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Preface

The SAAPE 2016 Poverty Report is both 
a descriptive account of  the resistance 
movements of  South Asia and a critical 
examination of  the structures and 
processes that created them.  This is a 
narrative of  people’s experience of  what 
the multiple development trajectories and 
histories have been through the policies of  
states and their successive governments. 
We record here, the voices that seek 
to redress the keen sense of  material 
deprivation and the loss of  freedoms- 
of  life and livelihood, of  expression and 
association, of  identity and belonging 
as well as entitlements of  resources and 
opportunities. All this and much more lie 
at the heart of  democratic polity and point 
toward non-realisation of  full and equal 
citizenship in South Asia today.

This poverty report comes in the wake of  
unfolding multiple crises, not just in South 
Asia but across the world. Political systems 
are distorted and torn asunder.  There is 
an exclusive sense of  nationalism, and a 
climate of  right-wing extremism pervades 
the atmosphere. The varying forms of  
repression of  citizens are taken as routine 
politics; violence and the violation of  
rights have become disturbingly regular.  
There is a denial of  the commonality of  
experiences, and universalism of  ideals 
is questioned due to the crises in the 
international order. Today in many parts of  
the world, the discourse is of  aggression, 
war and savage trade expansionism. The 
rise of  financial capital, the presence 
of  taxation policies and advancement 
of  trade negotiations of  the developed 
world in a world of  asymmetric economic 

conditions, the idea of  surveillance of  
data and tracking people are the products 
of  the neo liberal growth model that many 
countries of  the world have adopted. 
Invariably this economic model also has 
resulted in the progressive erosion of  
rights, be it economic, social and cultural.

The two leading questions in this report 
are those of  widening inequality and 
the nature of  economic growth. The 
inequality that we feel around the world 
is not just of  wealth but also of  rights 
of  vulnerable sections of  the population 
like the migrants and informal workers. 
Particularly, women living in poverty in 
patriarchal climate are at the receiving ends 
of  the disastrous effects of  globalisation.  
The recent US election and Brexit point 
to the rejection of  the experience of  over 
three decades of  imperialist globalisation 
even by the people of  the developed 
world. The problem is that of  failed 
capitalism and there is fear and concern 
that governments in many parts of  the 
world are calling for right-wing solutions 
which is insular and excludes many people.

One of  the threads of  arguments that 
run through the report is the question of  
interpretation of  growth especially K. N. 
Raj’s idea of  ‘growth through justice’ as 
opposed to mere ‘growth with justice’. The 
process of  the resolution of  the problems 
ensuing from inequality gain importance 
when seen in this context. At this juncture, 
the resolution of  the problems can only 
be done by returning to the people’s 
movements and searching for alternatives 
which strengthen the collective bargaining 
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powers of  the affected, consolidate 
peoples’ alliances, their critique of  the 
dominant orders and bring them centre-
stage, against dominant elite political 
solutions to the issues. This brings an 
urgency and immediacy to the discussions 
of  cooperation and shared futures that the 
report places for debate and introspection 
for the region. 

The comparative perspective that this 
report brings goes beyond the limited 
paradigm of  national particularities. There 
have been remarkable similarities in the 
way neo liberal policies were adopted by 
the South Asian countries nearly a quarter 
of  a century ago that brought enormous 
changes in the economic sphere. Yet, the 
structural transformation of  institutions 
that neo liberal policies, has brought in 
South Asia have impacted spheres beyond 
economics. Constitutional values and 
norms in democratic countries in the past 
sought to support equality of  citizens 
endowed with fundamental rights. These 
rights are under attack in different ways that 
ultimately affect the agency of  citizenship. 
We face assault on our identity as citizens 
with the tolerance of  unacceptable levels 
of  hunger, often mildly referred to as 
malnutrition, insufficiency of  health 
care access and utilisation, inadequacy 
of  primary education, the continued 
presence of  bonded and child labour, 
land acquisition and forced migration, sex 
trafficking, rising violence against women 
and systematic lowering of  subsidies for 
people living in poverty. New problems of  
violence and explicit violations exist today 
along with old ones- persisting poverty, 
unfulfilled elementary needs, violation of  
basic political freedom as well as worsening 
threats to environment, minorities under 

siege and widespread corruption. The 
welfare state is withering away and with 
it the security of  rights that protected 
people from the vagaries of  markets is 
disappearing.

There have always been questions and 
concerns regarding the growth and nature 
of  development strategies of  nation-
states all over the world and especially in 
South Asia. The twentieth century was a 
period of  immense resistance to imperial 
and colonial projects, political and civil 
rights for many sections of  the society, 
and social, economic and cultural rights 
that made freedom and citizenship whole 
and indivisible for all citizens. Much of  
what we achieved in the twentieth century 
seems to be eroding away- the idea of  
state responsibilities, acceptance of  plural 
identities, equal access to entitlements 
and rights of  women and other genders, 
workers, farmers, artisans and indigenous 
peoples. Some of  our struggles that 
were left unfinished have acquired a new 
urgency in the wake of  increasing conflict 
and deprivation- for instance, the fight for 
indivisibility of  rights. 

Movements for Self-determination 
and Justice 

At the heart of  the report’s argument 
is people’s raison d’être for struggle by 
peaceful means, within the democratic 
ideals of  just social and political 
arrangements- be it the struggle for 
reclaiming land by Pakistani peasants in 
North Western Frontier Province, fishing 
waters and means of  livelihood  by Sri 
Lankan fishing community in Pasadena, 
cultural and traditional rights by the 
indigenous people of  Niyamgiri, India, 
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protests for the right to live by the Chars 
in Bangladesh or rights of  life and labour 
by Kamaiyas (bonded labourers) of  Nepal. 
The questions they raise are of  choices 
between alternatives available, reimagining 
people as agents of  development, 
enhancing their capabilities and increasing 
accountability to them as agents of  power.  
The report also seeks to place these 
plural visions and view points as building 
blocks for ideas of  development; indeed 
it is important to acknowledge differences 
and divergent points of  view. Among 
us, some societies have just come out of  
decades of  war like Sri Lanka, some have 
striven to give themselves a Constitution 
like Nepal, some have established norms 
and processes like India, some are looking 
for a transformation like Pakistan- but all 
have been affected by the same processes 
and troubled by similar impacts. This 
report also records how people have 
used inspiringly, their sense of  analytical 
reasoning and within the reasonableness 
of  social resistance, articulated the 
principles of  justice by developing and 
deriving a new economics of  distribution 
and renewed politics of  participation. 

Reading this Report

This report is divided into five chapters 
for ease of  accessibility. Each chapter 
deals with a defined theme but the content 
of  the chapters flow into one another. The 
report begins by critiquing the neo liberal 
reforms adopted by the governments of  
South Asia with its attendant structural 
adjustment. The report brings out how 
this wrought havoc both in economic and 
political spheres in all the countries of  
South Asia. 

The SAAPE 2016 report differs from 
intergovernmental and national level 
reports in several significant ways. It 
records development processes of  South 
Asia in the light of  neo liberal reforms, 
the rationale of  economic growth and 
structural transformation, capitalist mode 
of  development, increasing inequality and 
new forms of  poverty.  The methodology 
the report uses is both empirical and causal, 
with linkages to socio-economic reasons 
as well as legal components of  struggle. 
The use of  descriptive case studies adds 
a qualitative element to the robustness 
the statistics provide. The report also 
focuses on macro perspectives within 
the region that is analytical and objective 
along with micro studies of  cases and 
events that bring out the lived experience 
of  the struggle.  This report complements 
the other periodic reports on human 
development and in a way, completes it by 
returning to the people.

