: ADB 2007 and UNDP 2006.

2.5. Primary enrolment (%) gross

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 100 69 78 109 113 18.2 132 95 100
1996 100 74 80 109 109 … 131 96 108
1997 100 73 96 113 109 17 131 97 107
1998 100 86 122 114 111 16 131 101 104
1999 97 99 110 114 … 75 130 99 100
2000 102 75 109 118 106 78 127 100 104 
2001 98 72 108 109 … 81 121 96 101
2002 99 73 107 114 104 85 115 97 102
2003 107 76 106 112 102 81 110 104 104
2004 107 82 106 114 102 84 104 104 105
2005 116 87 109 126 98 97 94 112 107

Sources: Rows 1, 9: SHRDC 2006 and World Bank 2007a; Row 2: MHHDC 2000 and World Bank 2007a; Row 3: MHHDC 2002, SHRDC 2006 and World 
Bank 2007a; Row 4: MHHDC 2003 and SHRDC 2006; Row 5: SHRDC 2006, UIS 2007 and World Bank 2007a; Row 6: MHHDC 2004, UIS 2007 
and World Bank 2007a; Row 7: UIS 2007 and World Bank 2007a; Row 8: World Bank 2007a; Row 10: MHHDC 2007a, SHRDC 2006 and World 
Bank 2007a; Row 11: UIS 2007 and World Bank 2007e.

2.6. Primary enrolment (%) net

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 … 42 82 68 … … … 61 …
1996 … … … … 97 … … … …
1997 77 … 75 78 100 13 100 77 …
1998 39 … 90 69 100 16 98 46 83
1999 84 … 89 65 … 48 97 86 81
2000 81 67 89 70 98 49 96 81 …
2001 81 58 90 71a 100 50 93 80 83
2002 81 … 91 … 96 … 90 83 …
2003 86 60 93 78 99 … 92b 84 83b

2004 90 66 94 78 97 69 90 87 85
2005 90 68 93 78 97 … 79 87 …

Notes: a: Data refer to 2000-01. b: Data refer to 2002-03.
Sources: Rows 1, 2: SAARC 2007; Row 3: SAARC 2007 and UNDP 1999; Row 4: UNDP 2002, UNESCO 2004 and World Bank 2007a; Row 5: ADB 2007, 

UNESCO 2006 and World Bank 2007a; Row 6: ADB 2007, SAARC 2007, UNPD 2007 and World Bank 2007a; Row 7: ADB 2007, UNESCO 2004 
and World Bank 2007a; Row 8: SAARC 2007 and World Bank 2007a; Row 9: UIS 2007, UNESCO 2005 and World Bank 2007a; Row 10: SAARC 
2007, UNDP 2006, UNESCO 2006 and World Bank 2007a; Row 11: UIS 2007 and World Bank 2007e.
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2.7. Secondary enrolment (%) gross

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 49 26 19 40 75 6 56 44 52
1996 49 26 19 42 75 … 59 44 58
1997 49 42 37 42 75 6 … 47 59
1998 49 37 47 48 71 9 37 48 56
1999 46 33 49 34 … 37 43 45 55
2000 49 29 46 51 72 … 56 47 56
2001 48 25 47 38 … 46 66 45 57
2002 48 24 48 42 86 49 66 46 59
2003 50 24 47 43 86 … 74 47 60
2004 52 27 51 43 81 … 73 49 61
2005 54 27 46 43 83 … … 51 61

Sources: Row 1: SHRDC 2006 and World Bank 2007a; Row 2: MHHDC 2000 and World Bank 2007a; Row 3: MHHDC 2002 and SHRDC 2006; Row 4: 
MHHDC 2003, SHRDC 2006 and World Bank 2007a; Row 5: SHRDC 2006, UIS 2007 and World Bank 2007a; Row 6: MHHDC 2004, SHRDC 
2006 and World Bank 2007a; Rows 7-9: UIS 2007 and World Bank 2007a; Row 10: MHHDC 2007a and World Bank 2007a; Row 11: World Bank 
2007e.

2.8. Secondary enrolment (%) net

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 … 16 … 17.3 … … … … …
1996 … … … … 94 … … … …
1997 60 … 22 55 76 … 18.9 56 …
1998 … … 43 … … 5 … … …
1999 … … 42 … … 17 32 … 48
2000 … 16 43 20 97 19 40 32 49
2001 … … 44 … … 23 31a … 49
2002 … … 45 … … 24 51 … 51
2003 … … 44 … … … 51 … 52
2004 49 22 41 32 96 … 51 46 54
2005 … 21 … … … 36 64 … 55

Note: a: Data refer to 2000-01.
Sources: Rows 1, 2: SAARC 2007; Row 3: SAARC 2007 and UNDP 1999; Row 4: UNDP 2002 and World Bank 2007a; Row 5: UIS 2007; Row 6: SAARC 

2007, UIS 2007, UNESCO 2003, and World Bank 2006f, 2007a. Rows 7, 8: UIS 2007 and World Bank 2007a; Row 9: UIS 2007, UNDP 2005 and 
World Bank 2007a; Row 10: SAARC 2007, UIS 2007, UN 2007a, UNDP 2006 and UNESCO 2006; Row 11: UIS 2007 and UNDP 2007.

2.9. Combined 1st, 2nd and 3rd level gross enrolment ratio (%)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 55 41 37 56 67 31 71 52 57
1996 … … … … … … … … …
1997 55 43 35 59 66 12 74 52 59
1998 54 43 36 61 66 33 75 51 60
1999 55 40 37 60 70 33 77 52 61
2000 55 37 58 56 … 33 77 53 …
2000-01 56 36 54 64 63 33 79 54 60
2001-02 55 37 54 61 65 33 78 53 60
2002-03 60 35 53 61 69 … 75 57 63
2004 62 38 57 57 63 … 69 59 63
2005 64 40 56 58 68 … 66 60 64

Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 1999; Row 3: MHHDC 2000; Row 4: UNDP 2000; Row 5: MHHDC 2003; Row 6: SHRDC 2006 and World Bank 2007a; Row 7: 
MHHDC 2004; Row 8: MHHDC 2005 and SHRDC 2006; Row 9: MHHDC 2006; Row 10: MHHDC 2007a; Row 11: UNDP 2007.
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2.10. Enrolment in technical and vocational education (%)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1999 0.9 … 1.1 2.2 … … … 0.42 …
2000 0.9 … 1.0 1.4 … … 2.3 0.42 …
2001 0.7 1.3 1.2 1.4 … 1.7 6.2 0.36 …
2002 0.8 1.3 1.1 1.2 … 1.8 1.2 0.37 …
2003 0.9 1.3 1.2 0.9 … … 3.8 0.36 …
2004 0.9 1.8 1.6 … … … 3.9 0.35 …
2005 2 2.1 1.9 1.1 … 1.5 … 1.99 …

Sources: Rows 1-6: World Bank 2007a; Row 7: UIS 2007 and World Bank 2007a.

2.11. Pupil-teacher ratio (primary level)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 64 38 71 39 28 31 31 61 33
1996 47 40 … 39 28 … 25 46 28
1997-99a 48 48 59 38 30 41 23 49 …
2000 40 33 57 43 … 41 23 41 28
2001 40 35 55 37 … 40 23 41 30
2002 41 35 56 40 23 38 20 41 30
2003 41 35 54 36 23 37 18 42 31
2004 40 37 51 36 22 35 23 40 31
2005 40 38 51 40 22 31 20 41 31

Note: a: Data refer to most recent year available.
Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 1999; Row 2: SHRDC 2006, UNESCO 2000 and World Bank 2007a; Row 3: MHHDC 2002; Row 4: UNESCO 2003 and World 

Bank 2006e, 2007a; Rows 5, 6: World Bank 2007a; Rows 7, 8: SHRDC 2006 and World Bank 2007a; Row 9: World Bank 2007a,e.

2.12. Percentage of children reaching grade 5 (% of grade 1 students)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1990-95 59 48 47 52 98 83 93 57 75
1995-99 60 50 70 44 97 87 98 61 76
1998 62 … 65 … … 88 … … 84
1999 62 … 65 58 … 90 … … …
2000 61 … 66 78 … 91 … 62 83
2000-01 59 … 65 78 … 91 … 60 …
2001-02 84 … 54 65 98 91 … 81 …
2003 79 … 65 67 … … … 77 82
2004 73 70 65 61 … 96 92 76 …

Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 2000; Row 2: MHHDC 2004; Rows 3, 5: UNESCO 2004; Row 4: UIS 2007; Row 6: MHHDC 2005; Row 7: MHHDC 2006; 
Row 8: MHHDC 2007a and UNESCO 2006; Row 9: SAARC 2007, UNDP 2007 and World Bank 2007e.
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2.13. R & D scientists and technicians (per 1,000 people)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 0.13 0.06 0.05 0.06 0.20 … … 0.12 …
1996 0.16 0.07 0.05 0.06 0.20 … … 0.14 …
1997 0.16 0.07 0.05 0.06 0.19 … … 0.14 …
1998 0.16 0.07 0.05 0.06 0.19 … … 0.14 …
1999 0.16 0.07 0.05 0.06 0.19 … … 0.14 …
2000 0.16 0.07 0.05 0.06 0.19 … … 0.14 …
2001 0.16 0.07 0.05 0.06 0.19 … … 0.14 …
2002 0.16 0.09 0.05 0.06 0.20 … … 0.14 …
2003 0.12 0.09 … 0.06 0.20 … … 0.12 …

Sources: Rows 1, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 9: SHRDC 2006; Row 2: SHRDC 2006 and UIS 2007; Row 8: SHRDC 2006, UIS 2007 and World Bank 2006f.

2.14. Public expenditure on education (as % of GDP)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 3.1 2.8 2.3 3.3 3.0 3.4 4.8 3.0 4.2
1996 2.9 3.0 2.3 3.1 3.4 4.1 4.7 2.9 4.0
1997 3.5 2.7 2.1 3.2 2.5 3.4 5.3 3.3 …
1998 3.2 2.0 2.1 2.5 3.1 5.2 6.8 2.9 3.7
1999 4.0 2.6 2.4 2.9 2.6 5.3 6.5 3.7 4
2000 4.4 1.8 2.5 3.0 3.1 5.2 7.4 3.9 3.9
2001 4.1 1.8 2.3 3.4 2.0 5.2 6.7 3.6 4
2002 4.0 1.8 2.3 3.4 2.4 5.2 8.1 3.6 4.1
2003 3.7 2.0 2.4 3.4 2.2 … 8.1 3.4 …
2004 3.8 2.0 2.2 3.4 2.1 … 7.2 3.4 4.1
2005 3.7 2.3 2.5 3.4 … … 7.1 3.4 …

Sources: Row 1: SHRDC 2006, UNPD 2007 and World Bank 2007a; Rows 2, 3: SHRDC 2006 and World Bank 2007a; Row 4: SHRDC 2006 and World Bank 
2002c, 2007a; Row 5: SHRDC 2006, UIS 2007 and World Bank 2006e; Row 6: SHRDC 2006, UIS 2007 and World Bank 2003, 2006e; Row 7: 
SHRDC 2006, UIS 2004, UNPD 2007 and World Bank 2006e; Row 8: SHRDC 2006, UIS 2007 and World Bank 2006e, 2007d; Rows 9, 10: SHRDC 
2006, UIS 2007 and World Bank 2006e, f; Row 11: UIS 2007 and World Bank 2007e.

2.15. Children not in primary schools (millions)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (total) countries

1995 35 10 4.0 0.97 … 0.13 … 50 …
1996 … 7.7 … … … … … … …
1997 27 7 5.0 0.60 0.000 0.22 0.001 40 …
1998 … 7.8 1.0 0.94 0.003 … 0.001 10 102
1999 … 7.7 1.1 1.05 … 0.05 0.001 10 94
2000 14.5 7.8 1.1 0.88 … 0.04 0.002 24 100
2001 15.1 8.2 1.0 0.92a 0.002 0.04 0.003 24 99
2002 15.1 6.4 0.9 … … … 0.006 22 88
2003 9.3 8.0 0.5 0.74 0.022 … … 19 82
2004 4.6 6.8 0.4 0.70 0.047 … 0.009 13 73
2005 6.4 6.3 … … 0.022 0.03 0.013 13 69

Note: a: Data refer to 2000-01.
Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 1999; Row 2: SHRDC 2006; Row 3: MHHDC 2004; Row 4: SHRDC 2006, UNESCO 2004 and World Bank 2007a; Row 5: 

SHRDC 2006, UNESCO 2006 and UIS 2007; Row 6: SHRDC 2006, UNESCO 2003 and UIS 2007; Row 7: UNESCO 2004 and UIS 2007; Row 8: 
SHRDC 2006, UIS 2007 and World Bank 2007a; Row 9: UIS 2007 and World Bank 2007a; Row 10: UNESCO 2006 and UIS 2007; Row 11: UIS 
2007 and World Bank 2007e.
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2.16 School life expectancy

2.16a. School life expectancy primary to tertiary

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1998 … … 8.5 … … 6.5 11.6 8.5 9.2
1999 … … 8.5 … … 7.4 12.0 8.5 9.1
2000 8.4 … 8.5 8.8 … 7.8 12.5 8.4 …
2001 8.4 … 8.6 8.3 … 8.1 12.6 8.4 9.5
2002 8.5 5.5 8.6 8.8 … … 12.5 8.2 9.9a

2003 9.1 5.6 8.6 8.9 … … 12.7 8.7 … 
2004 9.6 6.1 8.5 … 6.5 … 12.5 9.1 10.1
2005 10.0 6.4 … … … … … 9.6 …

Note: a: Data refer to 2002-03.
Sources: Row 1: UNESCO 2004; Rows 2, 7: UNESCO 2006 and UIS 2007; Rows 3, 6, 8: UIS 2007; Row 4: UNESCO 2004 and UIS 2007; Row 5: UNESCO 

2005 and UIS 2007.

2.16b. Primary to secondary

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1999 7.7 … 8.2 8.3 … 7.1 11.9 7.8 …
2000 7.9 … 8.3 8.6 … 7.5 12.4 8.0 …
2001 7.9 5.4 8.3 8.1 … 7.7 12.6 7.7 …
2002 8.0 5.3 8.3 8.6 12.3 8.1 12.4 7.8 …
2003 8.6 5.5 8.3 8.7 12.3 … 12.6 8.3 …
2004 9.1 5.9 8.2 … 12.3 … 12.4 8.7 …
2005 9.5 6.2 … 8.9 … 9.5 … 9.0 …

Sources: Rows 1-7: UIS 2007.
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Table 3: Health Profile

3.1. Population with access to safe water (%)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1990-96a 81 60 84 44 46 58 96 78 71
1997 … … … … … … … … …
1998 … … … … … … … … …
1999 88 88 97 81 83 62 100 89 78
2000 84 90 97 88 77 62 100 86 78
2001 … … … … … … … … …
2002 86 90 75 84 78 62 84 85 79
2003 … … … … … … … … …
2004 86 91 74 90 79 62 83 85 79

Note: a: Data refer to most recent year available.
Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 2000; Row 4: UNICEF 2000; Row 5: MHHDC 2005; Row 7: MHHDC 2006; Row 9: MHHDC 2007a.

3.2. Population with access to sanitation (%)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1990-96a 16 30 35 6 52 70 66 20 29
1997 … … … … … … … … …
1998 … … … … … … … … …
1999 31 61 53 27 83 69 56 37 52
2000 28 62 48 28 94 70 56 35 51
2001 … … … … … … … … …
2002 30 54 48 27 91 70 58 35 48
2003 … … … … … … … … …
2004 33 59 39 35 91 70 59 37 49

Note: a: Data refer to most recent year available.
Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 2000; Row 4: UNICEF 2000; Row 5: MHHDC 2005; Row 7: MHHDC 2006; Row 9: MHHDC 2007a.

3.3. Child immunisation rate

3.3a. One-year-olds fully immunised against measles (%)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 72 47 79 56 87 85 96 70 73
1996 66 50 69 65 89 85 95 65 73
1997 55 52 72 73 94 84 96 57 71
1998 51 55 72 72 94 71 98 55 70
1999 50 56 76 72 95 76 97 54 69
2000 56 56 76 71 99 76 99 59 71
2001 58 57 77 71 99 78 99 61 69
2002 58 63 75 71 99 78 99 61 72
2003 58 61 76 75 99 88 96 61 75
2004 58 67 81 73 96 87 97 62 75
2005 58 78 81 74 99 93 97 63 75

Sources: Rows 1, 2, 3, 4, 6: WHO 2006c and World Bank 2007b; Row 5: MHHDC 2003 and WHO 2006c; Row 7: MHHDC 2004 and WHO 2006c; Row 8: 
MHHDC 2005 and WHO 2006c; Row 9: MHHDC 2006 and WHO 2006c; Row 10: MHHDC 2007a and WHO 2006c; Row 11: UNICEF 2006c.
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3.3b. One-year-olds fully immunised against DPT (%)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 71 58 69 54 93 87 94 69 72
1996 66 46 77 65 92 87 96 65 71
1997 62 52 78 78 97 87 97 63 71
1998 58 58 82 76 94 86 97 61 71
1999 55 60 81 73 99 88 97 59 69 
2000 57 61 83 72 99 92 97 61 71
2001 59 63 85 72 99 88 98 63 71
2002 59 68 83 72 98 86 98 63 73
2003 59 67 81 78 99 95 98 63 76
2004 59 65 88 80 97 89 96 63 76
2005 59 72 88 75 99 95 98 64 75

Sources: Rows 1, 2, 3, 4, 6: WHO 2006c and World Bank 2007b; Row 5: UNICEF 2001 and WHO 2006c; Row 7: MHHDC 2004 and WHO 2006c; Row 8: 
MHHDC 2005 and WHO 2006c; Row 9: MHHDC 2006 and WHO 2006c; Row 10: MHHDC 2007a and WHO 2006c; Row 11: UNICEF 2006c.

3.4. Physicians (per 100,000 people)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1992-95a 48 52 18 5 23 20 19 44 78
1990-99a 48 57 20 4 2 16 40 45 …
1990-02a 48 68 20 4 41 16 40 46 …
1990-03a 51 68 23 5 43 5 78 49 …
2004 60 74 26 21 55 5 92 57 …

Note: a: Data refer to most recent year available.
Sources: Row 1: UNDP 2000; Row 2: MHHDC 2003; Row 3: MHHDC 2004; Row 4: MHHDC 2005; Row 5: World Bank 2007d.

3.5. Maternal mortality ratio (per 100,000 live births)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 440 200 600 830 60 500 390 430 …
1990-96a 437 340 850 1,500 30 … … 480 384
1990-98a 410 340 440 540 60 1,600 202 405 …
1985-99a 540 … 350 540 60 380 350 492 …
1990-99a 410 … 440 … 60 … … 405 …
2000b 540 500 380 740 92 420 110 516 440
1985-01a 540 … 400 540 90 380 350 505 …
2005 450 320 570 830 58 440 120 450 450

Notes: a: Data refer to most recent year available. b: Maternal mortality ratio adjusted.
Sources: Row 1: UN 2007b; Row 2: MHHDC 1999; Row 3: MHHDC 2000; Row 4: MHHDC 2003; Row 5: MHHDC 2002; Row 6: MHHDC 2007a; Row 7: 

MHHDC 2004; Row 8: WHO, UNICEF, UNFPA and World Bank 2007.
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3.6. Contraceptive prevalence rate (% of women aged 15-49)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1990-95a 41 18 49 29 66 19b … 39 56
1990-98a 41 17 49 30 66 19 17 39 …
1990-99a 41 17 49 30 66 19 17 39 …
1990-00a 52 28 54 29 66 19 17 50 …
1995-01a 47 17 54 39 71 31 32 45 61
1995-02a 47 28 54 39 71 31 32 46 59
1995-03a 47 28 54 39 70 31 32 46 60
1996-04a 47 28 59 38 70 31 39 46 60
1997-05a 47 28 58 38 70 31 39 46 59

Notes: a: Data refer to most recent year available. b: Data refer to 1987-1994.
Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 1999; Row 2: MHHDC 2000; Row 3: MHHDC 2002; Row 4: MHHDC 2003; Row 5: MHHDC 2004; Row 6: MHHDC 2005; 

Row 7: MHHDC 2006; Row 8: MHHDC 2007a; Row 9: UNICEF 2006c.

