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Unemployment in Border State - Punjab


Chapter 1

Introduction
Generating adequate employment opportunities has undoubtedly emerged as one of the major concerns of India's planned development strategy. During the different Five Year Plans, the planners are confronted with twin tasks of providing employment not only to clear the already existing backlog, but also to the expected additions of unemployed persons during that Plan. In India, despite assigning high priority and making huge investments to achieve the objective of creating employment opportunities, the unemployment problem, particularly among the educated youth - prized human resources of a nation - has shown little signs of being reduced. 

1.1  Unemployment: The Background Setting

In fact, the problem of unemployment has become more acute in India as the anticipated additions to the existing unemployed persons' backlog have been increasing at a disquieting pace over the last few years. The expected unemployment additions are mainly due to the difference between the high growth of labour force and the low growth of employment opportunities in the economy. Even the planned estimates of overall growth rate of the labour force in the country vis-à-vis created employment opportunities have been conscious of this reality. For example, during 1997-2002, while the growth rate of labour force was estimated around 2.51 percent per annum as compared with the 2.24 percent per annum growth rate of planned employment growth opportunities. Consequently, the labour force, which was 397.22 million in 1997, increased to 450.23 million in 2002 (Planning Commission, 1999). This means an addition of about 53.01 million of labour force in just five years. Recently, the Planning Commission, on current daily status basis, has recorded the growth rate of 1.31 percent per annum in the labour force as compared to the employment growth rate of 1.07 percent per annum in Indian economy during the period from 1993-94 to 1999-2000 (Economic Survey, 2002-03). 

From the macro-perspective, a large number of unemployed persons imply: (i) a colossal waste of the nation's human resources, (ii) a high potential loss of output, and (iii) a serious social-cum-economic burden on the society. From the micro-perspective, confronted with unemployment, individuals and their families encounter problems with their maintenance of standard of living and their social respectability. No wonder, the educated young unemployed persons, being an explosive material for uses and abuses of all kinds, pose a serious threat to the stability of the economy and civil society. The acuter the problem becomes, the serious and dangerous consequences manifest in the form of degeneration of manpower resources, the spread of violence and the political and economic bankruptcy. Empirical evidence, though limited, suggests that the states/regions having high unemployment rates, especially among the educated youth, have given rise to the crime, militancy and separatist movements in India (Chand, 1993).

1.2 Unemployment Scenario in Punjab

The development dynamics of Punjab economy has witnessed divergent trends. While the initial driving force was employment oriented that was led by the high yielding varieties of food crops in the agriculture sector and small scale industry in the industrial sector, it was the mechanisation of agriculture and medium scale industry at the later stage that slow down the growth in employment opportunities. However, in both these phases higher education expanded in Punjab. While development generated employment opportunities attracted migratory labour from the poor states like U.P. and Bihar, it failed to involve local educated youth as creators of wealth. In fact, the highly seasonally characterised and mechanised development process of agriculture has led to the considerable decline of the labour-absorption capacity of this sector on the one hand and creation of underemployment among the cultivators on the other hand (Gill, 2002). Even the employment opportunities created by the growing secondary and tertiary sectors have failed to compensate for this shrinkage.

Let us have a look at the facts. As per 2001 Census, Punjab's total population was 2.43 crore. Of them, 66 percent resides in the rural areas and 34 percent in the urban areas. Based on the Usual Principal Status criteria, the 55th Round of NSSO's survey (1999-2000) has recorded work participation rate of 29.2 percent for rural areas and 32.5 percent for urban areas. The unemployment rate of persons in rural Punjab stood at 2.6 percent (2.3 percent for males and 6.2 percent for females) compared to rural India's 1.9 percent (2.1 percent for males and 1.5 percent for females). In urban Punjab, the unemployment rate was low at 3.2 percent (3.1 percent for males and 3.5 percent for females) than that of urban India's rate of 5.2 percent (4.8 percent and 7.1 percent of males and females respectively). Thus, the border state of Punjab lags behind the nation's average rate of employment creation, more so, in rural areas. Interestingly, the urban females, probably being educated, display lower rates of unemployment compared those of their rural female counterparts in Punjab.