SAAPE has produced triennial poverty 
reports since 2003.  This triennial report 
is an outcome of  SAAPE’s commitment 
since its foundation to examine people’s 
struggle for realisation of  their full 
citizenship through democratic means of  
protests, campaigns, inputs into policy 
making as well as connecting peoples across 
borders toward a common cause. SAAPE 
is a platform for politics of  a direct kind 
involving people and their causes directly 
through campaigns, facilitating a space for 
dialogue and learning through meetings 
and conferences, and disseminating the 
work through the poverty and vulnerability 
report. The objective of  the report is to 
help create an independent voice of  the 
struggle and experiences of  South Asian 
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people, recognising normative principles 
that build ideas about citizenship and 
democratic politics, and the use of  
multidisciplinary analytical lens to the 
problems and prospects of  South Asia. 
It aims at creating a culture of  evidence- 
based policy intervention from grassroots 
that articulates a  methodology that uses 
both robust quantitative data but also oral 
histories and case studies as narratives that 
question policy outcomes, discourse of  
development imposed from above and 
the role of  state, civil society and social 
movements. This work highlights the best 
practices in policy interventions as well as 
successes in collective action by the people 
that attained the desired objective, be it trade 
union struggle or land rights movement. 
The report also brings out the richness of  
such mass movements, both old and new, 
traditional and innovative methods, that 
have creatively used democratic spaces to 
espouse a cause. The report, we hope, will 
bring a new dimension in the discourse 
of  policy making but also question the 
received wisdom on development impacts 
and governance that are circulated in the 
South Asian region today. The novelty of  
the report is in the harmonious and yet 
critical coming together of  academics, 
policy makers and activists that SAAPE 
has always tried to facilitate.

This is the fifth in the series of  regional 
reports. The regional report is a product 
of  eight country reports that teams from 
each of  the eight South Asian countries 
have contributed to. Each country team 
was headed by a lead author and ably 
assisted by other writers. The team was 

a judicious combination of  activists and 
academics nominated by the country 
processes of  SAAPE in the eight countries. 
The preparation of  report took eighteen 
months. The editorial process comprised 
of  two editorial meetings in March and 
August of  2016. The first meeting widely 
discussed the contemporary regional 
situation in South Asia and selected the 
theme of  this report. This was conveyed 
to the country authors who compiled the 
country reports in the light of  editorial 
guidelines and deliberations. All the 
country reports are available online in the 
SAAPE website along with the regional 
report. The preparation of  the report 
benefitted from the vision and exceptional 
leadership and counsel of  advisory board. 

The report conveys the voice of  peoples’ 
struggles primarily led by leaders and 
social activists on the ground. Beyond 
the primary audience, the report has 
analytical insights for planners and policy 
makers working for national governments 
or in international organisations as well 
as academics and researchers working 
on development in South Asia. Beyond 
sectors of  specific readership, the report 
sets the foundation of  a broad discussion 
on development and peoples’ struggle in 
capturing the discourses of  social justice. 
Looked in this manner, the report also aims 
at public discussion on the issues of  power 
and politics, growth and development, 
poverty and inequality, human rights and 
social justice beyond the boundaries of  
nation states. The arguments are accessible 
for the non-specialist reader and this report 
is written in line with the view that public 
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discussions from the peoples’ perspective 
is a vehicle for social change beyond mere 
acknowledging the spirited struggles of  
resistance.

We need new stratagem and a holistic 
paradigm that enlightens us on the 
interrelatedness of  seemingly unrelated 
causes and forge resistances that are 
comprehensive-against a system of  
structures not just of  institutions but 
more fundamentally of  ideas and ideals. 
This requires two kinds of  movements- 
the horizontal free transfer of  ideas and 
the fight against the vertical hierarchy 
of  systems and constituencies. The 
globalisation that we have been subjected 
to is not just to be of  trade, commodities 
and services, but also of  people, thought 
processes, knowledge systems and 

languages of  resistance. As revolutionary 
leader Fidel Castro trenchantly remarked, 
‘There is often talk of  human rights, but 
it is also necessary to talk of  the rights 
of  humanity. Why should some people 
walk barefoot, so that others can travel 
in luxurious cars? Why should some live 
for thirty-five years, so that others can 
live for seventy years? Why should some 
be miserably poor, so that others can be 
hugely rich? I speak on behalf  of  the 
children in the world who do not have a 
piece of  bread. I speak on the behalf  of  
sick who have no medicine, of  those whose 
rights to life and human dignity have been 
denied.’  We hope this report encourages a 
widespread and open discussion on issues 
like these and the larger questions that lie 
behind the development story that South 
Asia has experienced so far.

The Editorial Board 
December 2016

Preface
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Introduction and Overview of the Report

courage then why not fight to end poverty, 
unemployment (and) illiteracy. Let us see 
which country wins, India or Pakistan?’ 
Nothing would be more momentous in 
the history of  South Asia than a genuine 
competition between the Peoples (and 
their leaders) of  our respective countries 
to compete with each other for eradication 
of  poverty. Indeed we, from the South Asia 
Alliance for Poverty Eradication (SAAPE), 
welcome this constructive challenge.

Instead, the conflict ridden international 
environment has loomed large over 
the problems faced by South Asia. The 
setback to European Union project by 
Brexit, the refugee crisis, the Syrian war 
and its consequences, growing incidents 
of  religious terrorism in Europe and the 
US have also influenced the negativity in 
relationships among South Asian States. 
The growth of  right-wing ideology, 
Islamophobia, hostile xenophobic 
tendencies, discriminatory and racist 
discourse are re-emerging from some 
of  the more ‘advanced’ countries. This 
has adversely affected the political and 
economic development of  the under-
developed countries in the region.

The economic intervention from a ‘rising’ 
China have also been a source of  unease 
in the region. The uneven relationship of  
China with some countries in the region 
has aggravated the situation. China’s 
engagement with South Asia has been 
interpreted with ‘caution’ due to India-
Pakistan rivalry as well as past and present 
power struggles among global powers, 
especially the US and Russia. In more 

The Poverty Report 2016 comes in the wake 
of  great regional and global unrest, economic 
crises and political conflicts. There are a number 
of  proposals that look for a way forward- from 
regional alliances to national policies. In the 
overview, Farooq Tariq reflects on the contours of   
the development discourse in South Asia today.

South Asia is in turmoil. All projects 
that require and instill close cooperation 
among the eight countries of  South Asia 
are in danger. There have been multiple 
war-like conflicts during the last decade. 
The economic blockade imposed by India 
against Nepal in 2015, the mounting 
tension between Pakistan and India in 
2016 on issues such as the intervention 
of  intelligence agencies in Kashmir and 
Baluchistan, and the closing of  open 
borders between Pakistan and Afghanistan 
are some examples of  the deteriorating 
relationships among the member countries 
of  South Asian Association for Regional 
Cooperation (SAARC). Menacing war 
clouds have been gathering over India 
and Pakistan following the killing of  18 
Indian soldiers in the Uri terror attack in 
September 2016. Multiple alternatives for 
improving relationships between India 
and Pakistan are being discussed in the 
Indian media ranging from peace talks to 
diplomatic initiatives to economic sanctions 
and military solutions. Interestingly, the 
Indian Prime Minister vented his anger 
against the attack in a public meeting at 
Kozhikode, India on Saturday the 24th of  
September 2016 in no uncertain words but 
he also invited the Pakistani leadership to 
a novel competition. He said, ‘India wants 
to fight with Pakistan. If  you have the 
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general terms, there seems a stark lack of  
interest towards promoting regionalism in 
South Asia. There are changing regional 
and international situations setting 
trends in formation and establishment 
of  new alliances. Old traditional alliances 
are in trouble and new friendships are 
being forged- this is a time of  transition 
that brings with it problems of  trust, 
common interests and the importance of  
maintaining a peaceful environment. 

