CHAPTER 9

LOOKING AHEAD

Some Policy Implications
It has been argued in this research that the cause of poverty in remote tribal areas is significantly different from the identified processes that cause poverty elsewhere. It is also argued that people are trapped in poverty in the tribal areas as an outcome of complex interactions among social, political and economic forces that affect individuals, households, as well as groups. Poverty alleviation in these areas needs to be seen beyond narrow income poverty, for this complexity of the region has defied solutions that were initiated for alleviating income poverty elsewhere. 

The Central Indian tribal belt spreads across Gujarat, Rajasthan, Madhya Pradesh, Chhattisgarh, Jharkhand and Orissa. Our study area is a subset of this belt. The study attempts to understand poverty dynamics in ten tribal districts of Gujarat (Bharuch and Panchmahals), Rajasthan (Banswara), Madhya Pradesh (Jhabua and Badwani), Chhattisgarh (Bastar and Raigarh), Jharkhand (Ranchi and West Singhbum) and Orissa (Koraput). Two tribal dominated Janpad from each of the ten selected districts, one developed and other backward, were selected purposively. Two villages, representing an average `remoteness’ in each of these twenty Janpad in the ten districts, were purposively selected for the detailed study.  The quantitative database was randomly selected sample of 2000 households from the 40 selected villages from six states.

The households were first categorised as poor and non-poor based on consumption expenditure and then each of the two groups were categorised in four based on social process of that resulted in mortgage and depletion silver and land in last 5 years or could not service its old debts or missed both the meals. These household are transitory household either chronic poor if it is economically poor or transitory non-poor if the household is economically non-poor. Thus, poor and non-poor households were further divided in to following mutually exclusive categories: (i) always non-poor, (ii) transitory non-poor, (iii) poor but non-chronic, and (iv) chronic poor. Using the framework developed in chapter 1, this research seeks to examine the status, correlates and causes of chronic poverty, implications of shocks and coping mechanism of the people, dissent governance, and social capital as it manifests in Central tribal belt of India.  


The findings of the research though presented for aggregated central tribal belt as well as for individual states, this chapter relies on aggregated analysis for, the total sample size is appropriate for aggregated data.  This aggregation, though hides variations across state, helps in developing policy oriented chronic poverty research. 

9.1
Summary of Findings 

About fifty-eight per cent of the population in the Central tribal belt of India lives in economic poverty and twenty six per cent of poor are chronic poor. Chronic poverty is not a product of economic forces alone; it manifests through social processes created by shocks or resourcelessness. Livelihood struggles under shocks prompt a social process of mortgage and asset losses, borrowing and inability to service debt, hunger and migration. The findings of the research indicate that three different sets of forces influence chronic poverty. First, the forces that push people into chronic poverty; second, the forces that pull them out from this trap; and lastly, forces that are expected to pull people out of the trap but had failed to do so (Table 9.1). Economic variables like dynamic agricultural, private investment in irrigation, and opportunities for education and health pull people out of chronic poverty. Population pressure, borrowings on exorbitant interest rates for Dahej (bride price), depletion of silver, larger unpaid debts and migration push people into chronic poverty.  On the other hand, efforts by the state to pull people out of chronic poverty through its programmes -- either through price stabilisation-cum-food security intervention (PDS) or through resource redistribution such as PRI and government schemes -- do not necessarily reach the most needy sections. Hence, these interventions are unable to remedy chronic poverty. Nevertheless, state sponsored programme for universal education has a positive influence and the non-poor are taking advantage of educating their children. 

As state intervention has failed in influencing chronic poverty, the coping mechanism to survive rests on individuals’ own efforts like labour, depletion of assets, exploitative borrowing and migration. This coping mechanism forces a social process of borrowing and repayment and livelihood struggle that engenders multiple unfreedom to economic poverty. A disturbing facet of chronic poverty is the interaction of these explanatory forces with remoteness. Remoteness plays a significant intervening role in accentuating the play of forces that set-up chronic poverty. On the one hand, the social process of borrowing-migration-repayment is constrained by access failure to formal credit market in the remote areas, on the other, agricultural technology transfer is constrained by remoteness. Consequently, in relatively Under-developed villages, forces that pull people out from chronic poverty are weakened and the forces that push people in chronic poverty are intensified. 