3.7. People living with HIV/AIDS

3.7a. People living with HIV/AIDS (adults and children) (thousands)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (total) countries

1997 4100 64 21 26 6.9 < 0.1 < 0.1 4218 …
2001 3970 78 13 58 4.8 < 0.1 < 0.1 4124 37476 
2002 … … … … … … … … …
2003 5300.0 56 7.5 65 3.1 < 0.1 … 5432 34900
2004 … … … … … … … … …
2005 5700 85 11 75 5.0 < 0.5 0.1 5877 35100

Sources: Row 1: UNAIDS 1998; Row 2: UNICEF 2003; Row 4: UNICEF 2004b and WHO 2007c; Row 6: UNAIDS 2006b.

3.7b. People with HIV/AIDS adults (as % of age group 15-49)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1997 0.82 0.09 0.03 0.24 0.07 <0.005 0.05 0.64 1.18
1998 … … … … … … … … …
1999 0.7 0.1 0.02 0.29 0.07 < 0.01 0.05 0.55 1.3
2000 … … … … … … … … …
2001 0.8 0.1 < 0.1 0.5 < 0.1 < 0.1 0.06 0.64 1.3
2002 … … … … … … … … …
2003 0.9 0.1 < 0.2 0.3 < 0.3 < 0.1 … 0.72 1.3
2004 … … … … … … … … …
2005 0.9 0.1 < 0.1 0.5 < 0.1 < 0.1 < 0.2 0.71 1.3

Sources: Row 1: UNAIDS 1998; Row 3: UNDP 2001; Row 5: MHHDC 2004; Row 7: MHHDC 2006; Row 9: MHHDC 2007a.
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3.8. Public expenditure on health (as % of GDP)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 0.7 0.8 1.2 1.2 1.4 2.3 4.9 0.8 1.8
1996 0.6 0.8 0.8 1.3 1.2 3.2 3.6 0.7 …
1997 0.7 0.8 1.2 1.2 1.4 4.0 5.3 0.8 2.0
1998 1.3 0.9 1.7 1.3 1.4 3.2 3.7 1.3 2.8
1999 1.3 0.7 0.9 1.3 1.7 4.0 4.8 1.2 2.8
2000 0.9 0.9 1.5 1.6 1.8 3.7 6.3 1.0 2.7
2001 0.9 1.0 1.5 1.5 1.8 3.6 5.6 1.0 2.7
2002 1.3 1.1 0.8 1.4 1.8 4.1 5.1 1.2 2.7
2003 1.2 1.7 1.1 1.5 1.6 4.1 5.5 1.3 2.8
2004 0.9 0.4 0.9 1.5 2.0 3.0 6.3 0.9 2.8

Sources: Row 1: UNPD 2007 and World Bank 2000c; Row 2: SHRDC 2006; Row 3: MHHDC 1999; Row 4: MHHDC 2003 and World Bank. 2006e; Row 5: 
UNDP 2002 and World Bank 2006e; Row 6: MHHDC 2004; Row 7: MHHDC 2005 and World Bank 2006e; Row 8: MHHDC 2006 and World Bank 
2007d; Row 9: MHHDC 2007a and World Bank 2007d; Row 10: UNDP 2007 and World Bank 2007d.
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Table 4: Human Deprivation Profile

4.1. Population below income poverty line (%)

4.1a. Population below 1 $ a day (%)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1989-99a 44.2 31.0 29.1 37.7 6.6 … … 40.7 …
1983-00a 44.2 31.0 29.1 37.7 6.6 … … 40.5 …
1990-01a 34.7 13.4 36.0 37.7 6.6 … … 32.3 …
1990-02a 34.7 13.4 36.0 37.7 6.6 … … 32.3 …
1990-03a 34.7 13.4 36.0 37.7 7.6 … … 32.3 …
1990-04a 34.7 17.0 36.0 24.1 5.6 … … 32.4 …
2000-05a 33.5 17 41.3 24.1 5.6 … … 31.9 …

Note: a: Data refer to most recent year available.
Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 2002; Row 2: MHHDC 2003; Row 3: MHHDC 2004; Row 4: MHHDC 2005; Row 5: MHHDC 2006; Row 6: MHHDC 2007a; 

Row 7: World Bank 2007e.

4.1b. Population below national poverty line (%)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1984-99a 35.0 34.0 35.6 42.0 25b … … 32.0 …
1987-00a 35.0 34.0 35.6 42.0 25.0 … … 35.0 …
1990-01a 28.6 32.6 49.8 42.0 25.0 … … 31.4 …
1990-02a 28.6 32.6 49.8 42.0 25.0 … … 31.4 …
1990-03a 28.6 32.6 49.8 30.9 25.0 … … 31.2 …
1995-04a 28.6 32.6 49.8 30.9 25.0 … … 31.1 …

Notes: a: Data refer to most recent year available. b: Data refer to1994-95.
Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 2002; Row 2: MHHDC 2003; Row 3: MHHDC 2005; Row 4: MHHDC 2006; Row 5: MHHDC 2007a; Row 6: World Bank 

2007e.

4.2. Population without access to safe water

4.2a. Number (millions)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (total) countries

1990-96a 180 50 19 12 10 0.8 0.01 272 3292
1997 … … … … … … … … …
1998 … … … … … … … … …
1999 119.77 18.3 3.8 4.4 3.2 0.8 0 150 1051
2000 162.7 14.3 4.1 2.8 4.3 0.7 0 189 1,071
2001 … … … … … … … … …
2002 147.6 14.9 33.5 4.1 4.4 0.8 0 205 1,071
2003 … … … … … … … … …
2004 152.2 15.5 34.8 4.3 4.6 0.8 0.05 212 1,088

Note: a: Data refer to most recent year available.
Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 2000; Row 4: UNICEF 2000; Row 5: MHHDC 2005; Row 7: MHHDC 2006; Row 9: MHHDC 2007a.
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4.2b. Population without access to safe water (as % of total population)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1990-96a 19 40 16 56 54 42 4 22 29
1997 … … … … … … … … …
1998 … … … … … … … … …
1999 12 12 3 19 17 38 0 11 22
2000 16 10 3 12 23 38 0 14 22
2001 … … … … … … … … …
2002 14 10 25 16 22 38 16 15 21
2003 … … … … … … … … …
2004 14 9 26 10 21 38 17 15 21

Note: a: Data refer to most recent year available.
Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 2000; Row 4: UNICEF 2000; Row 5: MHHDC 2005; Row 7: MHHDC 2006; Row 9: MHHDC 2007a.

4.3. Population without access to sanitation

4.3a. Number (population)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (total) countries

1990-96a 797 87 79 21 9 0.57 0.09 994 3,456
1997 … … … … … … … … …
1998 … … … … … … … … …
1999 688.66 59.4 59.7 17.1 3.2 0.6 0.1 829 2,293
2000 732.2 54.3 71.8 16.9 1.1 0.6 0.1 877 2,385
2001 … … … … … … … … …
2002 738.1 68.4 69.7 18.6 1.8 0.6 0.1 897 2,385
2003 … … … … … … … … …
2004 728.3 63.6 84.8 17.6 1.9 0.9 0.09 897 2,642

Note: a: Data refer to most recent year available.
Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 2000; Row 4: UNICEF 2000; Row 5: MHHDC 2005; Row 7: MHHDC 2006; Row 9: MHHDC 2007a.

4.3b. Population without access to sanitation (as % of total population)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1990-96a 84 70 65 94 48 30 34 80 71
1997 … … … … … … … … …
1998 … … … … … … … … …
1999 69 39 47 73 17 31 44 63 48
2000 72 38 52 72 6 30 44 65 49
2001 … … … … … … … … …
2002 70 46 52 73 9 30 42 65 52
2003 … … … … … … … … …
2004 67 41 61 65 9 30 41 63 51

Note: a: Data refer to most recent year available.
Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 2000; Row 4: UNICEF 2000; Row 5: MHHDC 2005; Row 7: MHHDC 2006; Row 9: MHHDC 2007a.
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4.4. Illiterate adults

4.4a. Number (millions)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (total) countries

1995 291 49 45 9 1.2 0.60 0.010 395 851
1996 … … … … … … … … …
1997 446 87 76 14 1.7 0.95 0.010 630 1367
1998 429 84 76 14 1.6 0.99 0.011 606 1301
1999 432 74 75 14 1.7 0.86 0.010 598 1372
2000 288 47 50 8 1.1 0.62 0.004 394 822
2001 434 82 84 14 1.5 0.62 0.004 615 1372
2002 272 53 53 8 1.1 0.49 0.005 388 808
2003 280 38 51 8 1.5 0.44 0.006 379 790
2004 292 50 54 9 1.5 0.43 0.007 379 768

Notes: The number of illiterate adults differs from 1997 to 1999 and 2001 MHHDC calculations, as in other years, the indicator has been calculated as a 
percentage of total adult population (15 and above), while previously these have been calculated from total population.

Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 1999; Row 3: MHHDC 2000; Row 4: MHHDC 1999 and UNDP 2000; Row 5: MHHDC 2002; Row 6: MHHDC 2005; Row 7: 
MHHDC 2004; Row 8: MHHDC 2005 and UNDP 2004a; Row 9: MHHDC 2006; Row 10: MHHDC 2007a.

4.4b. Illiterate adults (as % of total adult population)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 48 62 62 72 10 58 7 51 29
1996 … … … … … … … … …
1997 46 59 61 62 9 56 4 49 29
1998 44 56 60 61 8.9 58 4 47 28
1999 44 55 59 60 8.6 58 3.8 46 27
2000 43 57 59 58 8 53 3 46 26
2001 42 56 59 57 8.1 53 3 45 25
2002 39 59 59 56 7.9 53 2.8 43 23
2003 39 51 59 51 9.6 53 2.8 42 23
2004 39 50 59 51 9.3 53 3.7 42 21

Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 1999; Row 3: MHHDC 2000; Row 4: UNDP 2000; Row 5: MHHDC 2002; Row 6: MHHDC 2005; Row 7: MHHDC 2004; Row 
8: UNDP 2004a; Row 9: MHHDC 2006; Row 10: MHHDC 2007a.

4.5. Illiterate female adults

4.5a. Number (millions)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (total) countries

1995 182 28 26 5.4 0.8 0.3 0.005 243 544
1996 … … … … … … … … …
1997 285 54 45 9.0 1.1 0.6 0.010 386 856
1998 270 53 44 8.6 1.1 0.6 0.01 377 838
1999 266 45 43 8.7 1.1 0.7 0.010 365 881
2000 179 29 29 5.2 0.7 0.4 0.012 243 484
2001 268 50 48 9.0 0.9 0.7 … 379 732
2002 182 30 28 5.8 0.7 0.5 0.002 254 412
2003 183 23 29 5.1 0.9 … 0.012 241 525
2004 191 31 31 5.8 0.9 … 0.027 259 511

Notes: The number of illiterate adults differs from 1997 to 1999 and 2001 MHHDC calculations, as in other years, the indicator has been calculated as a 
percentage of total adult population (15 and above), while previously these have been calculated from total population.

Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 1999; Row 3: MHHDC 2000; Row 4: UNDP 2000, 2003 and World Bank 2007b; Row 5: MHHDC 2002; Row 6: MHHDC 2005; 
Row 7: MHHDC 2004; Row 8: MHHDC 2005, UNDP 2004a and World Bank 2007b; Row 9: MHHDC 2006; Row 10: MHHDC 2007a.
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4.5b. Illiterate female adults (as % of total adult female population)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 62 76 74 86 13.0 72 7.0 64 38
1996 … … … … … … … … …
1997 61 75 73 79 12.0 70 4.0 63 37
1998 57 71 71 78 11.7 70 4.0 59 36
1999 56 70 71 77 11.6 70 3.8 58 35
2000 55 72 70 76 11.0 66 3.2 58 34
2001 54 71 69 75 10.7 66 3.0 57 30
2002 54 72 69 74 10.4 66 2.8 57 23
2003 52 65 69 65 11.4 … 2.8 55 30
2004 52 65 … 65 11.4 … 2.8 55 28

Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 1999; Row 3: MHHDC 2000; Row 4: UNDP 2000, 2003; Row 5: MHHDC 2002; Row 6: MHHDC 2005; Row 7: MHHDC 2004 
and SHRDC 2006; Row 8: MHHDC 2005, SHRDC 2006 and UNDP 2004a; Row 9: MHHDC 2006; Row 10: MHHDC 2007a.

4.6. Child Malnourished (weight for age) (% of children under the age 5)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 53 38 48 49 38 38 39 53 31
1996 53 38 56 47 38 38 39 51 30
1990-97a 53 38 56 47 34 38 43 51 31
1990-98a 53 38 56 47 34 38 43 51 31
1999 47 … 61 … … 19 … 48 …
2000 47 38 61 47 33 … … 47 …
2001 … 35 52 48 30 … 30 46 …
1999-05a 47 38 48 45 29 19 30 46 22

Note: a: Data refer to most recent year available.
Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 1998; Row 2: MHHDC 1999; Row 3: MHHDC 2000; Row 4: MHHDC 2002; Row 5: World Bank 2006e; Row 6: MHHDC 2003; 

Row 7: World Bank. 2007d; Row 8: World Bank 2007b,e.

4.7. Under-five mortality rate (per 1,000 live births)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 115 137 115 114 19 189 77 116 99
1996 111 136 112 116 19 127 76 113 97
1997 108 136 109 104 19 121 74 110 96
1998 105 136 106 100 19 116 87 107 95
1999 98 112 89 104 19 107 83 98 90
2000 96 110 82 100 19 100 80 95 59
2001 93 109 77 91 19 95 77 92 89
2002 93 107 77 91 19 94 77 92 89
2003 87 103 69 82 15 85 72 86 88
2004 85 101 77 76 14 80 46 85 88
2005 74 99 73 74 14 75 42 76 83

Sources: Row 1: UNICEF 1996; Row 2: MHHDC 1998; Row 3: MHHDC 1999; Row 4: MHHDC 2000; Row 5: MHHDC 2002; Row 6: MHHDC 2003; 
Row 7: MHHDC 2004; Row 8: MHHDC 2005; Row 9: MHHDC 2006; Row 10: MHHDC 2007a; Row 11: UNDP 2007.
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4.8. People with HIV/AIDS adults (% age 15-49)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1997 0.82 0.09 0.03 0.24 0.07 <0.005 0.05 0.64 1.18
1998 … … … … … … … … …
1999 0.7 0.1 0.02 0.29 0.07 < 0.01 0.05 0.55 1.3
2000 … … … … … … … … …
2001 0.8 0.1 < 0.1 0.5 < 0.1 < 0.1 0.06 0.64 1.3 
2002 … … … … … … … … …
2003 0.9 0.1 < 0.2 0.3 < 0.3 < 0.1 … 0.72 1.3
2004 … … … … … … … … …
2005 0.9 0.1 < 0.1 0.5 < 0.1 < 0.1 < 0.2 0.71 1.3

Sources: Row 1: UNAIDS 1998; Row 3: UNDP 2001; Row 5: MHHDC 2004; Row 7: MHHDC 2006; Row 9: MHHDC 2007a.

4.9. Human poverty index (HPI)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1997 35.9 42.1 44.4 51.9 20.4 41.8 25.4 37.5 27.7
1998 34.6 40.1 43.6 51.3 20.3 … 25.4 36.2 …
1999 34.3 39.2 43.3 44.2 18 … 15.8 35.7 …
2000 33.1 41 42.4 43.4 17.6 … 15.8 34.8 …
2001 33.1 40.2 42.6 41.9 18.3 … 11.4 34.8 …
2002 31.4 41.9 42.2 41.2 18.2 … 11.4 33.6 …
2003 31.3 37.1 44.1 38.7 18 … 16.6 33.1 …
2004 31.3 36.3 44.2 38.1 17.7 39.0 16.9 33.0 …
2005 31.3 36.2 40.5 38.1 17.8 38.9 17.0 32.7 …

Sources: Row 1: UNDP 1999; Row 2: UNDP 2000; Row 3: UNDP 2001; Row 4: UNDP 2002; Row 5: UNDP 2003; Row 6: UNDP 2004a; Row 7: UNDP 
2005; Row 8: UNDP 2006; Row 9: UNDP 2007.
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Table 5: Gender Disparities Profile

5.1. Female population

5.1a. Number (millions)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (total) countries

1995 452 68 58 11 9.0 0.81 0.12 599 2,237
1996 467 63 64 11 9.1 0.80 0.12 615 2,269
1997 476 64 65 11 9.2 0.84 0.13 627 2,308
1998 477 74 62 11 9.6 0.88 0.14 635 2,361
1999 494 67 69 12 9.3 0.99 0.13 652 2,385
2000 491 66 63 12 9.5 1.05 0.14 643 2,395
2001 501 71 69 12 9.0 1.05 0.15 663 2,439
2002 509 73 70 12 9.1 1.08 0.15 674 2,477
2003 521 74 67 13 10.0 1.02 0.15 686 2,520
2004 529 75 68 13 10.1 1.04 0.16 697 2,556
2005 538 77 69 14 10.2 1.07 0.16 709 2,592

Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 1998; Row 2, 3, 5, 11: UNPD 2007; Row 4: MHHDC 1999; Row 6: MHHDC 2003; Row 7: MHHDC 2004; Row 8: MHHDC 
2005; Row 9: MHHDC 2006; Row 10: MHHDC 2007a.

5.1b. Female population (as % of male)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 94 93 94 96 101 99 95 94 97
1996 92 95 94 101 99 97 95 93 96
1997 92 95 94 101 100 98 95 93 96
1998 94 97 93 85 102 98 100 93 97
1999 93 95 94 101 100 98 95 93 97
2000 94 92 95 100 102 98 93 94 97
2001 94 95 95 96 93 98 95 94 97
2002 94 95 95 96 93 98 94 94 97
2003 95 94 96 102 97 97 94 95 97
2004 95 94 96 102 97 97 95 95 97
2005 95 94 96 102 97 97 95 95 97

Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 1998; Row 2, 3, 5, 11: UNPD 2007; Row 4: MHHDC 1999; Row 6: MHHDC 2003; Row 7: MHHDC 2004; Row 8: MHHDC 
2005; Row 9: MHHDC 2006; Row 10: MHHDC 2007a.

5.2. Adult female literacy (as % of male)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 58 48 53 34 94 50 100 58 78
1996 … … … … … … … … …
1997 59 46 55 37 93 52 100 57 79
1998 65 50 56 38 94 52 100 62 80
1999 66 51 57 39 94 52 … 63 …
2000 66 48 57 40 94 56 100 63 81
2001 67 50 62 42 95 56 100 65 80
2002 46 64 62 43 95 56 100 51 88
2003 65 57 62 56 96 … … 64 84
2004 65 57 … 56 97 … 100 58 84

Note: Data for the year 1996 is not available from the international sources.
Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 1999; Row 3: MHHDC 2000; Row 4: SHRDC 2006 and UNDP 2000; Row 5: MHHDC 2002 and SHRDC 2006; Row 6: 

MHHDC 2003 and SHRDC 2006; Row 7: MHHDC 2004; Row 8: MHHDC 2005 and SHRDC 2006; Row 9: MHHDC 2006 and SHRDC 2006; 
Row 10: MHHDC 2007a.
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5.3. Female primary school gross enrolment (as % of male)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 82 45 86 69 98 77 97 78 88
1996 83 55 85 74 98 79 98 80 90
1997 83 65 101 … 97 81 98 83 91
1998 83 70 97 78 97 82 101 83 91
1999 81 55 99 77 97 84 101 81 90
2000 83 74 101 85 100 86 100 84 92
2001 85 74 102 87 99 88 99 85 92
2002 84 68 104 86 98 89 99 85 93
2003 94 63 102 88 99 … 97 91 94
2004 93 73 104 92 … … 97 92 94
2005 94 76 103 91 99 … 98 93 94

Sources: Row 1: SHRDC 2006, UNESCO 1998 and World Bank 2007a; Row 2: SHRDC 2006, UNESCO 2000 and World Bank 2007a; Rows 3, 8: SHRDC 
2006 and World Bank 2007a; Rows 4, 7: SHRDC 2006 and UNESCO 2004; Row 5: SHRDC 2006, UNESCO 2006 and World Bank 2006e; Row 6: 
SHRDC 2006 and UNESCO 2003; Row 9: World Bank 2006e; Row 10: UNESCO 2006 and World Bank 2007a; Row 11: UNDP 2007.

5.4. Female primary school net enrolment (as % of male)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1998 … … 96 79 102 89 101 83 …
1999 83 … 99 79 … 87 101 82 …
2000 82 74 101 82 100 89 101 83 …
2001 83 68 102 87a 100a 90 101 84 …
2002 84 … 102 … … … 101 85 …
2003 93 72 103 88 99 … … 92 …
2004 94 73 103 87 100 … 101 93 …
2005 93 76 103 87 100 … 100 92 95

Note: a: Data refer to 2000-01.
Sources: Row 1: ADB 2007, UNDP 2002 and World Bank 2007a; Row 2: ADB 2007 and World Bank 2007a; Row 3: ADB 2007, SAARC 2007 and World Bank 

2007a; Row 4: ADB 2007, UNDP 2003 and World Bank 2007a; Row 5: World Bank 2007a; Row 6: UIS 2007 and World Bank 2007a; Row 7: UNDP 
2006; Row 8: UNDP 2007.