Bilateral relations have gone sour as 
unresolved cross border issues are 
gradually turning into irresolute bones 
of  contention. The normalcy of  relations 
that the countries have been working at 
for the best part of  the last decade has 
come to a seeming halt. For example, 
the State-level relationship between 
India and Pakistan has been at its worst 
in recent times, as is the case between 
Pakistan and Afghanistan, and India and 
Bangladesh. There are several issues of  
terrorism, resource sharing, industrial and 
infrastructure development and trade that 
require bilateral and often multi-lateral 
cooperation. The minor trade relationship 
which was established among these nations 
over time is at its lowest ebb and visas to 
ordinary citizens of  these countries have 
been revoked. 

In this context, a sense of  ‘nationalism’ 
that puts ‘nation first and foremost’ has 
been strengthened in many countries 
in a way that goes against the gain of  
universality of  experience, commonality 
of  problems and necessity of  regional 
cooperation. This is not to say, patriotism is 
an unsuitable precursor for development. 
As the philosopher Bertrand Russell in 
The Problem of  China remarked nearly 
a century ago while studying the Chinese 

thought on development, a move toward 
enlightened, open-minded patriotism 
‘which is willing to learn from other 
countries while not willing to allow them 
to dominate’ is the need of  the hour. 
Furthermore, it is worrisome that this 
nationalist wave is being nurtured in a 
cradle of  extreme right-wing ideas. Nearly 
a quarter century after neo-liberal reforms 
were introduced in many South Asian 
countries, growing right-wing extremism is 
the new challenge that people’s movements 
face today. The official SAARC initiative is 
at stake after the recent Kashmir uprising 
and terror laden activities inside Kashmir 
in the latter half  of  2016. 

The association of  five major emerging 
national economies – Brazil, Russia, 
India, China and South Africa known as 
BRICS,  has been hailed as the counter 
alternative to the politics of  International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank. 
One of  BRICS’ key objectives is to 
form a New Development Bank (NDB), 
considered an alternative to the World 
Bank and the IMF. The bank is located 
in Shanghai and chaired by Indian banker 
K.V. Kamath for the first six years. There 
has been enthusiasm about this initiative. 
However, the five BRICS countries are 
emerging capitalist economies trying 
to preserve their interests, just as the 
big traditional powers are maintaining 
their control of  the IMF and the World 
Bank. By promising not to set conditions 
such as Structural Adjustment Plans, the 
NDB stands apart with its loans and its 
democratic principle of  ‘one country, 
one vote’. As a real alternative, this is not 
enough. New blocs such as BRICS seem to 
maintain alliances with countries pursuing 
neo-liberal policies. These represent a re-
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grouping of  the same capitalist countries 
against traditional ones, and are not a pro-
poor alliances. However, the real test for 
BRICS is still to come. The Bay of  Bengal 
Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical and 
Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC), 
another formation of  selected groups of  
countries mainly promoting multi-sectoral 
technical and economic interest, is seen 
as a bridge between the Association of  
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) and 
SAARC. It is also expected to ease the 
tension between China and India, and 
some regions of  the Far East. All such 
regional blocs have overlapping mandates 
and we need to think through the reasons 
for platform-based alliances and the 
objectives attained on the ground.

Instead of  multiple alliances created at 
global, regional or sub-regional levels, 
the answer to  inequities should manifest 
through some robust national policies 
and plans. Universal social protection 
is the key to addressing the ever-
widening inequalities, vulnerabilities 
and discrimination, and therefore, 
introduction and implementation of  
universal social protection systems is now 
a development imperative and must be a 
stand-alone goal with targets. There are 
numerous social security and protection 
programmes in place in the countries of  
South Asia. They consist of  cash transfers 
that include unconditional and conditional 
cash transfers and social care services 
programmes for vulnerable groups. Civil 
service pensions, private pensions and 
health insurance in the formal sector are 
not new. Moreover, there have been new 
attempts to introduce micro-insurance and 
other social security related programmes 
in the informal sector.

Problems and Perspectives in South 
Asia

What the South Asian region faces 
today are problems associated with 
economic, political and sociological 
spheres. At the outset of  analysis, it is 
important to delineate that these problems 
are interconnected across nations, 
communities and also transcend academic 
disciplines. An overview of  problems 
and perspectives is discussed here, which 
are analysed at length in the report with 
case studies and statistical references 
appropriately. Together, the issues and 
problems this report highlights with the 
breadth and range of  social movements 
they have generated is an indicator of  the 
direction South Asia is taking.

The growing tension among South Asian 
countries mean negative effects on socio-
economic conditions, especially on the 
progress already made in the last  decades. 
This is one of  the important threads 
running through this report. One variable 
that affects the development trajectory 
of  South Asian countries is the economic 
policies dictated by international financial 
institutions backed by the dominant 
international economic regime. Such 
influence is made acute by the declining 
solidarity among the South Asian 
countries themselves. Despite all claims of  
poverty reduction from the South Asian 
States, the real situation regarding poverty 
remains unchanged and contrary to the 
claims, real poverty is on the increase. 
Some of  these issues remain insufficiently 
researched and articulated, for instance, 
the deepening class polarisation of  neo-
liberals  is resulting from neo-liberalist 
policies. Unemployment statistics from 

Introduction and Overview of the Report



South Asia and the Future of Pro-People Development: The Centrality of Social Justice and Equality4

The ordinary working class people have 
been hit hard by the growing conflicts 
due to the above situations. The conflicts 
induced by poverty and powerlessness are 
perpetuated by the same or similar factors 
such as absence of  food sovereignty, 
low employment opportunities, lack of  
access to quality education and health 
facilities, unplanned urbanisation, internal 
displacement and unsafe economic 
migration, migration induced by climate 
change, land grabbing and marginalisation 
of  ethnic and language minorities, among 
others. 

The South Asian countries have taken a 
harsh ‘neo-liberal’ model of  development 
which perpetuates pauperisation of  
larger masses by allowing greater chunks 
of  Gross Domestic Product (GDP) to 
accumulate in the wallets of  the top few 
and letting the rate of  income inequalities 
go unregulated. The ‘neo-liberal’ agenda 
propagate heavy dependency on the 
international regime, bailouts, structural 
adjustments, privatisation, dismantling of  
welfare and social security programmes 
as well as fortification of  market driven 
agricultural policies and increasing military 
expenditure. As a result, all across South 
Asia, the nature of  growth is under 
question with increasing GDP on one 
hand while increasing unemployment on 
the other.

South Asian Countries presented in table 
1 speak for themselves. Maldives has the 
highest unemployment rate in South Asia, 
probably attributable to  the problems 
created by ‘enclave model’ of  development. 
Similarly, Afghanistan’s unemployment 
rate reveals the problems associated with 
conflict and use of  international aid to 
rebuild the economy as discussed in detail 
in the third chapter of  this report. The 
numbers that come from India and Sri 
Lanka, both having relatively lower total 
unemployment rates yet retaining very 
high youth unemployment rates, lead us to 
question the value of  growth happening 
at the expenses of  no jobs or jobs with 
contracts that bring down wages and 
reduce bargaining power of  workers. This 
issue has been discussed in detail in the 
first and third chapters of  this report.