Not only agricultural income of chronic poor is 73 per cent of the income of always non-poor but also the proportion of the income of chronic poor originating from agriculture is significantly lower than that of always non-poor. Consequently, the chronic poor households rely significantly more on labouring, migration and gathering. Underdevelopment significantly influences the households’ dependence on agriculture and migration. Agriculture is not significantly paying across poverty profile but migration intensity and income from labouring is about 2 times more in Underdeveloped villages. A sizeable proportion of labour-time, after working on their own farms and labouring around village, remains unutilised in the case of households that are poor and chronic poor. Unsustainable agriculture and high unemployment, in the case of chronic poor, keep them always short of cash. Consequently, even an insignificant additional requirement of cash forces these households to borrow. But borrowing need not always contribute to chronic poverty, for borrowing when remains un-serviced, creates social processes that force multidimensionality to income poverty.  

	Table 9.1:  Factors Explaining Poverty 1

	
	Coefficient
	Significance
	Rank

	Factors that pulls people out of poverty 
	
	
	

	X4                     Consumption Expenditure
	0.670
	***
	II

	 X2                               Agricultural Income 
	0.082
	**
	

	      D1                       Investment in irrigation
	0.044
	*
	

	  X7                                                 Literacy
	0.068
	**
	

	X9                                           Health Care 
	.00002
	**
	

	Factors that Push people in poverty
	
	
	

	X5                                  Migration 
	 - 0.233
	***
	V

	X1                            Population Pressures
	- 0.709
	***
	I

	X6                                Depletion of Silver 
	- .00003
	***
	

	X3                                          Unpaid debt
	- 0.110
	***
	III

	X8                                       Sons' marriage
	-.00001
	***
	IV

	Failed Interventions
	
	
	

	Food security 
	NS
	
	

	Panchayat benefits
	NS
	
	

	Constant
	2.808
	***
	

	F
	76
	***
	

	R-bar Square percentage
	30.2
	
	

	Number of observations
	1609
	
	

	1 The analysis is based on linear regression with dependent variable taking values as follows 

1 = Chronic poor, 2 = Non-chronic poor, 3 = Transitory non-poor, 4 = Always non-poor.

Explanatory variables as 

X1: 1= up to 4, 2= 5 to 6, 3= > 6 members 

X2: 1= up to Rs 3590, 2= 3591 to 8950, 3= > Rs  8950

X3: 1= nil 2= up to Rs 4000, 3= > Rs 4001  

X4: 1= up to 17462 Rs, 2= 17463 to 23993 3= >.Rs  23993

X5: 1= nil, 2= up to Rs 7500, 3 => Rs 7500 

X6: Depletion of silver in Rs in last 5 years

X7: 1= up to 25 literate, 2= 26 to 56 , 3= more than 56 % members literate

X8 Rs debt due to son's marriage

X9: 1= up to 300 Rs, 2= 301 to 1000, 3= >1000 Rs

b Significance level *** 1 %, ** 5 % , d * 10 % and  NA; not significant

c based on beta coefficient.