5.5. Female 1st, 2nd and 3rd level gross enrolment ratio (as % of male)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 77 51 78 64 105 100 100 74 90
1996 … … … … … … … … …
1997 75 50 75 71 103 71 101 74 87
1998 81 … 96 … … … 101 83 …
1999 79 55 80 78 104 … 100 77 …
2000 76 70 100 76 … … 101 78 …
2000-01 78 60 100 81 102 71 101 79 87
2001-02 78 60 100 81 102 71 101 79 87
2002-03 88 72 104 83 102 88 101 88 …
2004 88 72 104 83 102 88 101 88 …
2005 88 76 100 87 102 … 102 88 …

Note: Data for the year 1996 is not available from the international sources.
Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 1999; Row 3: MHHDC 2003; Row 4: World Bank 2007a; Row 5: UNDP 2002; Row 6: UIS 2007; Row 7: MHHDC 2004; Row 8: 

MHHDC 2005; Row 9: MHHDC 2006; Row 10: MHHDC 2007a; Row 11: UNDP 2007.
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5.6. Female life expectancy (as % of male)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 100 103 100 99 106 107 97 100 104
1996 100 103 100 98 106 106 97 100 104
1997 100 103 100 100 106 108 97 100 105
1998 102 103 100 98 107 103 97 102 105
1999 102 103 100 98 107 103 96 102 105
2000 102 99 100 99 108 104 98 102 105
2001 102 100 100 99 108 104 98 102 105
2002 102 100 102 98 109 103 99 102 105
2003 102 100 101 99 108 104 99 102 105
2004 105 101 103 101 107 104 99 104 106
2005 105 101 103 101 107 104 99 104 106

Sources: Row 1: UNICEF 1996 and World Bank 2006e; Row 2: UNICEF 1997; Row 3: MHHDC 1999; Row 4: MHHDC 2000; Row 5: MHHDC 2002; 
Row 6: MHHDC 2003 and UNICEF 2001; Row 7: MHHDC 2004; Row 8: MHHDC 2005; Row 9: MHHDC 2006; Row 10: MHHDC 2007a; Row 
11: UNICEF 2006c.

5.7. Female economic activity rate (age 15+) (as % of male)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 46 36 73 68 55 66 73 48 64
1996 … … … … … … … … …
1997 50 40 77 70 55 67 78 52 68
1998 49 41 76 66 54 65 79 51 66
1999 50 41 76 67 55 65 79 52 …
2000 50 42 76 66 55 65 80 52 67
2001 50 43 76 66 55 65 80 52 67
2002 50 44 76 67 56 65 80 52 67
2003 50 44 76 67 56 65 80 52 67
2004 41 38 61 63 45 55 64 43 67
2005 42 39 61 64 45 58 67 44 64

Note: Data for the year 1996 is not available from the international sources.
Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 1999; Row 3: MHHDC 2000; Row 4: UNDP 2000; Row 5: MHHDC 2002; Row 6: MHHDC 2003; Row 7: MHHDC 2004; 

Row 8: MHHDC 2005; Row 9: MHHDC 2006; Row 10: MHHDC 2007a; Row 11: UNDP 2007.

5.8. Female professional and technical workers (as % of total)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1992-96a 21 20 35 … 19 … 35 22 …
1990-99a … 25 35 … 50 … … 31 …
1991-2000a … 26 35 … 49 … 40 30 …
1992-2001a … 26 25 … 49 … 40 27 …
1992-2003a … 26 25 … 46 … 40 27 …
1992-2004a … 26 12 … 46 … 40 21 …
1994-2005a … 26 12 19 46 … 40 21 …

Note: a: Data refer to most recent year available.
Sources: Row 1: UNDP 1998a; Row 2: UNDP 2001; Row 3: MHHDC 2003; Row 4: MHHDC 2005; Row 5: MHHDC 2006; Row 6: MHHDC 2007a; 

Row 7: UNDP 2007.
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5.9. Seats in parliament held by women (as % of total)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995a 8.0 1.6 10.6 … 5.3 … 6.3 7.5 10.8
1996 7.0 3.0 9.0 5.0 5.0 2.0 6.0 6.7 12.0
1997b 7.3 3.4 9.1 … 5.3 … 6.3 7.0 …
1998 … … … … … … … … …
1999 8.7 2.6 12.4 7.9 4.9 2.0 6.3 8.3 10.0
2000c 8.9 … 9.1 6.4 4.9 2.0 6.0 8.8 …
2001d … … 9.1 7.9 4.0 9.3 6.0 6.3 …
2002e 8.9 … 2.0 7.9 4.4 9.3 6.0 8.8 …
2003f 9.3 20.6 2.0 7.9 4.4 9.3 6.0 9.7 …
2004g 9.3 20.6 2.0 6.4 4.9 8.7 4.8 9.6 …
2005h 9.3 20.6 2.0 6.0 4.9 8.7 4.8 9.6 …
2006i 9.2 20.4 14.8 6.7 4.9 9.3 12.0 10.9 …

Notes: a: 30 June 1995.b: data refer to 1 January 1997.c: as of 29 February 2000. d :as of March 2001. e: as of March 2002. f: as of March 2003. g: As of 
March 2005. h: 1st march 2005. i: As of 31st May 2006.

Sources: Row 1: UNDP 1996; Row 2: MHHDC 1999; Row 3: UNDP 1997; Row 5: MHHDC 2002; Row 6: UNDP 2000; Row 7: UNDP 2001; Row 8: 
MHHDC 2003; Row 9: MHHDC 2004; Row 10: MHHDC 2006; Row 11: UNDP 2005; Row 12: MHHDC 2007a.

5.10. Gender-related Development Index (GDI)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 0.424 0.399 0.342 0.327 0.700 0.330 0.668 0.415 0.564
1996 … … … … … … … … …
1997 0.525 0.472 0.428 0.441 0.712 0.444 0.711 0.511 0.630
1998 0.545 0.489 0.441 0.449 0.727 0.444 0.720 0.529 0.634
1999 0.553 0.466 0.459 0.461 0.732 … 0.735 0.535 …
2000 0.560 0.468 0.468 0.470 0.737 … 0.739 0.542 …
2001 0.574 0.469 0.495 0.479 0.726 … … 0.555 …
2002 0.572 0.471 0.499 0.484 0.738 … … 0.554 …
2003 0.586 0.508 0.514 0.511 0.747 … … 0.571 …
2004 0.591 0.513 0.524 0.513 0.749 … … 0.576 …
2005 0.600 0.525 0.539 0.520 0.735 … 0.744 0.586 …

Note: As Gender-related Development Index is constructed annually by UNDP. UNDP has not reported it for the year 1996.
Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 1999; Row 3: MHHDC 2000; Row 4: MHHDC 2005 and UNDP 2000; Row 5: MHHDC 2002; Row 6: MHHDC 2003; Row 7: 

MHHDC 2004; Row 8: MHHDC 2005; Row 9: MHHDC 2006; Row 10: MHHDC 2007a; Row 11: UNDP 2007.

5.11. Gender Empowerment Measure (GEM)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 0.228 0.179 0.305 … 0.286 … 0.341 0.226 …
1996 … … … … … … … … …
1997 0.240 0.176 0.304 … 0.321 … 0.342 0.236 …
1998 0.240 0.176 0.305 … 0.309 … 0.361 0.240 …
1999 0.240 0.176 0.304 … 0.321 … 0.342 0.236 …
2000 … … 0.223 … 0.274 … 0.361 0.228 …
2001 … 0.414 0.218 … 0.272 … … 0.252 …
2002 … 0.416 0.218 … 0.276 … … 0.343 …
2003 … 0.379 0.218 … 0.370 … … 0.307 …
2004 … 0.377 0.374 … 0.372 … … 0.375 …
2005 … 0.377 0.379 0.351 0.369 … 0.437 0.375 …

Note: As Gender Empowerment Measure is constructed annually by UNDP. UNDP has not reported it for the year 1996.
Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 1999; Row 3: MHHDC 2000; Row 4: MHHDC 2002, 2003, 2004 and UNDP 2000; Row 5: MHHDC 2002; Row 6: MHHDC 

2003; Row 7: MHHDC 2004; Row 8: MHHDC 2005; Row 9: MHHDC 2006; Row 10: MHHDC 2007a; Row 11: UNDP 2007.
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5. 12. Female earnings (as % of male)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 34 26 30 50 55 48 55 33 48
1996 … … … … … … … … …
1997 38 30 58 54 41 51 58 39 48
1998 37 30 38 51 48 … 59 37 50
1999 37 30 58 53 51 … 59 39 …
2000 37 32 57 50 48 … 60 39 …
2001 38 32 56 50 50 … … 39 …
2002 38 33 57 50 57 … … 40 …
2003 38 34 55 51 51 … … 40 …
2004 31 29 46 50 42 … … 33 …
2005 31 29 46 50 41 48 50 33 …

Sources: Row 1: UNDP 1998a; Row 3: UNDP 1999; Row 4: UNDP 2000; Row 5: UNDP 2001; Row 6: UNDP 2002; Row 7: UNDP 2003; Row 8: UNDP 
2004a; Row 9: UNDP 2005; Row 10: UNDP 2006; Row 11: UNDP 2007.

5.13. Female unemployment rate (%)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives  countries

1995 1.7 14.0 … … 19.9 … 1.3 … …
1996 1.3 13.7 2.2 4.1 19.0 … … … …
1997 2.4 17.1 … … 16.2 … … … …
1998 3.8 15.0 … … 12.7 … … … …
1999 … 15.0 … … 12.7 … … … …
2000 4.1 15.8 3.3 … 11.4 … 2.7 … …
2001 … 17.3 … 10.7 11.7 … … … …
2002 … 16.4 … … 12.8 … … … …
2003 … … 4.9 … 14.6 … … … …
2004 5.3 12.8 … … 13.5 … … … …

Sources: Rows 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 7: World Bank 2006e, 2007d; Rows 6, 8, 9, 10: World Bank 2007d.
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Table 6: Child Survival and Development Profile

6.1. Population under 18

6.1a. Number (millions)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (total) countries

1995 385 71 56 11.0 6.7 0.80 0.14 531 1,827
1996 383 68 57 11.0 6.4 0.90 0.14 526 1,827
1997 385 70 57 11.0 6.3 0.90 0.15 530 1,845
1998 396 72 56 11.0 6.2 0.98 0.14 470 1,844
1999 398 74 56 11.0 6.2 1.01 0.14 427 1,858
2000a 345 58 50 9.8 4.9 0.90 0.13 469 …
2001 402 70 63 11.0 6.1 1.10 0.15 554 1,894
2002 414 72 65 11.5 5.8 1.07 0.16 569 1,917
2003 415 74 65 11.7 5.7 1.09 0.16 572 1,924
2004 419 71 59 12.3 6.1 0.97 0.16 569 1,925
2005 421 72 59 12.4 6.1 0.98 0.16 571 1,929

Note: a: Data refer to population with age 0-14.
Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 1998; Row 2: UNICEF 1997; Row 3: MHHDC 1999; Row 4: MHHDC 2000; Row 5: MHHDC 2002; Row 6: MHHDC 2003; 

Row 7: MHHDC 2004; Row 8: MHHDC 2005; Row 9: MHHDC 2006; Row 10: MHHDC 2007a; Row 11: UNICEF 2006c.

6.1b. Population under 18 (as % of total population)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 41 51 47 50 37 50 56 43 40
1996 40 49 47 50 36 50 54 42 40
1997 40 47 45 48 33 56 56 41 39
1998 40 52 45 48 33 49 50 42 38
1999 40 52 44 47 33 49 48 42 38
2000a 34 42 39 41 26 43 44 35 …
2001 39 48 45 47 32 49 51 41 39
2002 39 48 45 49 31 49 52 41 38
2003 39 49 48 46 29 53 51 41 38
2004 39 46 42 45 29 46 52 40 37
2005 38 45 42 46 29 45 48 39 37

Note: a: Data refer to population with age 0-14.
Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 1998; Row 2: UNICEF 1997; Row 3: MHHDC 1999; Row 4: MHHDC 2000; Row 5: MHHDC 2002; Row 6: MHHDC 2003; 

Row 7: MHHDC 2004; Row 8: MHHDC 2005; Row 9: MHHDC 2006; Row 10: MHHDC 2007a; Row 11: UNICEF 2006c.

6.2. Population under-five

6.2a. Number (millions)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (total) countries

1995 117 24 17 3.6 1.8 0.30 0.05 164 560
1996 111 23 13 3.6 1.6 0.30 0.05 153 540
1997 111 23 14 3.6 1.6 0.30 0.05 153 543
1998 116 19 15 3.4 1.6 0.33 0.04 155 536
1999 115 19 15 3.4 1.6 0.34 0.04 154 538
2000a 117 22 18 3.7 1.6 0.33 0.05 161 …
2001 116 23 19 3.6 1.6 0.33 0.05 163 548
2002 120 23 19 3.6 1.5 0.34 0.05 168 551
2003 119 24 19 3.7 1.5 0.35 0.05 168 553
2004 120 21 17 3.6 1.6 0.29 0.05 164 548
2005 120 21 17 3.6 1.6 0.29 0.05 164 550

Note: a: Data refer to population with age 0-4.
Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 1998; Row 2: UNICEF 1997; Row 3: MHHDC 1999; Row 4: MHHDC 2000; Row 5: MHHDC 2002; Row 6: MHHDC 2003; 

Row 7: MHHDC 2004; Row 8: MHHDC 2005; Row 9: MHHDC 2006; Row 10: MHHDC 2007a; Row 11: UNICEF 2006c.
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6.2b. Population under-five (as % of total population)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 13 17 14 16 10 19 20 14 12
1996 12 16 11 16 9 17 19 12 12
1997 11 15 11 16 8 19 19 12 12
1998 12 15 12 15 8 17 14 12 11
1999 12 15 12 15 9 17 14 12 11
2000a 12 16 14 16 8 16 16 12 …
2001 11 16 13 15 8 15 16 12 11
2002 11 15 13 15 8 16 16 12 11
2003 11 16 14 14 7 17 16 12 11
2004 11 13 12 13 8 14 15 11 11
2005 11 13 12 13 8 14 14 11 11

Note: a: Data refer to population with age 0-4.
Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 1998; Row 2: UNICEF 1997; Row 3: MHHDC 1999; Row 4: MHHDC 2000; Row 5: MHHDC 2002; Row 6: MHHDC 2003; 

Row 7: MHHDC 2004; Row 8: MHHDC 2005; Row 9: MHHDC 2006; Row 10: MHHDC 2007a; Row 11: UNICEF 2006c.

6.3. Infant mortality rate (per 1,000 live births)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 76 95 85 81 15 122 55 78 67
1996 73 95 83 82 17 90 54 76 76
1997 71 95 81 75 17 87 53 75 74
1998 69 95 79 72 17 84 62 72 72
1999 70 84 58 75 17 80 60 70 70
2000 69 85 54 72 17 77 59 69 68
2001 67 84 51 66 17 74 58 66 66
2002 67 83 51 66 17 74 58 66 66
2003 63 81 46 61 13 70 55 63 62
2004 62 80 56 59 12 67 35 63 57
2005 56 79 54 56 12 65 33 58 57

Sources: Row 1: UNICEF 1996; Row 2: MHHDC 1998; Row 3: MHHDC 1999; Row 4: MHHDC 2000; Row 5: MHHDC 2002; Row 6: MHHDC 2003; 
Row 7: MHHDC 2004; Row 8: MHHDC 2005; Row 9: MHHDC 2006; Row 10: MHHDC 2007a; Row 11: UNICEF 2006c.

6.4. Under-five mortality rate (per 1,000 live births)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 115 137 115 114 19 189 77 116 99
1996 111 136 112 116 19 127 76 113 97
1997 108 136 109 104 19 121 74 110 96
1998 105 136 106 100 19 116 87 107 95
1999 98 112 89 104 19 107 83 98 90
2000 96 110 82 100 19 100 80 95 59
2001 93 109 77 91 19 95 77 92 89
2002 93 107 77 91 19 94 77 92 89
2003 87 103 69 82 15 85 72 86 88
2004 85 101 77 76 14 80 46 85 88
2005 74 99 73 74 14 75 42 76 83

Sources: Row 1: UNICEF 1996; Row 2: MHHDC 1998; Row 3: MHHDC 1999; Row 4: MHHDC 2000; Row 5: MHHDC 2002; Row 6: MHHDC 2003; 
Row 7: MHHDC 2004; Row 8: MHHDC 2005; Row 9: MHHDC 2006; Row 10: MHHDC 2007a; Row 11: UNDP 2007.
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6.5. One-year-olds fully immunised against tuberculosis (%)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 81 73 93 76 90 98 99 81 …
1996 79 59 90 81 88 98 98 78 …
1997 72 62 92 86 96 92 99 73 …
1998 70 65 92 86 90 94 99 72 …
1999 68 66 94 86 97 90 98 71 80
2000 73 67 95 84 99 97 99 75 …
2001 75 67 94 84 99 81 99 77 78
2002 75 82 95 85 99 83 98 78 80
2003 75 82 95 91 99 93 98 78 85
2004 75 80 99 85 99 92 98 78 85
2005 75 82 99 87 99 99 99 79 83

Sources: Rows 1, 2, 3, 4, 6: WHO 2006c; Row 5: MHHDC 2003 and WHO 2006c; Row 7: MHHDC 2004 and WHO 2006c; Row 8: MHHDC 2005 and 
WHO 2006c; Row 9: MHHDC 2006 and WHO 2006c; Row 10: MHHDC 2007a and WHO 2006c; Row 11: UNICEF 2006c.

6.6. One-year-olds fully immunised against measles (%)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 72 47 79 56 87 85 96 70 73
1996 66 50 69 65 89 85 95 65 73
1997 55 52 72 73 94 84 96 57 71
1998 51 55 72 72 94 71 98 55 70
1999 50 56 76 72 95 76 97 54 69
2000 56 56 76 71 99 76 99 59 71
2001 58 57 77 71 99 78 99 61 69
2002 58 63 75 71 99 78 99 61 72
2003 58 61 76 75 99 88 96 61 75
2004 58 67 81 73 96 87 97 62 75
2005 58 78 81 74 99 93 97 63 75

Sources: Rows 1, 2, 3, 4, 6: WHO 2006c and World Bank 2007b; Row 5: MHHDC 2003 and WHO 2006c; Row 7: MHHDC 2004 and WHO 2006c; Row 8: 
MHHDC 2005 and WHO 2006c; Row 9: MHHDC 2006 and WHO 2006c; Row 10: MHHDC 2007a and WHO 2006c; Row 11: UNICEF 2006c.

6.7. One-year-olds fully immunised against polio (%)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 71 58 69 50 92 86 97 69 80a

1996 67 46 77 60 92 86 96 66 …
1997 63 52 78 70 98 87 97 64 …
1998 62 58 82 77 94 85 97 64 …
1999 61 60 81 73 99 89 98 64 72
2000 60 61 83 72 99 98 97 63 …
2001 58 63 85 72 99 88 98 62 73
2002 58 71 83 72 98 89 98 63 73
2003 58 69 82 76 98 96 98 62 75
2004 58 65 88 80 97 90 96 63 79
2005 58 77 88 78 99 95 98 64 76

Note: a: Data refer to 1995-96.
Sources: Row 1: UNICEF 1997 and WHO 2006c; Rows 2, 3, 4, 6: WHO 2006c; Row 5: UNICEF 2001 and WHO 2006c; Row 7: UNICEF 2002 and WHO 

2006c; Row 8: UNICEF 2003 and WHO 2006c; Row 9: UNICEF 2004b and WHO 2006c; Row 10: UNICEF 2005c and WHO 2006c; Row 11: 
UNICEF 2006c.



 Human Development Indicators for South Asia 297

6.8. Births attended by trained health personnel (%)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1990-96a 34 19 14 7 94 15 61 31 54
1990-99a 34 18 8 9 94 15 90 30 54
1995-00a 42 20 12 12 94 15 90 37 52
1995-01a 43 20 12 11 97 15 70 39 56
1995-02a 43 20 12 11 97 24 70 38 55
1995-03a 43 23 14 11 97 24 70 38 59
1996-04a 43 23 13 15 96 37 70 38 59
2000-06a 48 31 13 19 97 51 70 43 61

Note: a: Data refer to most recent year available.
Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 1999; Row 2: MHHDC 2000; Row 3: MHHDC 2003; Row 4: MHHDC 2004; Row 5: MHHDC 2005; Row 6: MHHDC 2006; 

Row 7: MHHDC 2007a; Row 8: WHO 2007c and World Bank 2007e.