There are grave concerns regarding areas 
of  widespread income inequalities and 
breach of  social justice. The inadequacy 
of  state response to resolving these issues 
results in violence of  specific natures. 
Among all the countries of  South Asia, 
growing violence against women, religious 
minorities and massive violation of  human 
rights have become pressing concerns. 
Growth of  religious fundamentalism 
among dogmatic Muslims, Hindus and 
Buddhists has been on the rise.
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Table 1: Unemployment in South Asia: Modelled ILO Estimate

Country

Unemployment 
Total (% of  
total labour 

force)

Unemployment 
Female (% of  
female labour 

force)

Unemployment 
youth male(% 
of  youth male 
labour force)

Unemployment 
youth female 
(% of  youth 

female labour 
force)

Self-
employed 
(% of  total 
employed)

Afghanistan 9.1 14.0 19.3 28.1 --
Bangladesh 4.3 5.0 8.9 9.4 60.4 (2011)
Bhutan 2.8 3.4 9.4 10.5 72.5 (2012)
India 3.6 4.0 10.2 11.0 81.9 (2010)
Maldives 11.6 18.3 19.1 37.8 22.7 (2010)
Nepal 2.7 2.6 4.8 3.2 --
Pakistan 5.2 9.3 7.6 12.1 64.0 (2008)
Sri Lanka 4.6 7 15.7 25.4 46.2 (2013)

Source: ILO, 2013

The health outcomes of  children reflect 
a catastrophic scenario that needs to be 
addressed by investing substantial public 
expenditure on problems of  complete 
immunisation and nutrition for infants and 
children under five. Infant mortality rates 
are as high as 70.2 and 69.0 and 97.3 and 
85.5 per 1,000 live births in Afghanistan and 
Pakistan, respectively, and an unacceptable 

infant and under five mortality rate of  41.4 
and 52.7, respectively per 1,000 live births 
in India (see table 2). The predicament 
of  children is a reflection of  the adult 
health outcomes in the region. Entirely 
preventable diseases like tuberculosis and 
malaria still prevail in the region costing 
numerous lives every year. Table 3 reflects 
the health outcomes of  adults in the region.

Table 2: Health Outcomes of  Children: South Asia

Country

Infants 
Exclusively 

Breastfed (% 
of  0-5 months) 

(2008-2013)

Infants lacking 
Immunisation (% of  one 

year olds) (2013)

Mortality Rates 
(per 1000 live 
births) (2013)

Child 
malnutrition 

(% under five) 
(2008-2013)(DTP) (Measles) Infants Under 

Five
Afghanistan NA 14 25 70.2 97.3 59.3
Bangladesh 64.1 1 7 33.2 41.1 41.4
Bhutan 48.7 3 6 29.7 36.2 33.6
India 46.4 12 26 41.4 52.7 47.9
Maldives 47.8 1 1 8.4 9.9 20.3
Nepal 69.6 6 12 32.2 39.7 40.5
Pakistan 37.7 21 39 69.0 85.5 45.0
Sri Lanka 75.8 1 1 8.2 9.6 14.7

Source: UNDP, 2015, Human Development Report
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Table 3: Health Outcomes in Adults in South Asia

Country Adult Mortality rate 
(per 1000 people) 

(2013)

Death Due to (per 
10,000 people) (2013)

HIV 
Prevalence 
adults (5, 

ages 15-49)

Life 
expectancy at 

60 (years) 
(2010-11)

Physicians 
per 10,000 

people 
(2001-2013)

Public 
Expenditure 

in health 
(% of  GDP) 

(2013)
Male Female Tuberculosis Malaria

Afghanistan 232 252 0.2 37.0 0.1 15.9 2.3 8.9
Bangladesh 126 156 13.9 45.0 0.1 18.4 3.6 3.7
Bhutan 212 219 0.0 14.0 0.1 19.5 2.6 3.6
India 158 239 4.1 22.0 0.3 17.0 7.0 4.0
Maldives 55 86 - 2.0 0.1 21.0 14.2 10.8
Nepal 159 192 0.2 20.0 0.2 17.1 2.1 6.0
Pakistan 155 189 1.8 34.0 0.1 17.4 8.3 2.8
Sri Lanka 75 184 0 1.1 0.1 19.6 6.8 3.2

Source: UNDP, 2015, Human Development Report 

The dismantling of  social security and 
reduction in public health expenditure in 
all of  South Asia as a consequence of  neo-
liberal policies requires serious reflection 
and deliberation. There has been no time in 
contemporary history when state-directed 
policies and public spending towards basic 
life outcomes have been more wanting. 
However, along with dismantling social 
security, a move towards withdrawal of  
labour rights previously granted, including 
dismantling or banning workers’ unions in 
the organised sector amidst informalisation 
of  labour markets makes the social 
protection and security of  the informal 
workers very weak or non-existent. There 
have been growing industrial incidents 
expressing states to ensure the agreed 
upon health and safety measures as 
privatisation of  education and health have 
devastating effects on the lives of  millions 
in the region. The whole infrastructure 
built for public sector transport system 
is now being gradually handed over to 
the private sector. Public sector transport 
systems apart from railways have been 

destroyed to a large extent. Private mass 
transit infrastructure is being built mainly 
on public private  partnership basis leading 
the way for multinational corporations to 
take over the role of  the state. 

Although in most South Asian countries, 
a minimum wage has been fixed, even that 
meagre amount fixed as minimum wage 
is not been implemented in most private 
and public sector institutions. The non-
implementation of  this important labour 
reform has wide consequences. The 
minimum wage fixed without  conformity  
of  labour unions is literally a meagre 
survival wage. Therefore, there is a dire 
need of  fixation of  decent living wage 
instead of  minimum wage, in consultation 
with the labour unions. Labour rights are 
seldom practiced in informal sectors such 
as the readymade garment industry, berry 
industry, construction and brick kilns 
industry. Bonded and child labour still 
exist although some measures have been 
taken for their eradication in almost all 
South Asian countries. 
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Most countries in South Asia follow similar 
economic policies under the guise of  
neo-liberal agenda with similar disastrous 
results for most of  its population. Growth 
with justice has failed to encompass the 
innate essence of  human development 
and the absence of  growth through justice 
has created other versions of  unequal 
capitalist development. The capitalist 
model in different forms and shapes in 
South Asian countries have failed to solve 
the basic problems facing the majority of  
the region’s population. Capitalism has 
not shown a human face in the countries 
of  South Asia. The ‘capitalist growth’ 
in some countries have not resulted in 
establishing a much dreamed of  middle-
class that could act as the base for trickle 
down effects to reduce poverty. 

Though environmental disasters are 
increasing in  frequency, state-preparedness 
to help and rehabilitate the affected people 
have remained inadequate. Natural hazards 
appeared as a result of  the growing 
phenomena of  climate change, particularly 
in Bangladesh, Maldives, Nepal, India and 
Pakistan, displacing millions of  people 
from their original habitats.

Migration, both voluntary and involuntary 
in nature, has turned out to be a pressing 
issue in South Asia. Almost all countries 
of  South Asia are labour-exporting 
countries. It is costing them the loss 
of  a growing number of  youth who 
are compelled to go abroad for risky 
employment in undignified jobs due to a 
severe lack of  employment opportunities 
in their own countries. Youth migration 
mostly to Gulf  countries, Malaysia and 
Korea is a growing trend in South Asian 

countries. The migrant labourers face 
discrimination of  the worst kind in most 
of  these non-democratic authoritarian 
states. External factors, both natural and 
human made, have caused thousands to be 
displaced or to become refugees, asylum 
seekers and people labelled as ‘stateless’. 
The growth of  religious fundamentalism, 
particularly in Afghanistan, Pakistan, 
India and Bangladesh are responsible for 
the political, ethnic and social conflicts 
which have become the additional cause 
of  triggering involuntary displacement of  
people. Growing military operations to 
curb religious extremism resulted in over a 
million displaced communities in Pakistan 
in 2014. Most of  them have not been able 
to go back to their homes.

