CHAPTER – 8
CHALLENGES AND STRATEGY FOR DEVELOPMENT OF BIHAR
8.1 Challenges

Bihar State is one of India’s largest and most densely populated, with one-twelfth of the country’s population. Bihar is far from homogeneous with regard to the distribution of its natural resources and growth patterns. It is divided into two geographical units; the plain and the plateau. The Ganga separates the plains into two very different regions with regard to the natural, social and economic environment: the Northern and Southern Bihar plains.

Bihar is one of India’s poorest and largest States, lagging significantly behind national averages in most developmental indicators. The causes are related to natural endowments, geographical factors, population pressures, social factors such as the caste system and public policies.

Bihar’s low human development indicators and high incidence of poverty in the context of its overall pattern of weak economic growth are a matter of concern. Indeed Bihar’s growth in recent years, averaging less than 4% over the five-year period, places the State (along with Orissa) at the bottom of the major Indian States.
The extent to which the country as a whole can achieve better outcome is linked to the level of development in Bihar. At current progress, Bihar is projected to fall behind most of the MDG targets for 2015, thus adversely impacting the national prospect of achieving these targets.

The absolute level of poverty continues to be high in Bihar, making it one of India’s poorest States. Both, rural poverty ratio at 41% and urban poverty ratio at 24.7% are significantly higher than the national average (26.3% for rural; 12% for urban).
The level of rural poverty varies widely across regions and sectors in the State, North Bihar and the Chhotanagpur plateau are significantly poorer than South Bihar.
The question: ‘Who are poor’ is closely related to regions where poverty is concentrated or to the factors that make an individual more vulnerable to poverty.

The wage employment in agricultural labour accounts for nearly 40% of the rural workforce in Bihar. Agricultural labour and cultivation together account for around 80% of occupations in Bihar. There is still very limited occupational opportunity outside the agricultural sector in rural Bihar.

The poor are far more likely to be agricultural wage workers or casual non-farm laborers, rather than cultivators employed in a regular non-farm job.

Self-employment activities include a wide variety of occupations that could be as vulnerable as casual labour, especially for the poor.

In urban areas more than 40% of household holds are self-employed and around 30% have regular employment while casual wage labour represents only around 10% of occupations among all urban households. 
The underemployment in rural Bihar is very high as compared to the national average.

Out-migration is a crucial survival strategy for the rural poor in Bihar. Bihar has the highest rate of gross inter-State out-migration in India.

The marginal landholders and individuals engaged in agricultural labour and casual non-farm labour are likely to be poor.

The poor and socially disadvantaged households tend to own low-quality live- stock (goats rather than cows and buffaloes).

Social or caste characteristics are associated with constraints and lack of opportunities in the State. The caste identity is a strong indicator of poor.

In Bihar, the SC/ST are likely to be around three times poorer than the upper castes, and appreciably poorer than other backward castes and Muslims.

The lack of economic growth imposes strict limits on the State government’s ability to finance critical public services in the social sector. It also creates a cycle of low human development and lack of economic opportunities that act as a poverty trap. Breaking out of this cycle will require combining the right economic policies with governance reforms that provide an enabling environment for investment, growth and effective public programs.

8.2 Strategy

There are many pragmatic and affordable policy reforms that can move the development agenda forward in the State. For this, it is critical to place people and human development first, and make economic and social development the primary objective of government policy. The development strategy must aim to help shift standards of living, improve human well-being and thereby eliminate poverty.
The development strategy rests on two key pillars : (a) enhancing Bihar’s growth performance by establishing a healthy investment climate to encourage entrepreneurship, investment and the spread of improved technologies, particularly in the rural sector; and (b) supporting human resource development through improved quality and access to social services, particularly for the poor and socially disadvantaged communities.

The government should prioritise two strategic changes focusing on: (a) public provision of basic infrastructure services in the State, and (b) road infrastructure and water control.
The first priority – improving rural infrastructure, and strengthening agricultural extension with targeted R&D -  can help boost the performance of agriculture, agro-industry and related services, thereby helping reverse Bihar’s weak agricultural growth performance and reducing volatility in rural incomes.

The second priority for strengthening the investment climate is improving law and order, and in so doing reversing the perception of persistent law and order problems.
Improving social service delivery requires three core relationships: first, the relationship between policy makers and service recipients to make policies responsive to peoples’ needs; second the relationship between policy makers and service providers to ensure high standards of quality; and third, between end clients and service providers, to strengthen accountability mechanisms which help ensure that social services are actually provided, well targeted, and responsive to community needs. Under the right circumstances, development efforts in Bihar can not only be highly effective but can also provide lessons for taking similar initiatives in the States with the same level of development in India.
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