Demographic pressures and shocks have resulted in depletion of land, silver and animal wealth. There is, however, some addition to irrigation and consumer products -- like tape recorder, radio, cycle and motorcycle -- as well. But except irrigation, the depletion and addition in the assets have taken place across all groups of chronic poverty profile; no group has lost or added assets significantly more than others. As electrification for irrigation has taken place more among non-poor groups significantly in developed villages, even if their landholdings are not significantly higher than poor, their agriculture in normal situation is significantly higher than poor households. The agricultural produce of chronic poor households lasts just for seven and a half months in a year against nine months for non-poor. Since remoteness adds a negative nuance to agriculture, the misery of poor agriculture is significantly more in relatively remote areas; missing meals is about 2 times more intense for households located in Under-developed villages than located in Developed villages.  The social implications of the process of meeting a shock varies across chronic poverty profile; poor households rely more on social network to settle a conflict whereas non-poor household rely more on economic process like debt and do not believe much on local networking.  In the case of scarcity, the chronic poor and poor rely on labouring and migration but the always non-poor rely more on borrowing. Livelihood struggles, thus, engender a psychological feeling of well-being or lack of it; the optimism of sustaining the economic well-being is significantly more among always non-poor than poor and chronic poor. The optimism of non-poor as well as pessimism among chronic poor is a product of many forces that have either created environment for income prosperity for non-poor or marginalisation for chronic poor. The benefits of technology transfer -- owing to either PRI’s interventions or private initiative -- and anguish of coping with shocks create images of modernity and changes that mirror simultaneously with traditionalism and status quo. These processes are continuum of trust at one level; at the other level, they reflect severe economic and political stratification in an apparently homogenous society.

Although in recent past, migration has been caused by harvest failure, a shock can activate a complex of socio-economic process leading to migration. Apart from population pressure, depletion of silver, increased unpaid debts and hence increased intensity of seasonal migration, the households under shock also face serious non-economic problems like doing work that in normal situation they would not have preferred, inability to service their debt, withdrawing children from school and missing meals et cetera. This misery is significantly higher among migrant households. Borrowings from bania, located in markets, also significantly increase. This borrowing for consumption and meeting the social obligation like bride price is usually managed by mortgaging silver. The usury charged by the bania is too high, ranging from 50 to 75 per cent for a period of 4 months. Repayment of this debt and getting back mortgaged valuable like silver and gold creates economic drain that encourages migration. Seasonal migration does supplement investable surplus when cash needs are high and sources of institutional borrowings are few. In fact, credit and migration work as supplement as well as substitute in the remote tribal society. A migrant family earns approximately an amount of rupees three thousand per year from migration. A large part of such earnings goes for servicing the unpaid debts.


Interactions of factors like large family, higher expenditure gap, higher dependency ratio, lower asset, borrowings at high cost, and remoteness result in increasing the intensity of migration. More migrants from a family for longer duration help in pushing food consumption of the remaining members up during bad agricultural years. Consequently, households that do not resort to migration have larger gaps in consumption expenditure. Both remoteness and investment in agriculture superimpose each other in forcing migration. But remoteness is relatively more imposing than investment agriculture in explaining the migration. Compared to developed villages with no investment in agriculture, the intensity of migration does reduce significantly if the households have invested in irrigation. But the effect of the process of weakening of remoteness reduces migration to larger extent compared to private investment alone. This is so because private investment in agriculture in remote areas only supports an individuals' agriculture and his capability to circumvent the debt-trap during a shock but the process of weakening of remoteness through public investment in infrastructure, watersheds and market influences many. Migration also induces short-term land transactions like sharecropping, fixed rent and land mortgage. This not only reduces the risk of farming but also optimises the efficiency of family labour. Some of these land transactions also strengthen social links that maintain individuals’ position in social hierarchy even in their absence. But for some resourceful, migration has indirectly become a major source of agricultural technology transfer, savings and investment in this remote tribal area. 