Militarisation and Extremism

While South Asia is one of  the poorest 
and illiterate regions of  the world, the 
countries in the region spend a vast 
amount of  money on armed forces. The 
region is housing 22 per cent of  the world’s 
population but has only 1.3 per cent of  
the world’s income. It also appears to be 
one of  the most indebted regions of  the 
world. Nevertheless, military expenditure 
is expanding in the region and this occurs 
at the cost of  standard of  living of  the 
people of  South Asia. The unimaginable 
build-up of  arms in Pakistan and India is 
the most worrying cause of  concern. Most 
inhabitants of  the two countries have 
no food to feed their children but both 
are strong nuclear powers. The growing 
trend of  keeping small arms at home in 
the region is happening at the expense of  
insufficient food for the family to eat at 
home (see table 4).
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The states are heavily armed and armed 
forces of  some countries have intervened 
in civilian matters, particularly in the fields 
of  business and politics. For example, 
Military courts have been established in 
Pakistan in the name of  curbing religious 
terrorists. Death sentence, which was 
halted for some years in Pakistan, is now 
increasingly used. 

Pakistan and India competing in buying 
the latest arms from developed countries 
at the cost of  expenditure on the social 
sector. India, in fact, has become the 
world’s biggest arms importer. India had 
signed a deal on 23 September 2016 to 
buy 36 Rafale Fighter Jets from France for 
around USD 8.7 billion, the country’s first 
major acquisition of  combat planes in two 
decades. The agreement is a major vote of  
confidence in the Rafale, the French arms 
manufacturer which had long struggled 
to find buyers overseas, despite heavy 
lobbying efforts by the administration of  
the French President. War factories across 
the globe view India as one of  the most 
lucrative markets. Pakistan is also not far 
behind in its allocation to military budget. 
Militarisation of  societies in South Asia 
has become one of  the major obstacles in 
the path to  eradicating poverty. Unless a 
yearly reduction of  at least 10 per cent in 
the military budgets is not implemented 
and this amount is not allocated for socio-
economic development in South Asian 
countries, the hope for real reduction 
in poverty will remain unrealised. 

Religious fundamentalism is gaining 
strength within different religious 
formations across almost all the countries 
of  the world. This phenomenon has    
intensified over the last ten years or so, 

and has grown more visible with strategic 
and aggressive operations. Religious 
fundamentalism is a global phenomenon 
that responds mainly to shifting global 
forces and developments. The military 
solutions for eliminating religious 
terrorism after 9/11 by the North Atlantic 
Treaty Organisation (NATO) forces 
across the region has led to  counter-
productive results. In the context of  
neo-liberal globalisation, the ‘War on 
Terror’ and the rise of  identity politics, 
these movements are gaining ground not 
only in ‘weak’ or ‘non-secular’ states, but 
also within ostensibly ‘secular’ systems 
and ‘democracies’. In practice, religious 
fundamentalist movements are parasitic 
upon the economic and social distresses 
of  communities, and thrive on the lack 
of  economic opportunities for youth, 
especially young men.

Fundamentalist views exist in all societies, 
as part of  the spectrum of  opinions held 
or voiced. However, only occasionally do 
such views find ‘popular support’ or gain 
political power. The war of  liberation in 
Bangladesh was an assertion of  a secular 
nationalism over a religious one; in India 
the Hindu right-wing ideology has existed 
for years without political support; in 
Afghanistan, considered more religious 
than other regions of  the country, political 
Islam did not always exist. However, 
during the last two decades the scenario 
has changed. A whole new generations 
in South Asia, particularly in Pakistan, 
Afghanistan, India and Bangladesh are 
being influenced by religious ideas instead 
of  secular ideas. ‘Islamic revolution’ as 
solution to every issue they face is the 
conclusion arrived by most of  the youth 
in Muslim countries of  South Asia.
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Table 4: Human Security in South Asia

Country

Refugee by 
country of  

origin(000s) 
(2014)

Internally 
displaced 

people 
(000s) 
(2014)

Homeless 
due to natural 

disasters 
(average 

annual per 
million 
people) 

(2005/2014)

Prison 
population 

(per 
100,000 
people) 

(2012-13)

Homicide 
rate (per 
100,000 
people) 

(2008-2012)

Food 
deficit (kilo 

calorie/
person/

day) 
(2012/2014)

Afghanistan 2690.8 805.4 161 76 6.5 158
Bangladesh 10.0 431.0 76 42 2.7 122
Bhutan 26.7 -- 0 135 1.7 --
India 11.2 853.9 743 30 3.5 110
Maldives 0.0 -- 0.0 307 3.9 45
Nepal 8.1 50.0 316 48 2.9 50
Pakistan 32.8 1900 2920 39 7.7 170
Sri Lanka 123 90 5767 132 3.4 209

Source: UNDP, 2015, Human Development Report

With the exception of  Nepal, the 
fundamental ideals of  democracy are 
at risk in most South Asian countries. 
There is a looming threat of  another 
military coup in Pakistan. Bangladesh 
and Afghanistan have also witnessed 
increasingly undemocratic trends. The 
autocratic government in Maldives has 
gone at length to introduce new kinds of  
repressive measures. The 2008 democracy 
movement pressurised the thirty-year-old 
dictatorship into holding the country’s 
first multi-party democratic elections. 

The Nasheed government that came into 
power after the success of  democracy 
movement attempted to ‘reform the public 
sector by slashing jobs and streamlining 
the salaries and other benefits’ under IMF 
pressure. It also introduced several new 
taxes including Goods and Services Tax 
(GST) and tourism tax. Wealthy resort 
owners, businesses, cadres of  the former 

dictatorship, the judiciary, Members of  
Parliament (MPs), and elements of  the 
security services and other beneficiaries 
of  the old regime responded with anti-
government actions. MPs were bought, 
the judiciary failed to uphold the rule of  
law and the police were often implicated 
in crimes. This culture of  corruption 
and opportunism further enabled elites 
to challenge the new government. In the 
ensuing political conflict, elements of  the 
security forces in collabouration with the 
former dictator’s supporters deposed the 
President, Mohamed Nasheed, halfway 
through his term in February 2012. Amid 
the political turmoil, Yameen Abdul 
Gayoom - half-brother of  former dictator 
Maumoon Abdul Gayoom – came to power 
in 2013 following ‘competitive’ elections. 
These phenomena are consequences of  
decreasing democratic spaces and the 
increasing suffering of  ordinary people in 
Maldives.

Introduction and Overview of the Report
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Emerging Peoples’ Solidarity

In the backdrop of  tremendous chaotic 
political situation and incompetent state 
governance systems highlighted above, 
our observation is that the campaign of  
poverty eradication has to be spearheaded 
by social movements of  different hues 
and trends in all South Asian countries. 
There have been numerous successful  
attempts to organise social movements 
from grassroots to higher levels across the 
region. Social movements in South Asia are 
shaped by the nature of  its social relations, 
often dominated by the elites who share 
some common features of  exploitation 
and discrimination. India, Pakistan, 
Bangladesh, and Nepal, which encompass 
beyond 90 per cent of  the demographic 
mass in the region, have similar political 
trends and culture.