The alarming state of unemployment in Punjab is even acknowledged by the Planning Commission of India in its projected estimates. As per the estimates, the annual rate of employment expectedly registered the growth of the 0.73 percent per annum compared with the labour force growth rate of 2.27 percent per annum during 1997-2002 (Planning Commission, 1999). Consequently, numbers of unemployed persons are likely to increase sharply. These expectations have, in fact, been vindicated by a survey conducted by the Government of Punjab. As per the estimates of this survey, there were 14.72 lakh unemployed persons (age-group 18-35 years) who sought work in self-employment activities (Economic Advisor, 1998). Of them, 10.41 lakh (70.72 percent) represented rural areas and 4.31 lakh (29.27 percent) represented urban areas. Of the 14.72 lakh unemployed persons, three-fifths (61.01 percent, 8.98 lakh) had education of  matriculation and above level. Among educated unemployed, 5.84 lakh were in the rural areas and 3.14 lakh in the urban areas. 

The existence of such a large number of unemployed persons is a serious economic burden on the state's economy. Being forced to depend on others for their existence, they, instead of vanguard of progress and social change, have become a social problem in Punjab. In fact, the instability of the economy, the social unrest and the prevalence of terrorism in Punjab have been attributed by a section of the mainstream academicians to the problem of unemployment, especially among the educated youth.  

1.3  Need for the Study

Punjab has a long active international border with Pakistan. The continuous tensions on the border and two open wars (1965 and 1971) have seriously harmed development activities in the border areas as compared to non-border areas of Punjab. As a consequence, we find that the three border districts (Amritsar, Gurdaspur and Ferozepur) account for 33.52 percent of the share of unemployment of the state (Economic Advisor, 1998) despite the fact that their contribution to the state population was only 28.47 percent (Census, 2001). This is a serious scenario for the Nation that calls for a close and urgent attention of planners and policy makers. 

Although research on employment and unemployment is of vital importance, yet it is constrained by the non-availability of long-term time series and the reliable up-to-date data on trends and structure of unemployment/employment in the unorganised sectors, particularly at sectoral and district levels in Punjab. At the moment, some estimates (as quoted above) are available about the unemployment level, but there is no in-depth study to examine the extent and causes of unemployment; skills and capabilities of the unemployed persons; local resource base; and employment expectations of the unemployed persons in the border districts of Punjab. In the absence of proper data base, it is difficult to suggest and undertake viable activity-specific policy measures to remedy the situation of a border state. 

In appreciation of these ground realities, the Planning Commission of India has proposed that a few research institutions should take up research studies to measure the extent of unemployment and suggest specific policy measures to mitigate the problem of unemployment in the border districts of Punjab. The present study is an outcome of such an initiative. The significance of the study is, therefore, obvious.

1.4  Scope and Objectives of the Study

The major emphasis of the study is to depict or reconstruct the main contours of reality of economic, social and cultural factors/conditions that have a bearing on the measurement of unemployment and capturing its extent, particularly in rural border districts of Punjab. It takes into account a number of different and complementary perspectives of unemployment that are expected to add to the knowledge base from which the planners and policy makers can develop appropriate policy measures to deal with the problems associated with the development process of the state. Within this framework, the specific objectives of the study are:

1. to capture the nature and measure the extent of unemployment among rural people by age-profile, education level and socio-economic status;

2. to measure and compare the incidence of unemployment in border and non-border areas of state;

3. to assess the impact of border risk on the local resource base in the border district;

4. to indicate the skills and capabilities of unemployed persons and their expectations; and

5. to suggest the viable activity-specific policy interventions. 

1.5  Chapter Scheme

The study has been divided into eight Chapters. Chapter 1 has already outlined the scope, significance and objectives of the study. Chapter 2, details the reasons for the choice of Ferozepur district, research design and methodology. The details of emerging issues associated with employment and unemployment scenario of Punjab are presented in Chapter 3. Chapter 4 examines the impact of border risk on income, infrastructure and employment among the border and non-border districts in Punjab. The next three chapters of the study present the results of the rural field survey. Chapter 5 deals with conceptual issues that go into the measurement of unemployment and capture its extent with focus on rural areas of Ferozepur district. The impact of border risk on rural resource endowment behaviour is investigated in Chapter 6. Chapter 7 deals with the analysis of border risk on rural employment search behaviour. The concluding remarks and policy recommendations follow in the last chapter, Chapter 8.