The state, in this tribal belt, has pinned its hope on decentralised governance (PESA) for equitable resource transfer. But decentralisation has neither brought decision-making closer to people nor equity in delivering the benefits. It has, nevertheless, replaced the bureaucracy by a new class of political elites who have control on decision-making as well as public resources. The work done by Panchayat is not congruent to what the community needs. The work done by Panchayat also helps in sustaining the well being of non-poor. Although a few employment-generating programmes were taken up by the Panchayat, the benefits of these programmes were either inadequate to meet the needs of most needy or were equally received by non-poor. If decentralisation has not resulted in further marginalisation of poor, it certainly helped non-poor receive larger benefits from government interventions.  Moreover, the political economy of decentralisation has engendered a nexus between the political elites, the bureaucracy and the contractor for furthering their own interests.  This nexus has defied the basic objective of decentralisation, empowering the chronic poor. It has also adversely affected people’s participation. People’s participation has not yet undergone the stages of critical evaluation of local priorities and strategises to meet them. Although the community has capabilities to perform these tasks, the elitists control over resources and decision-making do not allow these processes to manifest.  The community only participate by registering their presence in Gram Sabha but does not participate in decision-making. The community does monitor how the governance is neglecting it, but it does not get enough opportunity to register its protest. There are provisions of recall a corrupt Sarpanch but the tribal community is unaware of these.  It is only once in the five year that they get the freedom to punish bad governance by rejecting those involved in the governance. The community has, therefore, no freedom to participate in the process of identification and planning programmes that it needs. In a sense, decentralisation has failed to evoke the community participation in the process of planning, execution and monitoring development. 

Economic stratification also affects trust in institution, agencies and individuals.  By and large, trust, faith and bonds within community are high. On the other hand, a large proportion of respondents do not trust Panchayati Raj institution and also the outsiders like forester, police, MLA, Janpad CEO et cetera.  There is no significant difference in the level of trust between chronic poverty groups when it comes to trust and bond within the community.  But the trust on outsiders is significantly high in the case of always non-poor whereas chronic poor do not trust the outsiders. It can, thus, be argued that socially, economically and politically well-off try to reach significantly more to outsiders. Their increasing trust on these agencies is a product of their desire to economically benefit from the newfound association. On the basis of such bridges, the always non-poor and transitory non-poor receive benefits of government schemes.  But chronic poor, owing to their inability to bridge, have failed to get adequate economic benefits from PRIs. This is also a cause as to why always non-poor and transitory non-poor was receiving significantly higher proportion in the resource redistribution than what they actually should.  It is not necessary that bound within members of one's own community reduce trust in people from outside. On the contrary, the always non-poor provide clear evidence that it is possible to trust outsiders without loosing or reducing trust within the community. Trust within, however, is clearly important as cooping the remoteness by creating bounds. But bridging the distance with outsider has provided economic opportunities. 

9.2
Conclusions 

Based on evidences, it can be concluded that chronic poor remains remote from policy makers rather than remoteness creating chronic poverty. Private investment by poor in both Under-developed as well as developed villages has ability to pull them out of poverty trap. Moreover, chronic poverty in Central tribal of India is not a product of economic phenomena alone; the transitory non-poor and the people trapped in poverty are victims of a socio-political process. Therefore, no matter how hard the economic policy interventions try to influence these groups, the end result shall be far from desired. As chronic poverty forces individuals into social processes that are dominated by debt-trap, repayment, short-term land transaction and seasonal migration, in relatively remote areas, likelihood of being migrant increases significantly compared to less-remote areas. Poverty trap, nonetheless, reduces significantly if private investment in irrigation takes place. As individuals make such investment, its capacity to circumvent poverty-trap, for a few, cannot be over emphasised. But public investment in infrastructure and development of credit, input and output markets decreases risk of chronic poverty for a large section of society.  As these investments are taken up by the state, it can be safely concluded that, at present, chronic poor remains remote from policy makers rather remoteness creating poverty.

Migration in absence of a sustainable livelihood has become unavoidable in remote rural areas. A shock can push even a well to do tribal household into a debt-trap and has to resort to migration as a coping mechanism. But for a large section of households that are resourceless owing to population pressures, migration is the coping mechanism.  A way of reducing the incidence of migration is to intensify investment that conserves the soil-moisture and makes agriculture sustainable. Evidences reveal that civil society initiatives in tribal areas have reduced seasonal migration significantly. As migration in remote tribal areas as a coping strategy is inevitable, the processes that facilitate migrants in the course of migration are as important as reducing migration. How to make the lives of migrants at the place of destination less stressful, provide them with amenities and make their position stronger in the labour market is as important as improving agriculture and increasing borrowing capacity of migrants at the place of origin. Access to institutional consumption credit, at low interest, is a soothing proposition compared to informal credit, at an exorbitant interest rate. Bringing such a institutional change may not reduce migration but shall certainly increase savings from migration. Breaking the debt-trap that triggers migration, which pushes people into chronic poverty, and strengthening agriculture of the area are two important interventions that may result in pulling people out of chronic poverty. 