There are various currents of  social 
movements today, across the region, 
which have strengthened and become 
highly vocal over the last three decades. 
These include- land and peasants rights 
movement in India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, 
Sri Lanka and Nepal; women rights 
movement across the region; political 
rights movements across the region; Dalit 
and minority rights movements in India, 
Nepal, Pakistan and Bangladesh; water 
rights movements across the region; fishing 
communities’ movements in Pakistan, Sri 
Lanka, India, Bangladesh and Maldives; 
indigenous people’s rights movement and 
natural recourses rights movements across 
the region and youth activism. There is 
an optimistic scenario  bringing together 
these various strands of  movements into a 
common platform of  peoples’ struggle and 
resistance. It necessitates the organising 

of  common days of  coordinated actions 
across the region on issues encountered 
by the masses. The social movements may 
learn from the great experiences of  Indian 
labour movement that was mobilised as 
one of  the largest industrial actions in 
August 2016 on issues of  minimum wage 
and labour reforms. 

About This Report: A Portrait of  an 
Argumentative Asia

The twenty-first century is often 
projected as the ‘Asian Century’. The 
debates on Asia’s rising economy  has 
been dominated by politicians, civil 
servants, academics, businessmen and 
journalists who have attempted to trace 
the reasons for resurgence of  the region, 
the composition of  its growth and the 
context that facilitated it. These narratives 
are both descriptive of  the phenomena 
and prescriptive about how the model 
should develop. There have been fewer 
discussions focusing on the political 
autonomy of  these nations, the sphere 
of  democratic participation, the voice of  
the organised interests and the demands 
they pose to power holders. Seldom has 
there been a narrative from the ground, 
describing the process of  development as 
it has been felt subjectively. 

Is this the South Asia we envisioned? 
The numbers demonstrate a stark 
digression from the collective visions of  
a prosperous South Asia (refer table 3 for 
indicators). Data shows stark unevenness 
in development indicators even among 
the South Asian countries. Sri Lanka and 
Maldives are comparatively doing well 
as reflected in the Human Development 
Index (HDI) while all the other South 
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Asian countries are struggling with very 
low health, education and income related 
parameters. However, with nationally 
sponsored programmes of  immunisation 
and nutrition, life expectancy has improved 
over the years. Yet, actual gains in health 
indicators through mortality ratios and 
primary education remain incomplete as 
indicated by health outcomes discussed 
earlier.

This report seeks to understand the 
fallacies of  our assumptions about growth 
by bringing to light the problematique in 
the neo-liberal growth agenda. What makes 

the report different is that it is evidence-
based, both in its statistical robustness and 
in terms of  the argumentative tradition of  
peoples’ resistance movements. It is a voice 
that speaks a new language to understand 
struggles on the ground. It is a critique of  
a system of  thought that has driven the 
development agenda  by opposing and 
qualifying the idea of  ‘development’ and 
justice. This report, in a way, is completing 
the discourse where narratives of  the state 
remain inadequate or incomplete. This 
makes the report both urgent and in need 
of  wider attention.

Table 5: Human Development in South Asia

Country HDI 
Rank

HDI 
Value

Life 
Expectancy 

at Birth 
(Years)

Expected 
Years of  

Schooling

Mean Years of  
Schooling

Gross National 
Income Per 
Capita (PPP 
USD 2011)

Afghanistan 171 0.465 60.4 9.3 3.2 1,895
Bangladesh 142 0.570 71.6 10.0 5.1 3.191
Bhutan 132 0.605 69.5 12.6 3.0 7.176
India 130 0.609 68.0 11.7 5.4 5.497
Maldives 104 0.706 76.8 13.0 5.8 12,238
Nepal 145 0.548 69.6 12.4 3.3 2,311
Pakistan 147 0.538 66.2 7.8 4.7 4,806
Sri Lanka 73 0.757 74.9 13.7 10.8 9.779

Source: UNDP, 2015, Human Development Report

There are five chapters that follow. The 
first chapter includes a detailed and incisive 
analytical argument that attempts to the 
problems with economic models adopted 
by South Asian countries. This chapter 
describes the inadequacies not just of  
tools and techniques that measure poverty, 
it speaks also of  a lack of  imagination to 
understand poverty as experienced by the 
people. The second chapter brings in the 

context of  the state as an actor invested 
with the responsibility to intervene for 
respecting, protecting and fulfilling the 
rights of  its citizenry. This chapter analyses 
conflicts and violence as a consequence 
of  state failure, the nature of  response 
of  organised social movements and the 
reaction of  state repression with trenchant 
illustrations from the countries. The third 
chapter analyses issues of  prominence that 

Introduction and Overview of the Report
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has come up at the national level in all of  
South Asia, the most prominent of  which 
is dismantling of  the welfare state and 
corruption of  public institutions along 
with rising fundamentalism and gender 
and minority based violences. A general 
degradation of  public institutions and 
state facilities and involvement of  market-
based criteria for access to social security 
leads to more insecurity and exclusion of  
specific classes of  people, most obviously, 
the poorest. This seems to be a universal 
problem across the eight South Asian 
countries. Problems of  the inter country 
nature also remain a constant challenge. 
chapter four deals with emerging and 
persistent  pandemic issues like trade 
imbalances, migration, environmental 
disasters and rising fundamentalism across 
South Asia. The final chapter describes the 
nature and type of  resistance movements 
that have creatively engaged with problems, 
writing a new discourse of  development 
that puts human rights and social justice at 
the heart of  the problem.

The economic, and indeed, any 
achievement of  the Asian countries 
cannot be understood without paying 
attention to obscured histories of  political 
confrontation of  rights and citizenship, 
social agitation and consolidation of  
interests and rewriting of  the discourse 
on democracy and development. The 
depth, variety and robustness of  these 
movements are the very fabric of  
contemporary history, comparative polity 
and sociology. This aspect of  South Asia 
is largely invisible in global debates and 

this report attempts to bring to light such 
a vision of  South Asia, vibrant with its 
plurality of  voices and commonality of  
purpose. The fifth triennial poverty report 
from the platform of  SAAPE has analysed 
the centrality of  social justice and equality 
in South Asia. 

Along with bringing social movements 
of  South Asia at the centre stage, this 
report also hopes to raise the concerns of  
the citizenry that have erupted in public 
debates across the regions. Relations with 
one’s neighbours, questions on the attitude 
of  the state towards its citizens, regressive 
social practices encoded in customs and 
scriptures and the very urgent questions 
of  improving living standards and the 
concerns centred around addressing mass 
poverty, strengthening political solidarity 
and allowing insights on the direction of  
development that the region has to take 
in the near future. The choice on forms 
of  governance, nature of  constitutional 
rights and national consolidation are 
sensitive and difficult decisions and they 
require wide public participation in finding 
out the form best suited for each context.

Last of  all, this report also tries to directly 
address the overt and covert political 
forms of  resistance against the violation 
of  human rights and social justice that the 
people of  South Asia have been creatively 
arguing for through the last decades. This 
is an acknowledgement of  the tenacity 
and vibrancy of  their voices, unity and 
solidarity. In this manner, this report is 
a portrait of  the region in action and 
argument.
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Broken Dreams 
(Lahore 1977) 

Faiz Ahmed Faiz

The streets of  the city are bright once more 
With all the myriad colours that are the tatters of  my being

And once again chattering, nattering tongues 
Are wielding the harp scalpels 
Of  praise and condemnation 
On the wounds in my heart and mind

Loitering boisterous minstrel bands 
Dancing the dance of  hate 
Thumbing their noses at the partisans of  love

And the kettledrums thrumming the beat of  sincerity and faith 
Making mock of  those who died of  truth and honour

And we who are forever supplicants on the threshold of  hope 
We shall wait for this moment to pass

And we shall stretch out our hands again 
From the dust of  dingy lanes 
We shall gather all the shards of  all the broken dreams

And, as of  old, we shall begin the task 
Of  knitting them together again.