6.9. Low birthweight infants (%)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1990-94a 33 25 50 26b 25 … 20 33 18
1990-97a 33 25 50 … 25 … 13 33 18
1995-00a 26 21 30 21 17 15 12 26 18
1998-02a 30 19 30 21 22 15 22 29 …
1998-03a 30 19 30 21 22 15 22 29 17
1998-04a 30 19 36 21 22 15 22 29 17
1998-05a 30 19 36 21 22 15 22 29 16

Note: a: Data refer to most recent year available. b: Data refer to 1990.
Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 1998; Row 2: MHHDC 2002; Row 3: MHHDC 2004; Row 4: MHHDC 2005; Row 5: MHHDC 2006; Row 6: MHHDC 2007a; 

Row 7: UNICEF 2006c.

6.10. Children (aged 10-14) in the labour force (as % of age group 10-14)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 14 18 30 45 2 55 6 17 16
1996 14 17 30 45 2 54 5 16 14
1997 13 17 29 44 2 54 5 15 16
1998 13 16 29 43 2 53 5 15 13
1999 13 16 29 43 2 52 4 15 16
2000 12 15 28 42 2 55 6 14 12
2001 12 15 27 41 2 55 6 14 12
2002 11 14 27 41 1 50 3 13 12
2003 11 14 27 40 1 49 3 13 12
2004 10 14 26 40 1 48 2 13 …

Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 1998; Row 2: World Bank 1998b, 2007a; Row 3: MHHDC 2004 and World Bank 2007a; Row 4: World Bank 2000b, 2007a; Row 5: 
MHHDC 2002 and World Bank 2007a; Row 6: MHHDC 2003; Row 7: MHHDC 2004; Row 8: MHHDC 2005 and World Bank 2007a; Row 9: 
MHHDC 2006 and World Bank 2007a; Row 10: World Bank 2007a.



298 Human Development in South Asia 2007

Table 7: Profile of Military Spending

7.1. Defence expenditure (US$ millions)

      South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka (total) countries

1995 9,744 3,540 536 40 687 14,546 …
1996 9,907 3,437 552 40 690 14,625 …
1997 11,457 3,211 589 43 628 15,928 …
1998 11,924 3,108 606 42 659 16,340 …
1999 13,888 2,970 637 47 567 18,109 …
2000 14,286 2,870 640 51 739 18,587 …
2001 14,601 2,745 610 65 607 18,627 …
2002 14,750 3,148 589 85 514 19,086 …
2003 16,337 3,636 622 104 487 21,187 …
2004 17,917 4,119 666 132 557 23,392 …
2005 22,268 4,537 669 175 612 28,260 …
2006 24,321 4,812 681 167 658 30,640 …

Sources: Rows 1-12: SIPRI 2007.

7.2. Defence expenditure annual increase (%)

      South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka (weighted average) countries

1995 13.3 14.2 13.5 6.4 81.2 45.4 …
1996 11.1 10.7 6.9 8.6 8.3 7.8 …
1997 18.5 6.5 12.1 10.2 -2.8 3.2 …
1998 18.3 6.1 9.9 12.9 14.7 12.8 …
1999 21.5 5.0 10.0 16.1 -5.7 1.3 …
2000 7.4 4.8 6.7 12.6 42.0 25.8 …
2001 7.3 10.4 1.9 32.6 -4.7 -0.8 …
2002 4.1 10.6 0.2 36.9 -9.4 -3.4 …
2003 6.1 11.7 6.0 20.1 -4.4 1.4 …
2004 6.7 14.3 9.6 22.7 19.9 16.0 …
2005 20.9 12.5 8.5 28.0 9.2 10.7 …
2006 12.2 7.4 9.2 -2.5 11.3 9.0 …

Sources: Rows 1-12: SIPRI 2007 and MHHDC staff computations.

7.3. Defence expenditure (as % of GDP)

      South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka (weighted average) countries

1995 2.7 5.3 1.3 0.8 5.3 2.8 2.4
1996 2.6 5.1 1.3 0.8 5.0 2.7 2.2
1997 2.7 4.9 1.3 0.8 4.2 2.8 2.3
1998 2.8 4.8 1.3 0.8 4.1 2.8 2.2
1999 3.1 3.9 1.3 0.9 3.6 3.0 2.2
2000 3.1 3.7 1.3 0.9 4.5 3.0 2.2
2001 3.0 3.9 1.2 1.1 3.9 2.9 2.2
2002 2.9 3.9 1.1 1.5 3.1 2.8 2.3
2003 2.8 3.7 1.1 1.6 2.7 2.7 2.2
2004 2.6 3.6 1.1 1.8 2.8 2.5 2.2
2005 2.8 3.5 1.0 2.1 2.6 2.7 2.1

Sources: Rows 1-11: SIPRI 2007, World Bank 2007d and MHHDC staff computations.
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7.4. Defence expenditure (as % of central government expenditure)

      South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka (weighted average) countries

1995 12.7 25.3 9.9 5.8 15.7 13.9 …
1996 14.8 28.1 … … 19.9 16.6 …
1997 16.1 20.7 10.7 0.6 17.0 15.8 15.2
1998 17.1 20.7 … 0.7 18.6 15.5 …
1999 9.5 21.0 3.9 2.1 30.3 10.0 15.4
2000 14.9 23.4 9.6 11.3 19.7 16.0 …
2001 14.0 23.0 11.2 6.5 14.7 15.0 13.0
2002 13.8 21.6 11.2 8.6 14.7 14.3 15.0
2003 14.2 23.9 12.8 … 13.6 15.0 14.4
2004 14.8 28.1 13.2 … 13.6 15.9 13.7
2005 18.6 23.1 13.6 11.8 12.7 17.4 13.8

Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 1999; Row 2: World Bank 2006e, 2007d; Row 3: MHHDC 2000 and World Bank 2000b; Row 4: MHHDC 2002; Row 5: MHHDC 
2003 and World Bank 2002c; Row 6: SAARC 2007 and World Bank 2006e, 2007d; Row 7: MHHDC 2004; Row 8: MHHDC 2005 and World Bank 
2006e, 2007d; Row 9: MHHDC 2006 and World Bank 2007d; Row 10: MHHDC 2007a; Row 11: World Bank 2007e.

7.5. Defence expenditure per capita

      South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka (weighted average) countries

1995 10.4 25.3 4.5 1.8 38.1 11.8 …
1996 10.4 23.7 4.5 1.8 36.3 11.6 …
1997 11.8 21.7 4.7 1.9 33.1 12.4 …
1998 12.1 20.3 4.7 1.8 34.7 12.4 …
1999 14.0 21.6 4.7 2.1 30.4 13.8 …
2000 14.1 20.8 5.0 2.1 38.9 14.0 …
2001 14.1 18.8 4.3 2.7 31.9 13.6 …
2002 14.1 21.0 4.1 3.5 27.2 13.7 …
2003 15.2 23.9 4.5 4.0 24.4 15.0 …
2004 16.5 26.6 4.8 4.9 26.5 16.3 …
2005 20.2 28.7 4.7 6.4 29.5 19.4 …

Sources: Rows1-11: MHHDC staff computations based on table 9.1 and SIPRI 2007.

7.6. Armed forces personnel (thousands)

      South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka (total) countries

1995 1,145 590 115 35 37 1,922 14,570
1996 1,145 587 118 43 115 2,008 14,290
1997 1,145 587 121 46 115 2,014 14,050
1998 1,175 587 121 46 113 2,042 14,200
1999 1,173 587 137 46 113 2,056 14,220
2000 1,200 612 137 46 113 2,108 14,300
2001 1,163 620 137 46 120 2,036 13,950
2002 1,205 587 137 51 158 2,138 13,840
2003 1,205 610 126 63 152 2,156 13,300

Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 1998; Row 2: MHHDC 1999 and BICC 1997, 1998; Row 3: MHHDC 2000; Row 4: MHHDC 2002; Row 5: MHHDC 2003; 
Row 6: BICC 2002; Row 7: MHHDC 2004; Row 8: MHHDC 2005; Row 9: MHHDC 2006.
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7.7. Aggregate number of heavy weapons

      South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka (total) countries

1995 7,770 5,400 430 50 300 13,950 …
1996 8,410 5,050 400 40 250 14,150 199,900
1997 10,330 5,330 309 10 250 16,229 208,800
1998 10,510 5,310 390 10 240 16,460 210,200
1999 10,530 5,490 530 10 240 16,800 210,600
2000 10,430 5,240 550 10 300 16,530 203,600
2001 10,540 5,410 550 10 380 16,890 208,800
2002 11,170 5,710 570 140 560 18,150 211,000
2003 10,210 5,510 580 50 560 16,910 210,191

Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 1998; Row 2: MHHDC 1999; Row 3: MHHDC 2000; Row 4: MHHDC 2002; Row 5: MHHDC 2003; Row 6: BICC 2002; Row 
7: MHHDC 2004; Row 8: MHHDC 2005; Row 9: MHHDC 2006.
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Table 8: Profile of Wealth and Poverty

8.1. Total GDP (US$, billions)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (total) countries

1995 324 61 29 4.2 13 0.3 0.4 432 5,393
1996 356 63 32 4.5 14 0.3 0.5 470 5,655
1997 381 62 41 4.9 15 0.4 0.5 505 6,160
1998 430 63 43 4.8 16 0.4 0.5 558 6,194
1999 447 63 46 5.0 16 0.4 0.6 573 5,827
2000 457 62 47 5.5 16.3 0.5 0.6 589 6,059
2001 477 71 47 5.6 15.9 0.5 0.6 605 6,110
2002 510 71 48 5.5 16.6 0.6 0.6 640 6,189
2003 601 82 52 5.9 18.2 0.7 0.7 760 6,982
2004 691 96 57 6.7 20.1 0.7 0.8 872 8,347
2005 806 111 60 7.4 23.5 0.8 0.8 1,009 9,813

Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 1998 and World Bank 2007d; Row 2: World Bank 1998b, 2007d; Row 3: MHHDC 1999 and World Bank 2007d; Row 4: MHHDC 
2000 and World Bank 2007d; Row 5: MHHDC 2002c and World Bank 2007d; Row 6: MHHDC 2003; Row 7: MHHDC 2004; Row 8: MHHDC 
2005; Row 9: MHHDC 2006; Row 10: MHHDC 2007a; Row 11: UNDP 2007.

8.2. GDP per capita (PPP US$)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 1,790 1,664 1,220 1,086 2,646 1,382 3,540 1,721 2,917
1996 1,925 1,735 1,273 1,138 2,769 … … 1,840 3,310
1997 2,010 1,740 1,337 1,188 2,958 1,467 3,690 1,914 3,256
1998 2,077 1,715 1,361 1,157 2,979 1,536 4,083 1,964 3,270
1999 2,248 1,834 1,483 1,237 3,279 1,341 4,423 2,121 3,530
2000 2,358 1,928 1,602 1,327 3,530 1,412 4,485 2,231 3,783
2001 2,840 1,890 1,610 1,310 3,180 1,833 4,798 2,588 3,850
2002 2,670 1,940 1,700 1,370 3,570 1,969 … 2,479 4,054
2003 2,892 2,097 1,770 1,420 3,778 1,969 … 2,674 4,359
2004 3,139 2,225 1,870 1,490 4,390 1,969 … 2,894 4,775
2005 3,452 2,370 2,053 1,550 4,595 … 5,261 3,176 5,282

Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 1999 and World Bank 2007d; Row 2: World Bank 2007d; Row 3: MHHDC 2000 and World Bank 2007d; Row 4: UNDP 2000; Row 
5: MHHDC 2002; Row 6: MHHDC 2003; Row 7: MHHDC 2004; Row 8: MHHDC 2005; Row 9: MHHDC 2006; Row 10: MHHDC 2007a; Row 
11: UNDP 2007.

8.3. GNI per capita (US$)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 340 460 240 200 700 420 990 347 1,090
1996 380 480 260 210 740 420 1,080 382 1,190
1997 370 500 360 220 800 430 1,180 393 1,250
1998 440 470 350 210 810 470 1,130 436 1,250
1999 440 470 370 220 820 510 1,200 438 1,240
2000 450 440 370 240 850 590 1,960 444 1,230
2001 460 420 360 250 880 640 2,000 448 1,160
2002 470 420 380 230 850 600 2,170 457 1,170
2003 540 520 400 240 930 630 2,350 525 1,280
2004 620 600 440 250 1,010 760 2,410 600 1,502
2005 730 690 470 270 1,160 870 2,320 698 1,753

Note: After 2002, Gross national product (GNP) has been replaced by Gross national income (GNI).
Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 1998; Row 2: UNICEF 1997 and World Bank 1998b, 2000b, 2006e; Row 3: MHHDC 1999; Row 4: MHHDC 2000; Row 5: 

MHHDC 2002; Row 6: MHHDC 2003; Row 7: MHHDC 2004; Row 8: MHHDC 2005; Row 9: MHHDC 2006; Row 10: MHHDC 2007a; Row 11: 
World Bank 2007d,e.
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8.4. GDP per capita growth (%)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1994-95 5.7 2.4 2.7 0.7 4.1 6.3 … 4.9 2.3
1995-96 5.5 2.3 2.4 2.8 2.7 6.2 5.6 4.8 3.7
1996-97 2.7 -1.4 3.2 2.7 5.1 5.0 8.3 2.4 3.7
1997-98 4.2 0.1 3.1 0.5 3.5 5.0 6.2 3.6 1.1
1998-99 5.3 1.2 2.8 2.1 2.8 7.1 4.8 4.5 1.7
1999-00 2.0 1.9 4.1 3.9 4.3 3.9 2.3 2.3 3.9
2000-01 3.7 0.3 3.5 2.4 -2.8 4.0 -0.2 3.2 1.5
2001-02 3.0 0.4 2.6 -2.7 2.7 4.8 3.0 2.6 2.0
2002-03 7.1 2.6 3.4 0.8 4.7 3.9 6.8 6.1 3.9
2003-04 5.4 3.9 4.3 1.4 4.5 2.3 8.1 5.0 5.8
2004-05 7.7 5.2 4.0 0.7 4.4 2.6 -7.5 6.9 5.3

Sources: Rows 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 11: World Bank 2007d,e; Row 6: MHHDC 2003; Row 7: MHHDC 2004; Row 8: MHHDC 2005; Row 9: MHHDC 2006; 
Row 10: MHHDC 2007a.

8.5. Gross capital formation (as % of GDP)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 27 19 19 25 26 46 31 25 27
1996 22 19 20 27 24 42 31 22 26
1997 24 15 21 21 24 47 33 23 25
1998 24 17 22 22 25 43 30 23 24
1999 23 15 22 20 27 43 34 22 23
2000 25 17 23 24 28 47 26 24 24
2001 23 16 23 24 22 59 28 22 23
2002 23 15 23 25 21 59 26 22 23
2003 24 15 23 26 22 58 27 23 25
2004 24 17 24 26 25 61 35 23 25
2005 33  17  25  29  26 60 35 30 27

Sources: Rows 1, 2, 6, 11: World Bank 2007d,e; Row 3: MHHDC 1999 and World Bank 2007d; Row 4: MHHDC 2000 and World Bank 2007d; Row 5: 
MHHDC 2003 and World Bank 2007d; Row 7: MHHDC 2004 and World Bank 2007d; Row 8: MHHDC 2005 and World Bank 2007d; Row 9: 
MHHDC 2006 and World Bank 2007d; Row 10: MHHDC 2007a and World Bank 2007d.

8.6. Gross domestic savings (as % of GDP)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 25 16 13 15 15 41 47 23 26
1996 21 14 12 14 15 32 49 19 26
1997 20 10 15 10 17 25 46 18 25
1998 21 13 17 10 19 32 47 20 24
1999 20 10 17 13 20 38 44 19 25
2000 21 12 18 16 17 30 44 20 25
2001 21 15 16 15 15 42 45 20 25
2002 22 14 18 12 14 43 46 20 26
2003 22 16 18 14 16 43 49 21 27
2004 21 18 19 12 16 48 46 20 27
2005 30 12 18 12 15 33 … 26 29

Sources: Rows 1, 2, 11: World Bank 2007d,e; Row 3: MHHDC 1999 and World Bank 2007d; Row 4: MHHDC 2000 and World Bank 2007d; Row 5: 
MHHDC 2002 and World Bank 2007d; Row 6: MHHDC 2003 and World Bank 2007d; Row 7: MHHDC 2004 and World Bank 2007d; Row 8: 
MHHDC 2005 and World Bank 2007d; Row 9: MHHDC 2006 and World Bank 2007d; Row 10: MHHDC 2007a and World Bank 2007d.
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8.7. Sectoral composition of GDP

8.7a. Agriculture value added (as % of GDP)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 28 26 26 41 23 34 11 28 15
1996 29 25 26 40 22 33 11 28 15
1997 28 27 26 40 22 33 10 28 14
1998 28 27 25 39 21 31 10 28 14
1999 25 27 26 40 21 29 9 26 13 
2000 23 26 26 40 20 28 9 24 12
2001 23 24 24 38 20 27 9 23 12
2002 21 24 23 39 21 28 10 22 12
2003 21 24 22 39 19 27 10 22 12
2004 19 22 21 39 18 26 … 20 12
2005 18 22 20 38 17 25 … 19 11

Sources: Row 1: SHRDC 2006 and World Bank 2007d; Rows 2-11: World Bank 2007d.

8.7b. Industry value added (as % of GDP)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 29 24 18 22 25 34 16 27 36
1996 27 24 25 22 26 34 11 26 35
1997 30 25 27 22 26 38 12 29 36
1998 25 25 28 22 28 37 13 25 34
1999 25 24 25 21 27 36 12 25 34
2000 27 23 24 22 27 37 12 26 35
2001 26 23 25 22 27 38 12 26 36
2002 27 23 26 22 26 39 16 26 33
2003 27 23 26 22 26 38 16 26 35
2004 27 25 27 23 27 38 … 27 36
2005 27 25 27 21 26 37 … 27 37

Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 1999 and SHRDC 2006; Rows 2, 5: World Bank 2007d; Row 3: MHHDC 2000; Row 4: MHHDC 2002; Row 6: MHHDC 2003; 
Row 7: MHHDC 2004; Row 8: MHHDC 2005; Row 9: MHHDC 2006; Row 10: MHHDC 2007a; Row 11: World Bank 2007d,e.

8.7c. Services value added (as % of GDP)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 44 50 49 37 50 32 75 45 50
1996 43 50 49 37 51 33 76 44 50
1997 45 50 49 37 51 32 78 46 51
1998 46 49 49 39 51 35 75 47 52
1999 50 49 49 39 52 35 72 50 53
2000 50 51 49 39 53 36 76 50 53
2001 51 53 50 40 53 35 79 51 53
2002 53 53 51 39 53 34 78 53 53
2003 53 53 52 40 55 35 79 53 52
2004 54 53 52 41 55 36 … 53 53
2005 54 53 53 41 57 38 … 54 52

Sources: Row 1: SHRDC 2006 and World Bank 2007d; Rows 2-11: World Bank 2007d.
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8.8. Trade (as % of GDP)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 23 36 28 59 82 81 170 27 49
1996 22 38 30 58 79 82 165 27 48
1997 23 37 30 64 80 82 170 27 50
1998 24 34 32 57 79 83 168 27 51
1999 25 32 32 53 79 82 170 28 52
2000 28 28 33 56 89 76 161 30 56
2001 28 31 37 54 81 71 157 30 55
2002 31 31 33 49 79 66 152 32 57
2003 32 33 34 46 78 67 153 33 60
2004 40 31 36 50 82 70 173 40 65
2005 45 35 40 49 80 82 172 44 67

Sources: Rows 1-11: World Bank 2007d.

8.9. Tax revenue (as % of GDP)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 10 13 8 9 17 7 14 10 14
1996 13 19 13 11 21 8 14 14 …
1997 11 13 8 9 16 6 14 11 12
1998 9 13 8 9 15 8 14 9 11
1999 9 13 7 8 15 7 14 9 …
2000 10 12 7 9 15 8 14 10 …
2001 10 12 7 10 15 8 14 10 …
2002 10 13 8 10 15 9 13 10 12
2003 9 11 8 9 14 9 14 9 12
2004 10 11 8 10 14 7 17 10 12
2005 10 10 8 10 14 9 16 10 12

Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 1998, SHRDC 2006 and World Bank 2007d; Row 2: MHHDC 1999 and World Bank 2007d; Row 3: MHHDC 2000 and World 
Bank 2007d; Row 4: MHHDC 2002 and World Bank 2007d; Row 5: World Bank 2007d; Row 6: MHHDC 2003 and World Bank 2007d; Row 7: 
MHHDC 2004 and World Bank 2007d; Row 8: MHHDC 2005 and World Bank 2007d; Row 9: MHHDC 2006 and World Bank 2007d; Row 10: 
MHHDC 2007a and World Bank 2007d; Row 11: ADB 2007 and World Bank 2007e.