The foregoing discussion is point towards following policy interventions for improving the production capabilities in remote tribal areas as well as protecting the interests of chronic poor.
9.3
 Policy Implications
The first step in this direction is to replicate successful water harvesting interventions in remote tribal areas to make the agriculture sustainable in normal years. The cushions provided by good agriculture may be able to sustain a few shocks. The second step is to strengthen the borrowing capacity of the tribals through group financing for ground water exploitation, creating production-oriented as well as consumption supporting self-help groups that augment institutional finance. The third task is to facilitate process of migration by reducing the cost of transaction and strengthening support that is traditionally provided by middlemen, like where to go, type of work, wage negotiations et cetera.  And lastly, providing support to migrants at the destination in terms of childcare, educational facilities, healthcare, drinking water and sanitation, and subsidised food supply would make the migrants’ life less stressful. If these are the few important tasks that are obvious in remote tribal areas to strengthen the coping mechanism of the tribals, evidences show that the state is ill equipped to undertake them.  The role of civil society to facilitate the migration as well as restricting it cannot be overemphasised.

Chronic poverty is a complex interaction of resourcelessness, livelihood struggles and dishonest use of public funds. The nexus of political elites, bureaucracy and contractor disconnects the poor from development affairs of the village. Access failure to healthcare and education services to the marginalised section perpetually keeps them poor in terms of human capabilities. Chronic poverty is also a manifestation of asymmetrical command of resource and decision of their use in the village. Decentralised governance has failed to influence poverty owing to the nefarious nexus that encourages corruption and wasteful use of resources. The socially, economically and politically well-off vigorously try to reach significantly more to outside agencies. Their increasing trust on these agencies is a product of their desire to economically benefit from the new found association. On the basis of such bridges, the always non-poor and transitory non-poor receive benefits of government schemes. But chronic poor, owing to their inability to bridge, have failed to get economic benefits. It will now be easy to understand why it was that the always non-poor and transitory non-poor was receiving significantly more proportion in the resource redistribution in the area than what they actually should.  The political unfreedom in the community is evident in the remote areas. The blame for this unfreedom to decide what and how the local development should take place may be surmounted by: (a) initiating a new set of reforms that empower the community to exert pressures for participatory process to begin at the grassroots level; (b) augmenting the quanta of financial allocation in order to meet the demands of the community; (c) introducing second generation of reforms to curb bureaucracy and the elected representatives, at higher echelons, to control the activities and finances of the Gram Panchayat; (d) replacing the existing forest laws that obstruct control of commons to be passed to community. 

If community participation is that crucial for PRIs’ performance, how to induce participation is worth debating. Indian development experiences have demonstrated that as long as Panchayats do not ask community to pay tax -- house tax, electricity charges, business cess, water charges, livestock tax, charge for maintenance of commons et cetera -- the community does not ask uncomfortable questions. Therefore, as a strategy, in order to encourage community participation, development should make people stakeholders and create a sense of ownership by asking community to contribute a token cost equitably. This shall force community participation in development.

Alternatively, in order to alleviate poverty, it can be argued that a negative income tax should replace the PRIs investment all together. Such a strategy needs to be seen as a safety net for those unfortunate who are trapped in chronic poverty. Negative income tax would transfer resources to most needy at much lower cost compared to the way it is being transferred at present. The strategy is worth pursuing despite the fact that in the era of liberalisation and globalisation, state egalitarian redistribution may be economically inefficient and self-defeating. But the faith that it can break the nefarious nexus and curb corruption provides strength to a policy shift from PRIs to negative income tax.
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