©Translation 2012, Shoaib Hashmi  
From: Faiz Ahmed Faiz: His Life, His Poems 
Publisher: Harper Collins, New Delhi, India

[Faiz Ahmed Faiz (1911-1984), known as people’s poet, is one of  the foremost poets 
of  Pakistan. As a writer, intellectual and a bilingual revolutionary poet, writing in 
Urdu and Punjabi, he was a part of  the Progressive Writer’s Movement and was the 
first Asian poet to be awarded the Lenin Peace Prize by Soviet Russia in 1962. His 
works remain influential in Pakistan and across the sub-continent. Faiz's literary work 
was posthumously publicly honoured when the Pakistan Government conferred 
upon him the nation's highest civil award, Nishan-e-Imtiaz, in 1990.]

South Asia and the Future of Pro-People Development: The Centrality of Social Justice and Equality
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Chapter One: Poverty Lines and the Development Crises

Overview

The first chapter of  the report gives an overview of  the introduction of  neo-liberal 
economic policy through the Washington Consensus, its consequences to our conceptual 
understanding of  poverty and implications on land and labour regimes in South Asian 
countries. The understanding of  poverty and the expanding scope of  envisioning 
development are in existence  with increasing inequality. Divisions are drawn not just 
between the rich and the poor, but the identity of  who is poor that coalesces with the 
poor in labour (contractual or invisible worker), property (landless labourer or small 
holding farmer) and social structures (Dalit, religious minorities, women and children). 
The language of  the neo-liberal agenda compels us to question the tenor of  ‘growth with 
justice’ and contrast it with ‘growth through justice’. The discourse of  development entails 
two different sets of  questions- those of  economic and material prosperity that can be 
objectively ascertained and those regarding choice, values, aspirations and freedoms that 
people cherish, which come out through the narratives of  people.

There are two consequences to imagining development as enlarging human capacities. 
Primarily, the focus of  development policy would shift from an outcome-based scenario 
to both the process and outcome based scenario. A sovereign and responsible state in this 
context has a commitment to honour inclusion, non-discrimination and equal treatment 
of  all its citizens. Thus the state’s role becomes more than that of  a facilitator in activating 
peoples’ participation in the process of  development. The second consequence is a shift 
in methodology of  viewing development. Beyond the economic statistics of  GDP-
led growth, an alternative paradigm of  descriptions and narratives form a part of  the 
development discourse.
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Chapter One

Poverty Lines and the Development Crises

…there are grave concerns amid the performance 
of  many economic and social sectors, such as 
widespread income inequality, malnutrition, 
poverty and vulnerability due to globalisation and 
neo-liberal economic reforms, persistence of  poverty 
and vulnerability pockets (char, haor, Chittagong 
Hill Tract (CHT), coastal and bordering areas), 
violence and religion-based discrimination against 
women, internal displacement and migration, 
eviction from land due to development intervention 
and land grabbing, climate-induced migration, 
violation of  child rights, growing religious 
fundamentalism, and marginalisation of  ethnic 
and language minorities. These pose profound 
questions regarding impressive performance in 
economic growth … [and] lead to implicit and 
explicit conflicts.’

~ SAAPE, 2016, Bangladesh Country Report   

Scholars of  South Asian countries and 
elsewhere have put forth empirical data 
and arguments that show poverty has 
decreased in all South Asian economies 
following the resurgence of  growth during 
the last three decades. Without disputing 
the claim completely, there is a need to 
contest the ‘poverty reduction claim’ both 
conceptually and in terms of  other kinds of  
evidences emerging from these countries. 
A particular understanding of  poverty 
that hinges on growth through GDP and 
its measurement gives us these statistics. 
The period of  such growth, mainly 
resulted from opening these economies 
to internationally mandated trade regimes 

and introducing domestic structural 
adjustment that made this transformation 
easier to facilitate. Structural Adjustment 
Programme (SAP) that emerged out of  
the Washington Consensus1 became the 
blueprint of  development trajectory in 
all South Asian economies. The uniform 
implementation of  this project across 
societies, polities and economies has had 
multifarious consequences.

In economic terms, certain sectors that 
are service oriented have been booming. 
There is a large demand for Information 
Technology (IT) related services in 
India, tourism sector in Sri Lanka and 
Maldives, garment industry in Bangladesh 
and agricultural produce in Nepal. In 
economic terms, the growing demand 
has transformed these industries into 
institutions with a flexible structures and 
weak regulatory frameworks. This means, 
most workers are placed contractually 
in the name of  increasing efficiency and 
productivity that in turn brings down wages 
and eliminates workers’ collective actions. 
In political terms, the structural adjustment 
of  economies has also transitioned polities 
towards a weakening state, with increased 
dependence on militarisation. There is 
also more scope and space for civil society 
to contest and create alternative discourses 
of  development through peoples’ struggle 
to regain and redefine citizen’s rights. 
What is introduced internationally as 

1	 The Washington Consensus is a set of  10 economic policy prescriptions considered to constitute the “standard” reform 
package promoted for developing countries by Washington, D.C. based institutions such as IMF, World Bank, and the US 
Treasury Department.

Poverty Lines and the Development Crises
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panacea is contested locally in vigorous 
democratic terms. Socially, discrimination 
of  the market and the corporation 
that has resulted from privatisation has 
exacerbated existing social inequalities 
leading to a dramatic reinforcement of  
these inequalities. In other words, defining 
the relation between the public and 
private sectors in a specific way has also 
redefined the dynamics of  the social and 
the political processes. The understanding 
of  changes brought in labour regimes, 
land and property grab, tightening social 
and cultural structures in the name of  
this breed of  economic growth is at the 
heart of  the South Asian discourse of  
development today.

1.1 Conceptual Understanding and 
Measurement of  Poverty
Initially, poverty as a phenomenon was 
measured in terms of  an individual’s or 
household’s ability to meet their needs. 
Under this approach, people were 
considered poor if  their incomes or 
expenditure was below a defined threshold 
and the measurement was essentially 
economic. An improvement on this 
definition was proposed in the 1970s by 
the ILO, which argued that poverty is not 
just the lack of  income, but also the lack 
of  access to health, education and other 
services (Maxwell, 1999). The 1990s saw 
a further improvement of  definitions and 
a new conceptual clarity came from the 
works of  Amartya Sen2. Sen’s work shifted 
the focus of  measurement from ‘means’—
that is having an income to buy food—to 

‘ends’ that is being nourished (Sumner, 
2007). 

There is, however, a gap between 
the conceptual advancements in 
understanding poverty and the actual 
measurement of  poverty. The South 
Asian countries measure poverty using 
the cost of  basic-needs approach. The 
poverty line derived through this approach 
consists of  a food component to achieve 
a prescribed nutritional intake and a non-
food component to cover expenses such 
as shelter, education and health amongst 
others. For instance, in Afghanistan, the 
poverty line consists of  two components; 
the food poverty line and an allowance to 
account for basic non-food needs. 