8.10. Exports (as % of GDP)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 12 16 14 24 36 38 93 13 27
1996 11 17 11 22 35 36 92 12 24
1997 12 16 12 26 36 31 91 13 24
1998 11 16 14 23 36 33 92 12 32
1999 14 16 14 24 40 31 91 15 28
2000 14 16 14 24 40 30 90 15 29
2001 14 18 15 22 37 30 93 15 34
2002 15 19 14 16 36 22 88 16 33
2003 14 20 14 17 36 26 85 15 35
2004 19 16 15 17 36 28 95 19 39
2005 21 15 17 16 34 27 62 20 44

Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 1999 and World Bank 2007d; Row 2: World Bank 2007d; Row 3: MHHDC 2000 and World Bank 2007d; Row 4: UNDP 2000 and 
World Bank 2007d; Row 5: MHHDC 2003 and World Bank 2007d; Row 6: UNDP 2002 and World Bank 2007d; Row 7: MHHDC 2004; Row 8: 
MHHDC 2005; Row 9: MHHDC 2006 and World Bank 2007d; Row 10: MHHDC 2007a and World Bank 2007d; Row 11: UNDP 2007.
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8.11. Total net official development assistance received

8.11a. Amount (US$, millions)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (total) countries

1995 1,738 805 1,269 430 553 73 55 4,923 59,876
1996 1,936 877 1,255 401 494 62 33 5,058 58,480
1997 1,678 597 1,009 414 345 70 26 4,139 34,469
1998 1,595 1,050 1,251 404 490 56 25 4,871 34,449
1999 1,484 732 1,203 344 251 67 31 4,112 33,026
2000 1,487 703 1,172 390 276 53 19 4,100 31,653
2001 1,705 1,939 1,024 388 330 59 25 5,470 43,811
2002 1,463 2,144 913 366 344 74 28 5,331 55,150
2003 942 1,068 1,393 467 672 77 18 4,638 65,401
2004 691 1,421 1,404 427 519 78 28 4,569 53,287
2005 1,724 1,666 1,321 428 1,189 90 67 6,485 86,043

Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 1998; Row 2: MHHDC 1999; Row 3: MHHDC 2000; Row 4: UNDP 2000; Row 5: MHHDC 2002; Row 6: MHHDC 2003; 
Row 7: MHHDC 2004; Row 8: MHHDC 2005; Row 9: MHHDC 2006; Row 10: MHHDC 2007a; Row 11: World Bank 2007d,e.

8.11b. Net official development assistance received (as % of GDP)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 0.5 1.3 3.3 9.8 4.2 24.3 13.8 1.1 1.2
1996 0.5 1.4 3.1 8.9 3.6 19.7 7.3 1.1 1.0
1997 0.4 1.0 2.4 8.4 2.3 19.1 5.1 0.9 0.6
1998 0.4 1.7 2.8 8.4 3.1 14.9 4.6 1.0 0.6
1999 0.3 1.3 2.6 6.9 1.6 15.1 5.2 0.8 0.6
2000 0.3 1.1 2.5 7.1 1.7 10.9 3.5 0.8 0.5
2001 0.4 3.3 2.2 7.0 2.1 11.1 4.3 1.1 0.6
2002 0.3 3.6 1.9 6.7 2.1 12.4 4.6 1.0 0.7
2003 0.2 1.3 2.7 8.0 3.7 11.1 2.5 0.8 3.0
2004 0.1 1.5 2.5 6.4 2.6 11.6 3.7 0.7 0.5
2005 0.2 1.5 2.2 5.8 5.1 10.7 8.7 0.7 0.9

Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 1998 and World Bank 2007d; Row 2: MHHDC 1999 and World Bank 2007d; Row 3: MHHDC 2000 and World Bank 2007d; 
Row 4: UNDP 2000 and World Bank 2007d; Row 5: MHHDC 2002 and World Bank 2007d; Row 6: MHHDC 2003; Row 7: MHHDC 2004; Row 8: 
MHHDC 2005; Row 9: MHHDC 2006; Row 10: MHHDC 2007a; Row 11: UNDP 2007.

8.12. Total debt service (as % of exports of goods and services)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 28.0 32.0 13.0 8.0 7.0 8.8 3.0 26.3 19.0
1996 29.4 30.7 14.9 7.8 9.6 6.2 2.8 27.4 19.1
1997 20.0 35.0 11.0 6.9 6.4 5.1 6.7 20.2 18.0
1998 20.6 23.6 9.1 7.0 6.6 6.3 3.1 19.3 20.1
1999 15.0 30.5 10.1 7.9 7.9 4.8 3.9 15.9 22.3
2000 12.8 26.8 9.1 6.5 9.6 4.2 4.3 13.7 18.6
2001 12.6 21.3 9.1 6.2 9.2 3.3 4.3 13.0 11.0
2002 14.9 17.8 7.3 8.8 9.8 4.6 4.5 14.2 17.8
2003 18.1 16.8 8.3 10.0 7.8 4.6 3.5 16.7 17.6
2004 19.5 22.8 6.9 8.9 8.8 … 4.5 18.3 7.0
2005 … 10.2 5.3 4.6 4.5 … 6.9 16.6 13.0

Note: From 2003 to 2005, the total debt service is as percentage of exports of goods, services and net income.
Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 1999; Row 2: World Bank 2007d; Row 3: MHHDC 2000; Row 4: UNDP 2000; Row 5: MHHDC 2002; Row 6: MHHDC 2003; 

Row 7: MHHDC 2004; Row 8: MHHDC 2005; Row 9: MHHDC 2006 and World Bank 2007d; Row 10: MHHDC 2007a; Row 11: UNDP 2007.
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8.13. Total external debt (US$, billions)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (total) countries

1995 94.5 30.2 15.9 2.4 8.4 0.1 0.2 152 1,954
1996 93.5 29.8 15.3 2.4 8.3 0.1 0.2 150 2,023
1997 94.0 30.0 15.0 2.3 8.0 0.1 0.2 150 2,173
1998 98.0 32.0 16.0 3.0 9.0 0.2 0.2 158 2,536
1999 94.0 34.0 18.0 2.6 8.5 0.2 0.2 158 2,572
2000 100.4 32.1 15.6 2.8 9.1 0.2 0.2 160 2,492
2001 97.1 32.0 15.2 2.7 9.0 0.3 0.2 157 2,333
2002 104.4 33.7 17.0 3.0 9.6 0.4 0.3 168 2,341
2003 113.5 36.3 18.8 3.3 10.2 0.5 0.3 183 2,554
2004 122.7 35.7 20.3 3.4 10.9 0.6 0.3 194 2,756
2005 123.1 33.7 18.9 3.3 11.4 0.6 0.4 191 2,742

Sources: Rows 1, 2: World Bank 2007d; Row 3: MHHDC 1999; Row 4: MHHDC 2000 and World Bank 2007d; Row 5: MHHDC 2002 and World Bank 
2007d; Row 6: MHHDC 2003 and World Bank 2007d; Row 7: MHHDC 2004 and World Bank 2007d; Row 8: MHHDC 2005 and World Bank 
2007d; Row 9: MHHDC 2006 and World Bank 2007d; Row 10: MHHDC 2007a; Row 11: World Bank 2007d,e.

8.14. Total debt service (as % of GDP)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 3.8 5.3 2.1 1.9 3.5 3.3 2.7 3.8 4.3
1996 3.1 5.2 1.7 1.7 3.4 2.2 2.6 3.2 4.6
1997 3.0 6.5 1.6 2.0 3.5 2.0 5.6 3.3 4.8
1998 2.9 3.7 1.5 1.8 3.7 2.4 3.0 2.8 5.0
1999 2.2 4.7 1.6 2.1 4.8 1.7 3.0 2.5 6.2
2000 2.4 3.9 1.7 1.9 4.8 1.5 3.2 2.5 6.1
2001 2.5 4.2 1.4 1.7 4.8 1.3 3.5 2.5 5.9
2002 3.1 4.0 1.5 1.9 4.4 1.2 3.5 3.0 5.9
2003 3.4 3.7 1.3 1.9 3.3 1.2 3.1 3.2 5.8
2004 2.8 4.4 1.2 1.7 3.8 1.6 4.2 2.8 5.2
2005 3.0 2.2 1.3 1.6 1.9 0.8 4.4 2.7 5.2

Sources: Rows 1-11: World Bank 2007d.

8.15. Income share: ratio of highest 20% to lowest 20%

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1990-96a 4.3 4.7 4.0 5.9 4.4 … … 4.3 …
1995-97a 5.7 4.3 4.9 5.9 5.3 … … 5.5 …
1987-98a 5.7 4.3 4.9 5.9 5.4 … … 5.5 …
1995-00a 4.9 4.3 4.6 9.1 5.1 … … 4.9 …
2000-05a 5.6 4.3 4.9 9.1 6.9 … … 5.5 …

Note: a: Data refer to most recent year available.
Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 1999; Row 2: MHHDC 2003; Row 3: MHHDC 2002; Row 4: MHHDC 2007a; Row 5: UNDP 2007.
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8.16. Population below $1 a day (%)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1989-99a 44.2 31.0 29.1 37.7 6.6 … … 40.7 …
1983-00a 44.2 31.0 29.1 37.7 6.6 … … 40.5 …
1990-01a 34.7 13.4 36.0 37.7 6.6 … … 32.3 …
1990-02a 34.7 13.4 36.0 37.7 6.6 … … 32.3 …
1990-03a 34.7 13.4 36.0 37.7 7.6 … … 32.3 …
1990-04a  34.7 17.0 36.0 24.1 5.6 … … 32.4 …
2000-05a 33.5 17 41.3 24.1 5.6 … … 31.9 …

Note: a: Data refer to most recent year available.
Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 2002; Row 2: MHHDC 2003; Row 3: MHHDC 2004; Row 4: MHHDC 2005; Row 5: MHHDC 2006; Row 6: MHHDC 2007a; 

Row 7: World Bank 2007e.

8.17. Population below income poverty line (%)

8.17a. Urban population below income poverty line (%)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1990-96a 30.5 28.0 14.3 23.0 15.0 … … 28.2 …
1995-00a 24.7 24.2 36.6 23.0 15.0 … … 25.7 …
1990-04a 24.7 24.2 36.6 9.6 15.0 … … 25.4 …
1995-04a 24.7 24.2 36.6 9.6 15.0 … … 25.4 …

Note: a: Data refer to most recent year available.
Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 2003; Row 2: MHHDC 2006; Row 3: MHHDC 2007a; Row 4: World Bank 2007e.

8.17b. Rural population below income poverty line (%)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1990-96a 36.7 36.9 39.8 44.0 27.0 … … 36.9 …
1995-00a 30.2 35.9 53.0 44.0 27.0 … … 33.3 …
1990-04a 30.2 35.9 53.0 34.6 27.0 … … 33.1 …
1995-04a 30.2 35.9 53.0 34.6 27.0 … … 33.1 …

Note: a: Data refer to most recent year available.
Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 2003; Row 2: MHHDC 2006; Row 3: MHHDC 2007a; Row 4: World Bank 2007e.
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8.18. Public expenditure on education (as % of GDP)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 3.1 2.8 2.3 3.3 3.0 3.4 4.8 3.0 4.2
1996 2.9 3.0 2.3 3.1 3.4 4.1 4.7 2.9 4.0
1997 3.5 2.7 2.1 3.2 2.5 3.4 5.3 3.3 …
1998 3.2 2.0 2.1 2.5 3.1 5.2 6.8 2.9 3.7
1999 4.0 2.6 2.4 2.9 2.6 5.3 6.5 3.7 4
2000 4.4 1.8 2.5 3.0 3.1 5.2 7.4 3.9 3.9
2001 4.1 1.8 2.3 3.4 2.0 5.2 6.7 3.6 4
2002 4.0 1.8 2.3 3.4 2.4 5.2 8.1 3.6 4.1
2003 3.7 2.0 2.4 3.4 2.2 … 8.1 3.4 …
2004 3.8 2.0 2.2 3.4 2.1 … 7.2 3.4 4.1
2005 3.7 2.3 2.5 3.4 … … 7.1 3.4 …

Sources: Row 1: SHRDC 2006, UNPD 2007 and World Bank 2007a; Rows 2, 3: SHRDC 2006 and World Bank 2007a; Row 4: SHRDC 2006 and World Bank 
2002c, 2007a; Row 5: SHRDC 2006, UIS 2007 and World Bank 2006e; Row 6: SHRDC 2006, UIS 2007 and World Bank 2003, 2006e; Row 7: 
SHRDC 2006, UIS 2004, UNPD 2007 and World Bank 2006e; Row 8: SHRDC 2006, UIS 2007 and World Bank 2006e, 2007d; Rows 9, 10: SHRDC 
2006, UIS 2007 and World Bank 2006e,f; Row 11: UIS 2007 and World Bank 2007e.

8.19. Public expenditure on health (as % of GDP)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 0.7 0.8 1.2 1.2 1.4 2.3 4.9 0.8 1.8
1996 0.6 0.8 0.8 1.3 1.2 3.2 3.6 0.7 …
1997 0.7 0.8 1.2 1.2 1.4 4.0 5.3 0.8 2.0
1998 1.3 0.9 1.7 1.3 1.4 3.2 3.7 1.3 2.8
1999 1.3 0.7 0.9 1.3 1.7 4.0 4.8 1.2 2.8
2000 0.9 0.9 1.5 1.6 1.8 3.7 6.3 1.0 2.7
2001 0.9 1.0 1.5 1.5 1.8 3.6 5.6 1.0 2.7
2002 1.3 1.1 0.8 1.4 1.8 4.1 5.1 1.2 2.7
2003 1.2 1.7 1.1 1.5 1.6 4.1 5.5 1.3 2.8
2004 0.9 0.4 0.9 1.5 2.0 3.0 6.3 0.9 2.8

Sources: Row 1: UNPD 2007 and World Bank 2000c; Row 2: SHRDC 2006; Row 3: MHHDC 1999; Row 4: MHHDC 2003 and World Bank. 2006e; Row 5: 
UNDP 2002 and World Bank 2006e; Row 6: MHHDC 2004; Row 7: MHHDC 2005 and World Bank 2006e; Row 8: MHHDC 2006 and World Bank 
2007d; Row 9: MHHDC 2007a and World Bank 2007d; Row 10: UNDP 2007 and World Bank 2007d.
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Table 9: Demographic Profile

9.1. Total estimated population (millions)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (total) countries

1995 936 128 120 22 18 1.6 0.25 1,226 4,550
1996 953 131 123 22 19 1.6 0.26 1,250 4,632
1997 969 134 125 23 19 1.7 0.27 1,272 4,715
1998 987 138 128 23 19 1.7 0.28 1,297 4,799
1999 993 141 135 23 19 2.0 0.30 1,312 4,854
2000 1,014 144 139 24 19 2.1 0.30 1,342 4,867
2001 1,033 146 141 24 19 2.1 0.30 1,365 4,951
2002 1,050 150 144 25 19 2.2 0.31 1,389 5,025
2003 1,071 152 148 26 20 2.1 0.31 1,419 5,119
2004 1,087 155 151 27 21 2.1 0.31 1,443 5,181
2005 1,134 158 153 27 21 2.2 0.33 1,496 5,299
2050 1,658 292 254 52 24 4.39 0.68 2,285 7,946

Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 1998 and UNPD 2007; Rows 2, 3, 4: MHHDC 1999 and UNPD 2007; Row 5: UNDP 2001 and UNPD 2007; Row 6: MHHDC 
2003 and UNPD 2007; Row 7: MHHDC 2004; Row 8: MHHDC 2005; Row 9: MHHDC 2006 and UNPD 2007; Row 10: MHHDC 2007a and 
UNPD 2007; Rows 11, 12: UNPD 2007.

9.2. Annual population growth rate (%)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 2.0 2.4 2.1 2.5 0.9 -1.0 2.5 2.1 1.8
1996 2.0 2.5 2.1 2.5 0.9 0.4 2.0 2.0 1.7
1997 1.9 2.6 2.0 2.5 0.8 1.6 2.4 2.0 1.7
1998 1.9 2.6 2.0 2.4 0.7 2.3 1.9 1.9 1.6
1999 1.8 2.4 2.0 2.4 0.6 2.6 1.5 1.9 1.6
2000 1.8 2.2 2.0 2.3 0.6 2.9 1.9 1.8 1.6
2001 1.7 2.0 2.0 2.2 0.5 2.7 1.5 1.8 1.5
2002 1.7 1.9 2.0 2.1 0.4 3.0 1.8 1.7 1.5
2003 1.6 1.8 1.9 2.1 0.4 2.7 1.4 1.7 1.4
2004 1.6 1.7 1.9 2.0 0.4 2.6 1.7 1.6 1.4
2005 1.6 1.8 1.8 2.0 0.4 2.2 1.4 1.6 1.4

Sources: Rows 1-11: UNPD 2007 and MHHDC computations.

9.3. Population doubling date (at current growth rate)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives  countries

1995 2036 2022 2039 2021 2058 2018 2014 … 2,039
2000a 2041 2026 2032 2031 2077 2024 2023 … …
2001 2047 2030 2036 2033 2088 2024 2024 … 2,047
2002 2045 2030 2047 2029 2068 2026 2022 … 2,047
2003b 2047 2038 2039 2036 2080 2035 2031 … …
2004c 2048 2039 2041 2037 2081 2036 2032 … …

Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 2002; Row 2: MHHDC 2005; Row 3: MHHDC 2004; Row 4: MHHDC 2003; Row 5: MHHDC 2006; Row 6: MHHDC 2007a.



310 Human Development in South Asia 2007

9.4. Population rural (millions)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (total) countries

1995 687 87 94 19.6 15.0 1.5 0.19 904 2,780
1996 698 89 96 19.5 15.9 1.5 0.19 919 2,807
1997 707 91 97 20.3 15.9 1.6 0.20 933 2,838
1998 718 93 99 20.1 16.0 1.5 0.21 947 2,865
1999 720 95 104 19.6 15.7 1.8 0.22 956 2,874
2000 733 96 107 20.8 16.0 1.9 0.22 975 2,872
2001 745 97 108 20.7 16.0 1.9 0.22 988 2,886
2002 755 99 109 21.1 16.0 2.0 0.22 1,002 2,909
2003 768 100 112 22.2 16.9 1.9 0.22 1,021 2,938
2004 777 102 113 22.9 17.8 1.9 0.22 1,034 2,948
2005 809 103 115 22.8 17.6 1.9 0.23 1,068 2,994

Sources: Rows 1-11: MHHDC staff computations based on table 9.1 and World Bank 2007d.

9.5. Population urban (millions)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (total) countries

1995 249 41 26 2.4 3.0 0.13 0.06 322 1,770
1996 255 42 27 2.5 3.1 0.14 0.07 331 1,825
1997 262 43 28 2.7 3.1 0.15 0.07 340 1,877
1998 269 45 29 2.9 3.0 0.15 0.07 350 1,934
1999 273 46 31 2.9 3.0 0.19 0.08 356 1,980
2000 281 48 32 3.2 3.0 0.20 0.08 367 2,005
2001 288 49 33 3.3 3.0 0.21 0.08 377 2,065
2002 295 51 35 3.5 2.9 0.22 0.09 387 2,116
2003 303 52 36 3.8 3.1 0.22 0.09 399 2,181
2004 310 53 37 4.1 3.2 0.23 0.09 409 2,233
2005 325 55 38 4.3 3.1 0.24 0.10 427 2,305

Sources: Rows 1-11: MHHDC staff computations based on table 9.1 and World Bank 2007d.

9.6. Average annual growth rate of urban population (%)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 2.6 3.2 3.8 6.2 0.4 2.5 2.9 2.8 2.7
1996 2.6 3.3 3.7 7 0.2 3.1 4.4 2.8 2.7
1997 2.6 3.2 3.6 6.7 0.4 3.3 4.4 2.8 2.7
1998 2.5 3.2 3.5 6.5 0.2 3.4 4.3 2.7 2.6
1999 2.5 3.2 3.5 6.3 0.5 3.6 4.2 2.7 2.6
2000 2.5 3.2 3.4 6.1 0.8 3.5 4.1 2.7 2.5
2001 2.3 3.5 3.6 5.7 -4.1 3.9 4.1 2.5 2.5
2002 2.3 3.5 3.5 5.5 0.7 3.6 4 2.6 2.5
2003 2.2 3.5 3.5 5.4 0.5 3.2 4 2.5 2.4
2004 2.1 3.5 3.4 5.2 0.3 3.1 3.9 2.4 2.4
2005 2.1 3.4 3.4 5.1 0.0 6.0 3.9 2.4 2.4

Sources: Rows 1-11: World Bank 2007d.
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9.7. Crude birth rate (per 1,000 live births)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 28 39 35 38 20 39 42 30 28
1996 26 37 27 37 18 41 42 28 26
1997 25 36 27 37 18 41 42 27 25
1998 25 36 28 34 18 38 35 27 25
1999 25 35 28 34 18 37 35 26 25
2000 25 34 28 33 18 36 37 26 23
2001 25 37 31 35 17 35 36 27 24
2002 24 36 29 33 17 35 36 26 24
2003 24 36 29 33 16 35 36 26 24
2004 24 31 27 30 16 30 31 25 23
2005 23 30 26 29 16 30 30 24 23

Sources: Row 1: UNDP 1998a and UNICEF 1996; Row 2: MHHDC 1998; Row 3: MHHDC 1999; Row 4: MHHDC 2000; Row 5: MHHDC 2002; Row 6: 
MHHDC 2003 and UNICEF 2001; Row 7: MHHDC 2004; Row 8: MHHDC 2005; Row 9: MHHDC 2006; Row 10: MHHDC 2007a; Row 11: 
UNICEF 2006c.

9.8. Crude death rate (per 1,000 live births)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 9 9 11 12 6 15 8 9 9
1996 9 8 10 12 6 14 8 9 9
1997 9 8 10 11 6 14 8 9 9
1998 9 8 10 11 6 10 7 9 9
1999 9 7 9 10 6 9 7 9 9
2000 9 8 9 10 6 9 6 9 9
2001 9 10 9 10 6 9 6 9 9
2002 9 10 8 10 7 9 6 9 9
2003 8 10 8 10 7 9 6 8 9
2004 9 8 8 8 6 9 6 9 9
2005 9 8 8 8 6 8 6 9 9

Sources: Row 1: UNDP 1998a and UNICEF 1996; Row 2: MHHDC 1998; Row 3: MHHDC 1999; Row 4: MHHDC 2000; Row 5: MHHDC 2002; Row 6: 
MHHDC 2003 and World Bank 2006e; Row 7: MHHDC 2004; Row 8: MHHDC 2005; Row 9: MHHDC 2006; Row 10: MHHDC 2007a; Row 11: 
UNICEF 2006c.

9.9. Total fertility rate

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 3.6 5.9 4.1 5.2 2.4 5.7 6.8 3.9 3.4
1996 3.2 5.2 3.2 5.1 2.1 5.9 6.8 3.4 3.2
1997 3.1 5.1 3.2 5.0 2.1 5.9 6.8 3.4 3.1
1998 3.1 5.0 3.1 4.4 2.1 5.5 5.3 3.3 3.0
1999 3.0 4.8 3.0 4.3 2.1 5.3 5.2 3.2 2.9
2000 3.1 4.7 3.1 4.3 2.1 5.3 5.6 3.3 3.1
2001 3.1 5.2 3.6 4.6 2.1 5.2 5.5 3.4 2.8
2002 3.1 5.1 3.5 4.3 2.0 5.1 5.4 3.4 3.0
2003 3.0 5.0 3.4 4.2 2.0 5.0 5.3 3.3 2.9
2004 3.0 4.1 3.2 3.6 1.9 4.2 4.1 3.1 2.9
2005 2.9 4.0 3.1 3.5 1.9 4.1 4.0 3.0 2.8

Sources: Row 1: UNDP 1998a and UNICEF 1996; Row 2: MHHDC 1998; Row 3: MHHDC 1999; Row 4: MHHDC 2000; Row 5: MHHDC 2002; Row 6: 
MHHDC 2003 and UNICEF 2001; Row 7: MHHDC 2004; Row 8: MHHDC 2005; Row 9: MHHDC 2006; Row 10: MHHDC 2007a; Row 11: 
UNICEF 2006c.
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9.10. Dependency ratio

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 0.68 0.90 0.75 0.83 0.55 0.90 0.98 0.71 0.65
1996 0.67 0.89 0.74 0.82 0.54 0.89 0.97 0.70 0.65
1997 0.66 0.87 0.73 0.82 0.52 0.88 0.95 0.69 0.64
1998 0.66 0.85 0.72 0.81 0.51 0.87 0.94 0.69 0.64
1999 0.65 0.84 0.70 0.81 0.50 0.85 0.92 0.68 0.63
2000 0.64 0.82 0.69 0.80 0.49 0.83 0.90 0.66 0.62
2001 0.63 0.80 0.68 0.79 0.48 0.82 0.88 0.65 0.61
2002 0.62 0.78 0.67 0.78 0.47 0.80 0.85 0.64 0.60
2003 0.61 0.76 0.66 0.77 0.47 0.79 0.83 0.63 0.59
2004 0.60 0.74 0.65 0.76 0.46 0.77 0.81 0.62 0.59
2005 0.60 0.73 0.64 0.74 0.46 0.75 0.79 0.62 0.58

Sources: Rows 1-11: World Bank 2007d.

9.11. Total labour force (millions)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (total) countries

1995 398 46 60 10 8 0.20 0.07 522 2263
1996 408 48 61 10 8 0.20 0.07 535 2173
1997 423 48 63 10 8 0.20 0.08 552 1656
1998 431 49 64 11 8 0.21 0.08 563 2416
1999 441 50 67 11 8 0.21 0.09 577 2460
2000 451 52 69 11 8 0.21 0.09 591 2504
2001 461 54 71 11 8 0.22 0.09 605 2517
2002 470 55 72 11 8 0.22 0.10 618 2558
2003 473 56 71 12 8 0.23 0.10 620 2589
2004 427 55 62 10 8 0.24 0.11 563 2493
2005 435 57 64 11 8 0.25 0.12 575 2535

Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 1998 and World Bank 2007d; Row 2: World Bank 1998b, 2006e; Row 3: MHHDC 1999 and World Bank 2007d; Row 4: MHHDC 
2000 and World Bank 2007d; Row 5: MHHDC 2002 and World Bank 2007d; Row 6: MHHDC 2003 and World Bank 2007d; Row 7: MHHDC 2004 
and World Bank 2007d; Row 8: MHHDC 2005 and World Bank 2007d; Row 9: MHHDC 2006 and World Bank 2007d; Row 10: MHHDC 2007a 
and World Bank 2007d; Row 11: World Bank 2007d.

9.12. Male labour force (millions)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (total) countries

1995 271 34 35 6 5 0.14 0.05 351 1,358
1996 277 35 35 6 5 0.14 0.05 359 1,325
1997 288 35 37 6 5 0.14 0.05 371 994
1998 293 35 37 6 5 0.14 0.06 376 1,447
1999 299 36 39 7 5 0.15 0.06 385 1,396
2000 305 37 40 6 5 0.15 0.06 393 1,497
2001 312 38 41 6 5 0.15 0.06 402 1,505
2002 317 39 42 7 5 0.15 0.06 410 1,530
2003 319 39 40 7 5 0.15 0.07 410 1,543
2004 306 40 39 6 6 0.15 0.07 397 1,513
2005 313 41 40 6 6 0.16 0.07 407 1,546

Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 1998 and World Bank 2007d; Row 2: World Bank 1998b, 2006e; Row 3: MHHDC 1999 and World Bank 2007d; Row 4: MHHDC 
2002 and World Bank 2007d; Row 5: World Bank 2001; Rows 6-10: MHHDC 2003 and World Bank 2007d; Row 11: World Bank 2007d.
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9.13. Female labour force (millions)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (total) countries

1995 127 12 25 4.0 3.0 0.06 0.02 171 905
1996 131 13 26 4.0 2.8 0.06 0.02 176 847
1997 135 13 26 4.0 3.0 0.06 0.02 181 662
1998 138 14 27 5.0 3.0 0.06 0.02 187 969
1999 142 14 28 4.5 2.9 0.06 0.03 192 893
2000 146 15 29 4.3 3.1 0.07 0.03 197 1,007
2001 149 16 30 5.0 3.0 0.07 0.03 203 1,012
2002 153 16 31 4.6 3.1 0.07 0.03 208 1,028
2003 154 17 31 4.6 3.2 0.07 0.04 210 1,046
2004 121 15 23 4.3 2.4 0.08 0.04 166 980
2005 122 15 24 4.3 2.5 0.09 0.05 168 989

Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 1998 and World Bank 2007d; Row 2: World Bank 1998b, 2006e; Row 3: MHHDC 1999 and World Bank 2007d; Row 4: MHHDC 
2002 and World Bank 2007d; Row 5: World Bank 2001, 2007d; Row 6: MHHDC 2003 and World Bank 2007d; Row 7: MHHDC 2004 and World 
Bank 2007d; Row 8: MHHDC 2005 and World Bank 2007d; Row 9: MHHDC 2006 and World Bank 2007d; Row 10: MHHDC 2007a and World 
Bank 2007d; Row 11: World Bank 2007d.

9.14. Annual growth in labour force (%)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1980-95 1.9 3.1 2.5 2.4 2.2 … … 2.1 2.0
1980-97 2.0 2.9 2.6 2.3 2.2 … … 2.0 2.1
1980-98 2.0 2.9 2.5 2.3 2.2 … … 2.0 2.0
1980-99 2.0 2.8 2.6 2.3 2.2 … … 2.1 2.0
1980-00 2.0 2.8 2.7 2.1 2.2 … … 2.2 2.0
1980-01 2.0 2.9 2.7 2.1 2.0 … … 2.0 2.0
1980-02 2.0 2.9 2.7 2.1 2.0 … … 4.6 2.0
1990-03 2.1 2.7 2.1 2.2 2.0 … … 2.2 1.7
1990-04 1.7 2.6 2.0 3.1 0.9 … … 1.8 1.7
1990-05 1.7 3.2 2.1 2.6 1.0 … … 1.9 1.7

Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 1998; Row 2: MHHDC 1999; Row 3: MHHDC 2000; Row 4: MHHDC 2002; Row 5: MHHDC 2003; Row 6: MHHDC 2004; 
Row 7: MHHDC 2005; Row 8: MHHDC 2006; Row 9: MHHDC 2007a; Row 10: World Bank 2007e.

9.15. Unemployment rate (%)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 2.2 5.0 3.5 … 12.4 0.8 0.8 2.8 5.0
1996 2.1 5.4 3.5 4.9 11.4 … … 2.8 4.6
1997 2.6 5.8 … … 10.7 … … 3.2 5.1
1998 3.5 5.7 … … 9.1 1.4 … 3.9 5.4
1999 … 5.9 4.8 1.8 9.2 1.4 … 5.3 …
2000 7.3 7.2 4.4 8.8 7.4 2.0 2.0 7.0 5.5
2001 … 7.8 … 8.8 7.7 1.9 2.0 7.8 …
2002 … 7.8 … … 8.7 … … 7.9 …
2003 … 8.3 4.3 … 9.2 1.8 … 6.6 …
2004 9.1 7.7 4.3 … 8.5 2.5 … 8.5 6.4
2005 … 7.7 … … 7.7 3.1 … 7.6 …

Sources: Row 1: ILO 2007, MHHDC 1998, SHRDC 2006 and World Bank 2006e, 2007d; Rows 2, 4: ADB 2007 and World Bank 2006e, 2007c; Rows 3, 8: 
World Bank 2006f, 2007d; Row 5: ADB 2007, SHRDC 2006 and World Bank 2006e, 2007d; Row 6: ADB 2007, ILO 2007, MHHDC 2003, SAARC 
2007 and World Bank 2006e, 2007d; Row 7: ADB 2007, SHRDC 2006 and World Bank 2006f, 2007d; Row 9: ADB 2007, ILO 2007, SHRDC 2006 
and World Bank 2006e, 2007c; Row 10: ILO 2007, SAARC 2007, SHRDC 2006 and World Bank 2007d; Row 11: ILO 2007 and World Bank 2007d.
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Table 10: Profile of Food Security and Natural Resources

10.1. Food production net per capita index (1999-01 =100)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 93.6 99.4 84.1 95.8 108.4 122.6 93.7 93.6 90.6
1996 95.6 100.5 87.0 95.9 95.0 123.3 92.5 95.4 93.2
1997 95.9 100.0 86.1 96.2 96.6 122.3 95.4 95.5 94.4
1998 97.0 101.9 87.1 96.2 97.4 119.0 94.7 96.6 96.4
1999 100.1 101.3 98.7 98.6 100.5 115.2 95.9 100.1 98.9
2000 99.1 102.0 102.9 100.4 101.7 89.9 103.3 99.8 100.0
2001 100.8 96.7 98.4 101.0 97.9 94.9 100.8 100.1 101.1
2002 94.9 96.5 98.8 101.9 98.6 85.9 107.0 95.6 102.4
2003 98.4 97.9 97.8 99.3 100.1 76.2 103.8 98.3 103.8
2004 98.5 100.3 96.4 101.1 92.5 83.7 102.1 98.5 106.0
2005 97.9 100.0 99.9 101.3 102.8 87.9 79.2 98.5 107.2

Sources: Rows 1- 8: WRI 2007; Row 9: MHHDC 2005; Row 10: MHHDC 2006; Row 11: MHHDC 2007a.

10.2. Food exports (% of merchandise exports)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 18.7 11.7 10.4 7.8 … … 73.8 16.9 14.3
1996 18.5 8.9 10.1 9.8 21.0 … 82.2 16.5 13.0
1997 17.7 10.0 8.4 10.0 … … 79.0 15.8 12.3
1998 17.1 13.5 7.2 8.2 … 15.1 76.0 15.5 12.1
1999 14.5 12.9 7.0 21.0 21.1 13.3 60.8 13.8 11.1
2000 12.9 10.5 7.0 9.9 21.0 … 53.7 12.2 9.5
2001 13.1 10.8 7.0 10.0 21.1 … 57.4 12.3 10.0
2002 12.3 10.7 6.6 10.0 20.8 … 61.6 11.7 9.9
2003 11.0 10.0 8.0 20.6 21.0 … 67.7 10.9 10.1
2004 9.7 9.9 7.9 21.0 20.6 … 53.7 9.9 9.2
2005 8.9 12.0 8.0 21.0 22.2 … 66.7 9.6 8.9

Sources: Rows 1, 3, 4: World Bank 2007d; Row 2: World Bank 1998b, 2007d; Row 5: World Bank 2001, 2007d; Row 6: World Bank 2002c, 2007d; Row 7: 
MHHDC 2004 and World Bank 2007d; Row 8: MHHDC 2005 and World Bank 2007d; Row 9: MHHDC 2006 and World Bank 2007d; Row 10: 
MHHDC 2007a and World Bank 2007d; Row 11: World Bank 2007d,e.

10.3. Food imports (% of merchandise imports)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 4.3 17.7 17.3 12.2 … … 24.0 7.3 8.5
1996 4.7 15.2 17.0 11.4 16.0 … 25.6 7.4 9.1
1997 5.6 19.3 16.9 11.8 … … 22.8 8.4 8.6
1998 8.9 20.7 15.3 10.2 … 18.8 24.4 11.0 8.8
1999 7.2 16.9 15.0 17.1 15.3 17.9 23.4 9.3 8.4
2000 4.8 14.1 19.7 12.6 15.0 … 23.6 7.5 7.7
2001 6.0 12.5 16.3 13.0 14.4 … 23.0 8.0 7.9
2002 5.8 12.0 14.9 13.0 14.2 … 22.6 7.6 7.9
2003 6.0 10.0 20.0 17.3 14.0 … 20.9 8.1 8.0
2004 4.4 10.5 18.9 17.0 12.3 … 18.3 6.8 7.1
2005 3.3 10.6 19.0 17.0 12.5 … 15.6 5.9 6.0

Sources: Rows 1, 3, 4: World Bank 2007d; Row 2: World Bank 1998b, 2007d; Row 5: World Bank 2001, 2007d; Row 6: World Bank 2002c, 2007d; Row 7: 
MHHDC 2004 and World Bank 2007d; Row 8: MHHDC 2005 and World Bank 2007d; Row 9: MHHDC 2006 and World Bank 2007d; Row 10: 
MHHDC 2007a and World Bank 2007d; Row 11: World Bank 2007d,e.
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10.4. Cereal production (1,000 metric tons)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (total) countries

1995 210,013 25,036 27,704 6,078 2,850 151 0.01 271,832 1,149,386
1996 218,750 25,395 29,620 6,378 2,099 164 0.01 282,407 1,231,437
1997 223,232 25,260 29,674 6,350 2,269 173 0.02 286,958 1,220,152
1998 226,877 27,985 31,578 6,390 2,731 173 0.01 295,734 1,247,438
1999 236,206 27,756 36,403 6,930 2,894 157 0.01 310,346 1,269,624
2000 234,866 30,461 39,503 7,116 2,896 107 0.06 314,949 1,232,473
2001 242,964 27,048 38,029 7,120 2,728 115 0.07 318,005 1,254,140
2002 206,635 27,173 39,341 7,215 2,890 93 0.07 283,347 1,222,341
2003 232,760 28,964 40,018 7,360 3,106 108 0.01 312,317 1,273,428
2004 230,658 30,311 37,759 7,747 2,668 127 0.01 309,271 1,311,720
2005 239,380 33,508 41,156 7,767 3,295 … 0.01 325,106 1,356,679

Sources: Rows 1-11: FAO 2007a.

10.5. Cereal imports (1,000 metric tons)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (total) countries

1995 36 2,109 1,555 8 1,030 41 0.21 4,779 128,978
1996 28 1,967 756 4 565 51 0.10 3,370 124,899
1997 1,639 3,157 1,039 7 856 55 0.06 6,753 129,724
1998 1,762 2,427 1,915 6 926 21 0.01 7,058 134,092
1999 1,640 2,798 1,901 32 1,037 70 0.01 7,478 139,764
2000 140 941 1,268 8 970 57 0.43 3,384 152,933
2001 16 114 1,853 3 978 24 0.52 2,989 142,998
2002 44 219 1,619 5 1,021 32 0.08 2,940 149,218
2003 6 115 2,289 40 1,003 36 0.25 3,489 140,924
2004 16 398 2,078 14 1,065 35 0.17 3,606 146,090
2005 194 1,282 2,191 29 1,001 … 0.15 4,698 161,408

Sources: Rows 1-11: FAO 2007a.

10.6. Cereal exports (1,000 metric tons)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (total) countries

1995 473.28 17.25 0.41 1.47 0.05 6.81 0.43 500 27,478
1996 1,113.67 16.13 0.38 2.39 0.05 15.43 … 1,148 24,773
1997 395.70 55.04 0.37 1.67 0.31 15.63 0.00 469 39,272
1998 53.18 21.69 0.35 1.06 0.05 19.16 … 95 39,373
1999 44.19 99.33 0.25 1.06 1.68 19.19 0.00 166 30,965
2000 663.86 46.94 0.30 0.93 0.05 19.18 … 731 44,957
2001 2,862.65 319.01 1.74 0.89 0.07 19.14 … 3,203 46,113
2002 4,131.49 815.54 0.20 1.76 0.04 3.71 37.30 4,990 48,440
2003 5,084.76 700.78 0.13 1.65 0.16 0.26 2.79 5,791 57,951
2004 4,623.96 32.45 0.36 2.23 4.05 6.61 0.00 4,670 45,862
2005 1,419.35 381.09 0.60 1.71 5.36 … 0.00 1,808 46,701

Sources: Rows 1-11: FAO 2007a.
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10.7. Forest production (1,000 cu. m)

10.7a. Roundwood (1,000 cu. m)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (total) countries

1995 313,403 24,218 28,519 13,101 10,413 3,934 … 393,588 2,004,697
1996 296,775 28,982 28,508 13,119 10,402 3,965 … 381,751 2,026,058
1997 296,469 30,860 28,476 13,191 6,760 4,017 … 379,773 2,039,484
1998 296,298 31,844 28,468 13,853 6,636 4,111 … 381,210 2,019,166
1999 296,588 33,055 28,466 13,938 6,591 4,281 … 382,920 2,034,671
2000 296,141 33,560 28,459 14,023 6,583 4,355 … 383,120 2,029,905
2001 296,234 33,232 28,387 14,004 6,534 4,417 … 382,808 2,010,619
2002 319,389 27,692 28,018 13,988 6,468 4,480 … 400,035 2,012,246
2003 321,507 27,983 28,300 13,974 6,404 4,547 … 402,714 2,027,500
2004 322,985 28,278 27,976 13,962 6,340 4,612 … 404,153 2,034,282
2005 328,677 29,320 27,944 13,952 6,278 4,679 … 410,850 2,096,627

Sources: Rows 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 8, 11: FAO 2007a; Row 7: MHHDC 2004; Row 9: MHHDC 2005; Row 10: MHHDC 2007a.

10.7b. Fuelwood (1,000 cu. m)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (total) countries

1995 288,524 22,683 27,940 12,481 9,726 3,889 … 365,243 1,548,540
1996 277,380 26,920 27,904 12,499 9,708 3,920 … 358,331 1,570,924
1997 277,380 28,590 27,866 12,571 6,060 3,972 … 356,439 1,585,297
1998 277,380 29,515 27,851 12,593 6,005 4,066 … 357,410 1,576,208
1999 277,380 30,670 27,843 12,678 5,955 4,142 … 358,669 1,587,049
2000 277,380 30,880 27,836 12,763 5,907 4,221 … 358,986 1,594,304
2001 277,380 30,553 27,798 12,744 5,840 4,282 … 358,597 1,593,384
2002 300,564 25,013 27,763 12,728 5,774 4,348 … 376,189 1,586,279
2003 302,199 25,304 27,728 12,714 5,710 4,143 … 377,797 1,591,594
2004 303,839 25,599 27,694 12,702 5,646 4,479 … 379,959 1,601,096
2005 305,485 26,500 27,662 12,692 5,584 4,546 … 382,469 1,621,863

Sources: Rows 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 8, 11: FAO 2007a; Row 7: MHHDC 2004; Row 9: FAO 2007a and MHHDC 2005; Row 10: FAO 2007a and MHHDC 2007a.

10.8. Crop production index (1999-01 =100)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 89 93 74 85 99 112 80 88 88
1996 93 91 79 87 89 115 82 91 92
1997 93 90 80 88 93 117 87 91 93
1998 96 96 82 90 97 117 89 95 94
1999 100 101 96 96 100 114 93 100 98
2000 99 104 103 101 102 87 103 100 100
2001 101 95 101 104 98 99 104 100 103
2002 94 95 103 107 99 90 114 95 105
2003 103 100 107 114 102 95 114 103 107
2004 104 113 105 113 95 93 115 105 112

Sources: Rows 1-11: World Bank 2007d.
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10.9. Land area (1,000 sq. km)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (total) countries

1995 2,973 771 130 143 65 47 0.3 4,129 96,715
1996a 2,973 771 130 143 65 47 0.3 4,129 7,494,7
1997a 2,973 771 130 143 65 47 0.3 4,129 7,494,7
1998 2,973 771 130 143 65 47 0.3 4,129 96,718
1999 2,973 771 130 143 65 47 0.3 4,129 96,725
2000 2,973 771 130 143 65 47 0.3 4,129 99,149
2001 2,973 771 130 143 65 47 0.3 4,129 96,702
2002 2,973 771 130 143 65 47 0.3 4,129 99,300
2003 2,973 771 130 143 65 47 0.3 4,129 96,704
2004 2,973 771 130 143 65 47 0.3 4,129 96,645
2005 2,973 771 130 143 65 47 0.3 4,129 96,703

Note: a: data has been transferred from hectors to square kilometer.
Sources: Rows 1, 4, 5, 7, 9, 11: World Bank 2007d; Row 2: MHHDC 1999; Row 3: MHHDC 2002; Row 6: MHHDC 2005 and World Bank 2007d; Row 8: 

MHHDC 2006 and World Bank 2007d; Row 10: MHHDC 2007a and World Bank 2007d.

10.10. Land use

10.10a. Arable land (as % of land area)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 54 27 60 16 13 2.8 13 50 10.5
1996 54 27 60 16 13 2.9 13 50 10.5
1997 54 28 61 16 13 3.0 13 50 10.5
1998 54 28 61 16 13 3.0 13 50 10.4
1999 54 28 62 16 14 3.0 13 51 10.4
2000 54 28 62 20 14 3.0 13 51 10.4
2001 54 28 62 22 14 3.1 13 51 10.4
2002 54 28 62 22 14 3.1 13 51 10.4
2003 54 25 61 17 14 3.2 13 50 10.5
2004 54 28 61 16 … 3.4 … 50 …
2005 54 28 61 16 14 3.4 … 50 10.5

Sources: Rows 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 10: World Bank 2007d; Row 6: MHHDC 2004 and World Bank 2007d; Row 7: MHHDC 2005 and World Bank 2007d; Row 8: 
MHHDC 2006 and World Bank 2007d; Row 9: MHHDC 2007a and World Bank 2007d; Row 11: World Bank 2007d,e.

10.10b. Permanent cropped area (as % of land area)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 2.7 0.7 2.7 0.5 15.8 0.4 13.3 2.6 1.1
1996 2.8 0.8 2.7 0.5 15.8 0.4 13.3 2.7 1.1
1997 2.8 0.8 2.8 0.6 15.8 0.4 13.3 2.7 1.1
1998 2.9 0.8 2.8 0.6 15.8 0.4 13.3 2.8 1.1
1999 3.0 0.8 3.1 0.6 15.8 0.4 13.3 2.9 1.2
2000 2.7 0.9 2.7 0.7 15.8 0.4 16.7 2.7 1.2
2001 2.7 0.9 2.0 0.6 15.7 0.4 20.0 2.6 1.1
2002 2.8 0.9 3.1 0.7 15.5 0.4 26.7 2.8 1.1
2003 3.1 0.9 3.4 0.9 15.5 0.4 30.0 3.0 1.2
2004 3.4 1.0 3.5 0.9 … 0.4 … 3.0 …
2005 3.4 1.0 3.5 0.9 15.5 0.4 … 3.3 1.2

Sources: Rows 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 10: World Bank 2007d; Row 6: MHHDC 2004 and World Bank 2007d; Row 7: MHHDC 2005 and World Bank 2007d; Row 8: 
MHHDC 2006 and World Bank 2007d; Row 9: MHHDC 2007a and World Bank 2007d; Row 11: World Bank 2007d,e.
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10.11. Irrigated land (as % of cropland)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 31.2 79.8 46.0 47.3 30.2 26.0 … 38.4 19.6
1996 31.5 81.1 45.8 47.3 30.2 25.8 … 38.8 19.5
1997 34.0 81.0 45.0 47.2 32.0 25.0 … 40.7 20.0
1998 32.4 81.9 46.2 47.1 34.5 25.0 … 39.8 20.3
1999 33.3 82.0 47.2 47.0 34.8 25.0 … 40.1 20.6
2000 32.2 81.7 47.6 46.7 34.7 25.0 … 39.1 20.8
2001 32.3 80.4 52.1 47.2 31.2 24.2 … 39.7 20.6
2002 33.0 80.8 54.5 47.2 33.3 24.2 … 40.6 20.7
2003 32.9 82.0 56.1 47.1 38.8 23.5 … 40.8 20.7

Sources: Rows 1, 2, 4, 5, 7, 8, 9: World Bank 2007d; Row 3: MHHDC 2002; Row 6: MHHDC 2004 and World Bank 2007d.

10.12. Daily dietary consumption

10.12a. Daily dietary energy consumption (kcal/person/day)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 2,382 2,471 2,001 2,367 2,302 … 2,211 2,354 2,572
1996 2,415 2,408 2,105 2,339 2,263 … 2,495 2,380 2,628
1997 2,496 2,476 2,085 2,366 2,302 … 2,485 2,448 2,663
1998 2,461 2,480 2,024 2,223 2,455 … 2,391 2,416 2,664
1999 2,461 2,478 2,082 2,253 2,498 … 2,551 2,421 2,670
2000 2,468 2,443 2,133 2,288 2,557 … 2,662 2,431 2,676
2001 2,473 2,417 2,170 2,337 2,517 … 2,807 2,434 2,685
2002 2,470 2,396 2,186 2,386 2,457 … 2,943 2,431 2,691
2003 2,492 2,391 2,194 2,431 2,481 … 3,047 2,451 2,712
2004 2,516 2,395 2,193 2,469 2,528 … 3,183 2,471 2,738
2005 2,529 2,422 2,194 2,503 2,559 … 3,327 2,485 2,772

Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 1999; Row 2: MHHDC 2000; Row 3: MHHDC 2002; Rows 4-11: FAO 2007a.

10.12b. Daily dietary consumption (as % of minimum requirements)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1993-95 131 137 112 127 123 … 136 129 …
1994-96 133 138 113 125 126 … 136 132 …
1995-97 136 139 114 124 124 … 133 133 …
1996-98 133 138 116 126 126 … 133 132 …
1997-99 133 138 119 127 128 … 135 132 …
1998-00 132 138 122 131 128 … 137 132 …
1999-01 133 138 123 133 129 … 138 133 …
2000-02 134 135 124 134 127 … 139 133 …
2001-03 134 132 124 135 128 … 139 133 …
2002-04 136 131 124 134 128 … 141 134 …

Sources: Rows 1-10: FAO 2007a.
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Table 11: Energy and Environment

11.1. Traditional fuel consumption (as % of total energy requirement)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 23 20 49 91 51 81 … 26.9 …
1996 … … … … … … … …. …
1997 20.7 29.5 46.0 89.6 46.5 … … 25.8 16.7
1998 … … … … … … … …. …
1999 … … … … … … … …. …
2000 … … … … … … … …. …
2001 24.3 26.6 63.6 88.0 34.8 84.1 0.0 29.9 26.6
2002 20 … 61.6 … 41.6 87.8 0.0 25.4 24.5
2003 19.8 23.5 51.5 93.2 60.4 87.8 0.0 25.3 26.3

Sources: Row 1: UNDP 1999; Row 3: UNDP 2003; Row 7: UNDP 2004a; Row 8: UNDP 2005; Row 9: UNDP 2006.

11.2. Energy use per capita (kg of oil equivalent)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 468 444 137 311 328 … … 428 941
1996 476 453 135 311 367 … … 436 948
1997 485 452 139 314 375 … … 443 942
1998 484 451 142 314 377 … … 442 933
1999 500 465 141 324 397 … … 455 935
2000 504 463 145 334 418 … … 460 944
2001 503 461 155 337 423 … … 458 946
2002 509 457 157 334 418 … … 463 966
2003 515 467 161 336 449 … … 471 1,011
2004 531 489 164 341 485 … … 486 1,068

Sources: Rows 1-10: World Bank 2007d.

11.3. Total electricity production (kwh, billions)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (total) countries

1995 417.6 57.0 10.8 1.2 4.8 1.7 0.1 493.2 4,829.0
1996 436.7 59.1 11.5 1.2 4.5 1.9 0.1 515.0 5,016.4
1997 465.8 62.2 11.9 1.2 5.1 1.8 0.1 548.1 5,187.8
1998 496.9 65.4 12.9 1.3 5.7 1.8 0.1 584.1 5,291.6
1999 537.4 65.8 14.5 1.5 6.2 1.7 0.1 627.3 5,493.5
2000 562.2 68.1 15.8 1.7 6.7 2.1 0.1 656.7 5,808.7
2001 580.9 72.4 17.4 1.9 6.5 1.8 0.1 681.0 6,017.6
2002 598.4 75.7 18.7 2.1 6.8 2.1 0.1 703.9 6,321.3
2003 635.2 80.8 19.7 2.3 7.6 2.2 0.2 748.0 6,814.3
2004 667.8 85.7 21.5 2.3 8.0 2.5 0.2 788.0 7,285.3
2005 … 85.6 21.2 2.4 … 2.4 0.2 111.8 …

Sources: Rows 1-10: ADB 2007 and World Bank 2007d; Row 11: ADB 2007.
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11.4. Motor vehicles per kilometer of road

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 3 4 1 … 5 3 … 3 ….
1996 3 4 1 … 6 3 … 3 ….
1997 … 4 … … 6 … … 4 ….
1998 3 4 1 … 7 … … 3 ….
1999 3 4 1 … 7a … … 3 ….
2000 3 5 1 … 7 … … 3 ….
2001 … 5 … … … … … 5 ….
2002 … … … … … 3 … … ….
2003b 3 5 1 … … … … 3 ….
2004c 3 8 1 … … … … 3 ….

Notes: a: Data refer to 1999-2001. b: Data refer to 2003 or for most recent year available. c: Data refer to 2004 or for most recent year available.
Sources: Rows 1, 2, 3, 7, 8: World Bank 2006e; Row 4: World Bank 2000b; Row 5: World Bank 2001, 2004, 2006e; Row 6: World Bank 2003, 2006e; Row 9: 

World Bank 2006f; Row 10: World Bank 2007e.

11.5. The number of disaster-affected people (thousands)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (total) countries

1995 33,827 1,255 16,763 1 120 0 0 51,965 ….
1996 9,356 1,300 6,457 152 10 0 0 17,275 ….
1997 30,418 861 4,718 1 0 0 0 35,999 ….
1998 34,479 214 15,449 70 135 0 0 50,347 ….
1999 42,047 537 558 23 610 0 0 43,776 ….
2000 50,425 0 2,853 51 775 1 0 54,105 ….
2001 77,018 1,320 731 21 0 0 0 79,090 ….
2002 342,029 160 1,651 266 1,500 0 0 345,606 ….
2003 8,098 3,469 603 59 695 0 0 12,924 ….
2004 33,861 13 36,890 800 1,219 0 27 72,810 ….
2005 28,514 12,655 1,186 32 145 0 0 42,532 ….

Sources: Rows 1-11: CRED 2007.

11.6. Economic losses from natural disasters (US$ millions)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (total) countries

1995 53 0 800 0 0 0 0 853 ….
1996 2,133 0 150 0 0 0 0 2,283 ….
1997 37 0 229 0 0 0 0 266 ….
1998 1,008 0 2,000 44 0 0 0 3,052 ….
1999 3,042 0 0 2 0 4 0 3,048 ….
2000 908 0 500 6 3 0 0 1,417 ….
2001 3,573 246 0 0 0 0 0 3,819 ….
2002 962 0 0 0 0 0 0 962 ….
2003 613 247 0 0 29 0 0 889 ….
2004 3,799 0 2,200 0 1,317 0 470 7,785 ….
2005 7,220 5,250 0 0 0 0 0 12,470 ….

Sources: Rows 1-11: CRED 2007.



 Human Development Indicators for South Asia 321

Table 12: Governance

12.1. Average annual rate of inflation (2000=100)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 10.2 12.3 10.2 7.6 7.7 9.5 5.5 10.4 …
1996 9.0 10.4 2.4 9.2 15.9 8.8 6.2 8.6 …
1997 7.2 11.4 5.4 4.0 9.6 6.5 7.6 7.5 …
1998 13.2 6.2 8.4 11.2 9.4 10.6 -1.4 11.8 …
1999 4.7 4.1 6.1 7.5 4.7 6.8 3.0 4.8 …
2000 4.0 4.4 2.2 2.5 6.2 4.0 -1.2 3.9 …
2001 3.7 3.1 2.0 2.7 14.2 3.4 0.7 3.6 …
2002 4.4 3.3 3.3 3.0 9.6 2.5 0.9 4.2 …
2003 3.8 2.9 5.7 5.7 6.3 2.1 -2.9 4.0 …
2004 3.8 7.4 3.2 2.8 7.6 4.6 6.4 4.2 …
2005 4.2 9.1 7.0 6.8 11.6 5.3 3.3 5.2 …

Sources: Rows 1-11: World Bank 2007d.

12.2. Average annual growth of food prices (2000=100)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 11.6 14.4 11.3 7.4 6.9 10.1 12.0 11.7 …
1996 4.3 9.3 1.3 10.7 19.2 9.3 9.3 4.9 …
1997 7.9 12.0 4.4 2.4 10.9 3.7 19.5 8.0 …
1998 13.6 5.8 10.5 18.3 10.9 11.5 -4.7 12.4 …
1999 1.6 3.9 3.5 7.7 4.0 5.8 4.0 2.2 …
2000 1.8 3.2 3.5 -2.5 4.5 1.0 -4.7 2.0 …
2001 2.2 1.8 2.5 1.3 15.2 1.5 2.1 2.4 …
2002 2.6 4.0 2.6 3.0 10.7 2.0 3.6 2.9 …
2003 3.3 2.5 6.5 2.5 5.8 0.9 -6.1 3.6 …
2004 2.8 6.0 6.9 … … … … 3.4 …
2005 3.3 12.5 7.9 … … … … 4.8 …

Sources: Rows 1-8: World Bank 2006e; Row 9: ILO 2007 and World Bank 2006e; Rows 10, 11: ADB 2007.

12.3. Average annual growth of money supply (%)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 11.0 13.8 12.2 15.6 35.8 35.6 15.4 11.9 …
1996 18.7 20.1 10.7 12.2 11.3 9.0 26.1 17.8 …
1997 17.7 19.9 9.8 29.2 15.6 58.9 23.3 17.4 …
1998 18.2 7.9 11.4 11.1 13.2 13.9 23.0 16.1 …
1999 17.1 4.3 15.4 21.6 13.4 32.0 3.5 15.6 …
2000 15.2 12.1 19.3 18.8 12.9 17.4 4.2 15.3 …
2001 14.3 11.7 14.7 -25.4 13.6 7.9 9.1 13.3 …
2002 16.8 16.8 13.3 4.2 13.4 27.9 19.5 16.2 …
2003 13.0 17.5 13.1 12.9 15.3 1.0 14.5 13.5 …
2004 16.7 20.5 16.3 12.6 19.6 19.9 32.8 17.1 …
2005 15.6 16.5 17.2 9.8 19.0 11.9 11.7 15.8 …

Sources: Rows 1-11: World Bank 2007d.
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12.4. Total revenue (excluding grants) (as % of GDP)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 12.3 17.2 15.2 10.6 20.4 18.4 25.7 13.2 …
1996 12.5 17.5 14.2 10.7 19.0 18.3 24.9 13.3 …
1997 12.1 15.8 14.0 10.5 18.5 17.7 27.6 12.8 …
1998 11.2 16.2 13.5 10.5 17.2 19.8 27.7 12.1 …
1999 11.9 15.8 14.8 10.2 17.7 19.9 29.7 12.7 …
2000 11.9 14.0 15.2 10.7 16.8 22.5 30.0 12.5 …
2001 11.2 12.9 9.8 11.3 16.6 21.3 30.0 11.3 …
2002 11.8 14.1 10.2 11.4 16.4 19.2 31.4 12.0 …
2003 11.9 14.5 10.1 11.8 15.7 16.3 33.1 12.1 …
2004 12.5 13.8 10.0 12.0 15.3 15.1 33.5 12.4 …
2005 14.8 12.9 16.4 12.8 16.1 16.6 37.0 14.7 …

Sources: Rows 1-6: ADB 2007, IMF 2005a and World Bank 2007d; Rows 7-9: IMF 2005a and World Bank 2007d. Row 10: World Bank 2007d; Row 11: ADB 
2007 and World Bank 2007d.

12.5. Total expenditure (as % of GDP)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 14.5 19.1 13.7 16.5 26.0 20.3 18.7 15.2 …
1996 14.4 20.7 13.3 17.5 25.0 23.4 18.0 15.2 …
1997 14.8 19.8 13.0 16.8 22.8 19.6 19.8 15.4 …
1998 14.7 19.2 12.9 17.3 21.8 17.3 20.4 15.2 …
1999 15.1 19.0 13.4 16.0 21.2 18.2 22.3 15.4 …
2000 15.7 17.3 14.4 16.0 23.0 18.9 25.5 15.9 …
2001 15.8 16.4 9.0 18.0 23.8 19.8 25.8 15.3 …
2002 16.3 17.1 9.1 17.4 22.9 18.3 25.7 15.8 …
2003 15.8 17.0 9.1 16.4 21.2 18.4 26.5 15.4 …
2004 15.8 14.7 8.8 15.8 21.3 16.3 28.1 15.1 …
2005 14.2 14.5 13.9 16.6 21.0 34.2 43.3 14.4 …

Sources: Rows 1, 3, 4, 5, 6: ADB 2007, IMF 2005a and World Bank 2007d; Row 2: MHHDC 1999; Rows 7-9: IMF 2005a and World Bank 2007d. Row 10: 
World Bank 2007d; Row 11: ADB 2007 and World Bank 2007d.

12.6. Budget deficit/surplus (as % of GDP)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 -2.2 -5.3 1.5 -4.2 -7.6 -0.1 -6.6 -2.3 …
1996 -2.1 -6.6 0.9 -4.8 -7.7 3.0 -2.4 -2.4 …
1997 -2.8 -6.7 1.1 -4.2 -6.3 0.2 -1.9 -2.9 …
1998 -3.4 -5.6 0.6 -5.0 -7.0 2.3 -2.9 -3.3 …
1999 -3.3 -5.5 1.4 -4.6 -5.9 -2.0 -3.9 -3.1 …
2000 -3.9 -4.1 0.8 -3.8 -8.4 -2.4 -5.0 -3.5 …
2001 -4.4 -3.8 -0.7 -5.0 -9.3 -8.8 -5.1 -4.0 …
2002 -4.7 -2.9 -0.2 -4.4 -7.6 -3.6 -5.1 -4.1 …
2003 -3.7 -2.9 -0.1 -2.8 -7.1 -9.8 -5.2 -3.3 …
2004 -3.6 -2.0 -0.7 -1.5 -7.6 1.9 -3.6 -3.2 …
2005 -4.1 -3.2 2.5 -1.2 -7.3 -6.6 -13.1 -3.4 …

Sources: Rows 1, 3, 5, 6: ADB 2007, IMF 2005a and World Bank 2007d; Row 2, 4: MHHDC 1999; Rows 7-9: IMF 2005a and World Bank 2007d. Row 10: 
World Bank 2007d; Row 11: ADB 2007 and World Bank 2007d.
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12.7. Tax revenue (as % of GDP)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 10 13 8 9 17 7 14 10 14
1996 13 19 13 11 21 8 14 14 …
1997 11 13 8 9 16 6 14 11 12
1998 9 13 8 9 15 8 14 9 11
1999 9 13 7 8 15 7 14 9 …
2000 10 12 7 9 15 8 14 10 …
2001 10 12 7 10 15 8 14 10 …
2002 10 13 8 10 15 9 13 10 12
2003 9 11 8 9 14 9 14 9 12
2004 10 11 8 10 14 7 17 10 12
2005 10 10 8 10 14 9 16 10 12

Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 1998 and World Bank 2007d; Row 2: MHHDC 1999 and World Bank 2007d; Row 3: MHHDC 2000 and World Bank 2007d; 
Row 4: MHHDC 2002 and World Bank 2007d; Row 5: World Bank 2007d; Row 6: MHHDC 2003 and World Bank 2007d; Row 7: MHHDC 2004 
and World Bank 2007d; Row 8: MHHDC 2005 and World Bank 2007d; Row 9: MHHDC 2006 and World Bank 2007d; Row 10: MHHDC 2007a 
and World Bank 2007d; Row 11: ADB 2007 and World Bank 2007e.

12.8. Direct taxes (as % of total taxes)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 20.4 24.5 22.1 … 88.5 … … 22.1 …
1996 20.5 26.2 20.5 … 92.0 … … 22.3 …
1997 22.9 26.8 20.2 … 88.9 … … 24.1 …
1998 21.1 29.6 21.5 … 84.6 … … 23.1 …
1999 22.2 27.0 21.6 … 85.2 … … 23.5 …
2000 23.5 28.5 24.9 … 88.9 … … 25.1 …
2001 23.8 28.9 25.2 … 88.5 … … 25.4 …
2002 24.9 30.8 23.6 25.5 81.4 … … 26.2 …
2003 41.6 28.5 18.8 22.4 81.6 70.9 … 38.2 …
2004 58.7 27.9 20.3 23.3 83.3 59.6 … 51.3 …

Sources: Rows 1-10: SHRDC 2006.

12.9. Indirect taxes (as % of total taxes)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 79.6 75.5 77.9 … 11.5 … … 77.9 …
1996 79.5 73.8 79.5 … 8.0 … … 77.7 …
1997 77.1 73.2 79.8 … 11.1 … … 75.9 …
1998 78.9 70.4 78.5 … 15.4 … … 76.9 …
1999 77.8 73.0 78.4 … 14.8 … … 76.4 …
2000 76.5 71.5 75.1 … 11.1 … … 74.9 …
2001 76.2 71.1 74.8 … 11.5 … … 74.6 …
2002 75.1 69.2 76.4 74.5 18.6 … … 73.8 …
2003 58.4 71.5 81.2 77.6 18.4 29.1 … 61.7 …
2004 41.3 72.1 79.7 76.7 16.7 40.4 … 48.7 …

Sources: Rows 1-10: SHRDC 2006.
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12.10. Deficit financing through inflation (seignorage) (as % of GDP)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 79.6 75.5 77.9 … 11.5 … … 77.9 …
1996 79.5 73.8 79.5 … 8.0 … … 77.7 …
1997 77.1 73.2 79.8 … 11.1 … … 75.9 …
1998 78.9 70.4 78.5 … 15.4 … … 76.9 …
1999 77.8 73.0 78.4 … 14.8 … … 76.4 …
2000 76.5 71.5 75.1 … 11.1 … … 74.9 …
2001 76.2 71.1 74.8 … 11.5 … … 74.6 …
2002 75.1 69.2 76.4 74.5 18.6 … … 73.8 …
2003 58.4 71.5 81.2 77.6 18.4 29.1 … 61.7 …
2004 41.3 72.1 79.7 76.7 16.7 40.4 … 48.7 …

Sources: Row 1: MHHDC 1999; Rows 2-10: IMF 2005a and World Bank 2006e.

12.11. Public expenditure per capita

12.11a. Public expenditure per capita on defence (US$)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 10.4 25.3 4.5 1.8 38.1 … … 11.8
1996 10.4 23.7 4.5 1.8 36.3 … … 11.6
1997 11.8 21.7 4.7 1.9 33.1 … … 12.4
1998 12.1 20.3 4.7 1.8 34.7 … … 12.4
1999 14.0 21.6 4.7 2.1 30.4 … … 13.8
2000 14.1 20.8 5.0 2.1 38.9 … … 14.0
2001 14.1 18.8 4.3 2.7 31.9 … … 13.6
2002 14.1 21.0 4.1 3.5 27.2 … … 13.7
2003 15.2 23.9 4.5 4.0 24.4 … … 15.0
2004 16.5 26.6 4.8 4.9 26.5 … … 16.3
2005 20.2 28.7 4.7 6.4 29.5 … … 19.4

Sources: Rows 1-11: MHHDC staff computations based on table 9.1 and SIPRI 2007.

12.11b. Public expenditure per capita on debt Servicing (US$)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 14.5 25.2 6.5 3.9 25.1 6.1 43.3 14.8 48.4
1996 12.6 25.1 5.5 3.5 24.6 4.3 45.0 13.2 56.1
1997 12.8 30.4 5.5 4.3 28.0 4.2 106.0 14.0 61.3
1998 12.2 16.7 5.0 3.8 30.8 5.4 56.9 12.1 59.9
1999 10.2 20.8 5.3 4.8 40.5 3.5 58.9 11.2 71.4
2000 10.7 19.8 5.8 4.3 41.5 3.2 66.0 11.5 76.5
2001 11.3 20.5 4.8 3.9 39.7 3.0 72.5 11.9 73.6
2002 14.8 19.3 5.1 4.2 38.2 2.9 71.7 14.4 73.9
2003 19.3 20.2 4.5 4.3 30.4 3.4 68.6 17.7 81.3
2004 17.7 27.5 4.5 4.3 36.7 5.7 104.6 17.4 85.2
2005 21.5 15.5 5.2 4.3 21.4 3.2 103.5 18.8 97.0

Sources: Rows 1-11: MHHDC staff computations based on table 9.1 and World Bank 2007d.
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12.11c. Public expenditure per capita on health (US$)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 2.4 3.8 2.9 2.3 10.1 4.3 78.4 2.8 21.3
1996 2.2 3.8 2.1 2.7 8.8 6.0 69.2 2.5 …
1997 2.8 3.7 3.9 2.6 11.1 9.4 98.1 3.2 26.1
1998 5.7 4.1 5.7 2.7 11.8 7.5 66.1 5.6 36.1
1999 5.9 3.1 3.1 2.9 14.5 8.0 96.0 5.2 33.6
2000 4.1 3.9 5.1 3.7 15.4 8.8 126.0 4.4 33.6
2001 4.2 4.9 5.0 3.5 15.1 8.5 112.0 4.4 33.3
2002 6.3 5.2 2.6 3.1 15.8 11.2 98.7 5.5 33.3
2003 6.7 9.2 3.9 3.4 14.6 13.7 124.2 6.8 38.2
2004 5.7 2.5 3.4 3.7 19.1 10.0 162.6 5.4 45.1

Sources: Row 1-11: MHHDC staff computations based on tables 3.9, 8.1 and 9.1.

12.11d. Public expenditure per capita on education (US$)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 10.7 13.4 5.6 6.3 21.7 6.4 76.8 10.5 49.8
1996 10.8 14.4 6.0 6.3 25.1 7.7 90.4 10.8 48.8
1997 13.8 12.5 6.9 6.8 19.8 8.0 98.1 12.9 …
1998 13.9 9.1 7.1 5.2 26.1 12.2 121.4 12.7 47.8
1999 18.0 11.6 8.2 6.4 22.6 10.6 130.0 16.0 48.0
2000 19.8 7.7 8.5 6.9 26.6 12.4 148.0 17.1 48.6
2001 18.9 8.8 7.6 7.9 16.8 12.2 134.0 16.1 49.4
2002 19.4 8.5 7.6 7.6 20.6 14.2 156.8 16.4 50.5
2003 20.7 10.8 8.4 7.7 20.2 … 182.9 18.0 …
2004 24.2 12.4 8.3 8.4 20.0 … 185.8 20.7 66.1
2005 26.3 16.1 9.8 9.3 … … 172.6 23.1 …

Sources: Row 1-11: MHHDC staff computations based on tables 2.14, 8.1 and 9.1.

12.12. Imports of goods and services (as % of GDP)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 12.2 19.4 17.3 34.6 46.0 42.9 77.2 14.5 25.0
1996 11.8 21.4 18.7 35.8 43.9 45.9 73.1 14.5 24.5
1997 12.1 20.8 18.0 37.7 43.6 46.0 78.5 14.7 25.3
1998 12.9 17.5 18.3 33.9 42.2 49.7 75.8 14.8 25.8
1999 13.6 17.0 18.7 29.7 43.3 51.0 79.9 15.3 25.6
2000 14.6 14.8 19.2 32.4 49.6 46.9 71.6 16.0 27.6
2001 14.1 15.9 21.5 31.4 43.6 43.8 70.0 15.8 27.4
2002 15.7 15.5 19.0 30.3 42.8 41.2 65.6 16.7 27.8
2003 16.1 16.3 20.0 30.1 42.1 41.2 65.5 17.2 29.0
2004 21.6 14.9 20.8 31.8 45.5 41.5 80.8 21.4 31.8
2005 24.2 19.9 23.0 32.6 45.6 54.7 110.0 24.1 32.4

Sources: Rows 1-11: World Bank 2007d.
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12.13. Net inflow of FDI (US$, millions)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (total) countries

1995 2,143.6 722.6 1.9 0.0 56.0 0.1 7.2 2,931.4 104,512.7
1996 2,426.1 922.0 13.5 19.2 119.9 1.4 9.3 3,511.4 127,920.4
1997 3,577.3 716.3 139.4 23.1 430.1 -0.7 11.4 4,896.9 169,378.3
1998 2,634.7 506.0 190.1 12.0 193.4 0.0 11.5 3,547.7 170,003.4
1999 2,168.6 532.0 179.7 4.4 176.4 9.0 12.3 3,082.4 177,970.2
2000 3,584.2 308.0 280.4 -0.5 172.9 -0.1 13.0 4,357.9 166,505.5
2001 5,471.9 383.0 78.5 20.9 171.8 0.3 11.7 6,138.1 170,994.6
2002 5,626.0 823.0 52.3 -6.0 196.5 0.3 12.4 6,704.5 157,065.0
2003 4,584.5 534.0 268.3 14.8 228.7 1.1 13.5 5,644.9 159,972.9
2004 5,474.0 1,118.0 448.9 -0.4 232.8 1.0 14.7 7,289.0 217,840.1
2005 6,598.0 2,183.0 802.5 2.5 272.4 0.8 9.5 9,868.7 280,794.9

Sources: Rows 1, 4: World Bank 2006e, 2007d; Rows 2, 3, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11: World Bank 2007d.

12.14. Total external debt (as % of GDP)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 26.6 49.9 42.0 55.2 64.4 35.2 38.8 31.8 37.8
1996 24.3 47.1 37.7 53.7 59.7 35.9 37.3 29.2 35.8
1997 23.0 48.2 34.1 48.6 53.8 32.6 33.7 27.9 34.9
1998 23.6 51.9 35.5 54.9 57.3 45.6 35.8 29.1 40.2
1999 21.8 53.8 36.3 59.5 62.7 44.2 37.1 27.9 41.8
2000 21.5 44.7 33.4 51.9 56.1 45.6 33.0 26.2 37.4
2001 20.6 44.3 32.5 48.8 55.4 53.6 37.6 25.4 37.1
2002 20.7 47.0 35.9 54.0 58.9 69.2 42.4 26.3 37.4
2003 18.8 43.4 36.2 55.6 57.2 79.8 41.1 24.4 36.2
2004 17.9 37.0 35.5 51.4 55.3 81.4 45.5 22.9 32.8
2005 15.3 30.4 31.5 44.4 48.7 76.9 48.1 19.6 27.5

Sources: Rows 1-11: World Bank 2007d.

12.15. Domestic debt (as % of GDP)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 44 … … 15 43 … 23 43 …
1996 43 … … 14 45 … 18 42 …
1997 51 42 12 17 48 … 22 45 …
1998 48 44 … 13 46 … 15 47 …
1999 50 … … 15 49 … 16 49 …
2000 53 44 … 14 54 … 18 51 …
2001 55 … … 15 58 … 20 54 …
2002 … … … 17 60 … 20 36 …
2003 … 39 … 18 58 … 17 38 …

Sources: Rows 1, 2, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9: IMF 2005a and World Bank 2006e; Row 3: MHHDC 1999.
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12.16. Total debt service (as % of GDP)

        South Asia Developing
Years India Pakistan Bangladesh Nepal Sri Lanka Bhutan Maldives (weighted average) countries

1995 3.8 5.3 2.1 1.9 3.5 3.3 2.7 3.8 4.3
1996 3.1 5.2 1.7 1.7 3.4 2.2 2.6 3.2 4.6
1997 3.0 6.5 1.6 2.0 3.5 2.0 5.6 3.3 4.8
1998 2.9 3.7 1.5 1.8 3.7 2.4 3.0 2.8 5.0
1999 2.2 4.7 1.6 2.1 4.8 1.7 3.0 2.5 6.2
2000 2.4 3.9 1.7 1.9 4.8 1.5 3.2 2.5 6.1
2001 2.5 4.2 1.4 1.7 4.8 1.3 3.5 2.5 5.9
2002 3.1 4.0 1.5 1.9 4.4 1.2 3.5 3.0 5.9
2003 3.4 3.7 1.3 1.9 3.3 1.2 3.1 3.2 5.8
2004 2.8 4.4 1.2 1.7 3.8 1.6 4.2 2.8 5.2
2005 3.0 2.2 1.3 1.6 1.9 0.8 4.4 2.7 5.2

Sources: Rows 1-11: World Bank 2007d.





KEY TO INDICATORS

A, B, C
Agriculture, value added % of GDP 8.7a
Armed forces personnel 7.6
Birth rate, crude  9.7
Births attended by trained health staff 6.8
Birth weight, low 6.9
Budget deficit/surplus 12.6
Cereal,
 exports 10.6
 imports 10.5
 production  10.4
Contraceptive prevalence rate  3.6
Crop production index  10.8
Children,
 not in primary school 2.15
 reaching grade 5, (%) 2.12

D
Daily dietary energy consumption, 10.12a
 as % of min. required 10.12b
Death rate, crude  9.8
Debt, domestic as % of GDP 12.15
Debt external,
 total 8.13
 as % of GDP 12.14
Debt servicing,
 as % of exports 8.12
 as % of GDP 8.14, 12.16
 per capita expenditure 12.11b
Defence expenditure,
 annual increase (%) 7.2
 as % of  central govt. 7.4
 as % of GDP 7.3
 per capita 7.5, 12.11a
 total 7.1
Deficit financing through inflation (as % of GDP) 12.10
Dependency ratio 9.10
Disaster, natural
 affected people 11.5
 economic losses 11.6

E
Earnings, female (as % of male) 5.12
Economic activity rate, female as % of male 5.7
Education expenditure, public
 as % of GDP 2.14, 8.18
 per capita 12.11d
Electricity production 11.3
Energy use, per capita 11.2
Enrolment,
 combined 1st, 2nd & 3rd level, gross ratio 1.6, 2.9
  female (as % of male) 5.5
 primary level, gross (%) 2.5
  female (as % of male) 5.3
 primary level, net (%) 2.6
  female (as % of male) 5.4
 secondary level, gross (%) 2.7
 secondary level, net (%) 2.8
 technical and vocational (%) 2.10
Expenditure, total (as % of GDP) 12.5
Exports, % of GDP 8.10

F
FDI, net inflow 12.13
Fertility rate, total 9.9
Food,
 exports, % of merchandise exports 10.2
 imports, % of merchandise imports 10.3
 production, net per capita index 10.1
 prices, average annual growth 12.2
Forest production,
 fuel wood 10.7b
 round wood 10.7a
Fuel consumption, as % of total
energy requirement 11.1

G
GDP,
 growth rate  1.8
 per capita growth 8.4
 per capita, PPP US$ 1.9,8.2
 total 8.1
Gender Empowerment Measure 5.11
Gender-related Development Index 1.11, 5.10
GNI per capita 8.3
Gross capital formation 8.5
Gross domestic savings 8.6

H, I, J
Health expenditure, public
 as % of GDP 3.8, 8.19
 per capita 12.11c
HIV/AIDS, affected
 population, total 3.7a
 adult population (as % age 15-49)  3.7b, 4.8
Human development index 1.10
Human poverty index 4.9
Illiterate,
 adults,
  as % of adult population 4.4b
  total 4.4a
 females,
  as % of adult (female) population 4.5b
  total 4.5a
Immunisation, one year olds fully immunized against
 DPT 3.3b
 measles 3.3a, 6.6
 polio 6.7
 tuberculosis 6.5
Import of goods and services 12.12
Income share: ratio of top 20% to bottom 20% 8.15
Industry, value added as % of GDP 8.7b
Inflation, average annual rate 12.1

K, L
Labour force,
 annual growth rate 9.14
 child 6.10
 female 9.13
 male 9.12
 total 9.11
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Land,
 area 10.9
 irrigated as % of cropland 10.11
Land use,
 arable (as % of land area) 10.10a
 permanent cropped area (as % of land area) 10.10b
Life expectancy at birth,  1.3
 female as % of male 5.6
Literacy rate,
 adults 1.4, 2.1
 female,  1.5,2.3
  as % of male 5.2
 male 2.2
 youth 2.4

M, N, O
Malnourished, weight for age (children under 5) 4.6
Money supply, average annual growth 12.3
Mortality rate,
 infant 1.7, 6.3
 maternal 3.5 
 under-five 4.7, 6.4
Motor vehicles, per km of road 11.4
Official development assistance received, net
 as percentage of GDP  8.11b
 total 8.11a

P, Q, R
Parliament, seats held by women 5.9
Physicians, per 100,000 people 3.4
Population,
 annual growth rate 1.2, 9.2
 doubling date  9.3
 female,
  number 5.1a
  as % of male 5.1b
 rural 9.4
 total, estimated 1.1, 9.1
 under-five,
  number 6.2a
  as % of total  6.2b

 under 18,
  number 6.1a
  as % of total 6.1b
 urban, 9.5
  annual average growth rate 9.6
Poverty, income
 population below $1 a day 4.1a, 8.16
 population below national poverty line, 4.1b
  rural 8.17b
  urban 8.17a
Professional and technical workers,
female (as % of total) 5.8
Pupil-teacher ratio 2.11
R & D scientists and technicians 2.13
Revenue, total as % of GDP 12.4

S
Sanitation, population using improved
 number 4.3a
 percentage 3.2, 4.3b
School life expectancy,
 primary to secondary 2.16b
 primary to tertiary 2.16a
Services, value added as % of GDP 8.7c

T, U, V
Tax,
 direct as % of GDP 12.8
 indirect as % of GDP 12.9
 revenue as % of GDP 8.9,12.7
Trade, as % of GDP 8.8
Unemployment rate, 9.15
 female 5.13

W, X, Y, Z
Water, population without access to safe
 number 4.2a
 as % of total population 3.1, 4.2b
Weapons, number of heavy 7.7
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