The international poverty line that was 
proposed by the World Bank through 
the World Development Report in 1990 
was aimed at measuring poverty both in 
absolute terms and comparable real well-
being. In order to satisfy the first criterion 
of  absolute poverty, the international 
poverty line was based on national poverty 
lines and for comparability converted to 
Purchasing Power Parity (PPP) terms in 
dollars rather than a nominal measurement. 
The dollar-a-day line that was initially 
proposed in 1991 has been made USD 
1.90 a day in October 2015. The problem 
with this kind of  definition is that it does 
not reflect the actual well-being or life 
choices that a poor person has to make.

The appropriateness of  the poverty line 
has been a subject of  much debate. One of  
the most publicised debates has been on 

2	 Amartya Sen defined capabilities in relation to a good life. A person’s capability to live a good life is defined in terms of  the 
set of  valuable ‘beings and doings’ like being in good health or having loving relationships with others to which they have 
real access. This approach was widely employed in the development of  UNDP’s Human Development Index and the most 
influential philosophical tradition of  justice was developed from capabilities approach by Martha Nussbaum.
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the Indian poverty line. Those challenging 
the appropriateness of  measuring poverty 
argue that the poverty line was set at a 
lower level in order to reduce the number 
of  people who would access welfare 
schemes. The Planning Commission of  
India argued that the poverty line is not 
a ‘comfort line’ and by definition implies 
considerable stress (Ravindran, 2011). For 
example, it is assessed that increasing the 
Sri Lankan poverty line by 10 per cent 
increases the number of  those who live in 
poverty by around 800,000 (in a population 
of  20 million) and hence Nagaraj (2016) 
expresses that people below the current 
poverty line represent not the poor but 
the destitute. These differences show the 
need for an improved understanding on 
the use of  poverty line in making policies 
for poverty eradication in South Asia. 

In addition to the inadequate conceptual 
clarity, there are also several measurement-
related issues that  define poverty 
assessments in South Asia. A comparative 
review of  methods of  measurement used 
across the sub-continent bring out the 
irregularity of  surveys and ambiguity in 
methods of  assessment. For instance, Sri 
Lanka and Bangladesh conduct sample 
surveys once in four and five years, 
respectively, to determine the number of  
people below the poverty line. Regularity 
of  surveys in other South Asian countries 
is not evident. For example, Pakistan has 
not estimated poverty head count on the 
basis of  a survey since 2005. However, the 

Pakistan Planning Commission insisted that 
poverty was declining and that the country 
was on track to achieve the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs) of  halving 
the number of  those under the poverty line 
(reference year 1990) by 2015 and to begin 
SDG commitments (Ministry of  Finance, 
2014)3. This notion was promoted despite 
the floods in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, Sindh, 
Punjab and Balochistan regions in 2010 
that affected around 10 per cent of  the 
population in Pakistan. A survey of  flood-
affected households six months after the 
catastrophe found that 88 per cent of  the 
households reported loss of  income, with 
rural households losing significantly more 
and less likely to recover early (Kirsch et 
al, 2012).

Another major observation has been that 
the poverty line is adjusted on a yearly basis 
using the Consumer Price Index (CPI)4. In 
most countries, the CPI is calculated based 
on prices in urban areas as in the Colombo 
Consumer Price Index for Sri Lanka. 
However, the same index is used to update 
the poverty lines in non-urban areas, 
calling into question its appropriateness 
in the changed context. Moreover, surveys 
to measure poverty usually adopt ‘sample 
survey methodology’5. Population weights 
are used to generalise the sample survey 
results to the whole population. These 
population weights are generated through 
household census. For instance, the last 
census in Pakistan was held in 1998 and 
hence weights used for predicting the poor 

3	 The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) is a set of  seventeen aspirational “Global Goals” with 169 targets between them. 
It is the successor of  MDGs and were framed as part of   the Post 2015 Development Agenda by the United Nations (UN). 

4	 CPI measures changes in the price level of  a market basket of  consumer goods and services purchased by households. The CPI 
is a statistical estimate constructed using the prices of  a sample of  representative items whose prices are collected periodically.

5	 A sample survey is a survey which is carried out using a sampling method, i.e. in which a portion only, and not the whole 
population is surveyed.
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population in subsequent periods could be 
imprecise (Patel, 2015).

The absence of  panel surveys also affect 
our understanding of  poverty across 
time and populations. Panel surveys are 
important to identify those coming out 
of  poverty and those falling back into 
the trap of  poverty; who are the chronic 
poor and who are prosperous. Such 
measurement surveys over time would 
help ensure that poverty eradication 
policies and measures are designed and 
implemented effectively. For instance, 
surveys in Bhutan have found that for 
every two families that escape poverty, 
one previously non-poor family falls 
into poverty (National Statistics Bureau, 
2014). Only panel surveys allow proper 
insight into the nuances and dynamics of  
changing economic status of  people over 
a period of  time. Unfortunately, in South 
Asia, none of  the household income and 
expenditure surveys are panel surveys 
collected over a sufficient period of  time 
(more than two years), thereby lending 
no scope or possibility for such analyses 
(Rama et al., 2014).

1.2 New Strides in Defining and 
Measuring Poverty

The SAARC Development Goals 
were endorsed in 2005 by the SAARC 
heads of  state during the 13th SAARC 
Summit held in Bangladesh. Under 
the themes of  livelihood, education, 

health and environment, 22  goals 
and 65 indicators were identified for 
monitoring. The indicators used were an 
expansion of  the MDGs. For example, 
on environment the MDG indicators 
focused on forest cover, area protected 
to maintain biological diversity, energy 
use, carbon dioxide emissions and ozone 
depleting Chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs) 
and use of  solid fuels were used. The 
SAARC Development Goal indicators 
on environment, in addition to MDG 
indicators, also include indicators on 
community forest, use of  chemical 
fertilizer, contaminated water sources, 
protected species, solid waste generation 
and treatment of  hazardous waste. There 
have been cases where the states have 
gone against citizens’ rights against these 
agreed upon international principles (see 
box 1.1). An illustration of  land grab 
movement in Sri Lanka is a case in point. 
While the SAARC Development Goals 
were developed with an extended scope 
of  application, progress monitoring and 
reporting on it remains weak. One of  the 
reasons for this failure is the quality of  
indicators. Some unsettled issues with the 
indicators include inadequately defined 
indicators as in the case of  ‘Transport 
connectivity for poor in rural areas’ and 
‘Expenditure for pro-poor growth sectors’. 
There are also data collection constraints 
like ‘poor covered by microfinance 
programme’ where the absolute numbers 
are unavailable. Furthermore, some 
problems are limited to specific countries. 
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Box 1.1
State-led Land Acquisition and Development: Two Cases from Sri Lanka

Valikamam North is a state-prompted land grabbing case in the name of national security which 
has been subjected to much criticism. A High Security Zone (HSZ) was established by the military 
in Valikamam North division (especially around Tellippalai) of the Jaffna peninsula in 1990. The HSZ 
encompassed 24 gramaniladhari divisions, out of which 16 are completely out-of-bounds to their 
former residents. The HSZ also includes 18 kilometres of coastline between Kangesanthurai and Palali 
North. The Tamil families living on this land, who were traditionally dependent on farming and fishing 
for their livelihoods, have faced severe hardships. The Myliddy fisheries harbour is occupied by the 
navy and is still completely inaccessible to civilians. Most people in this community have been living 
in welfare centres since 1990, while some stay with host families. However, relief aid for Internally 
Displaced People (IDP) camps was discontinued by the government in 2010. Due to the demarcation 
of the HSZ in the year 1990, approximately 9,905 Tamil families consisting of 33,353 individuals 
continue to be displaced in Valikamam, without receiving adequate support.

Sampur is -situated in the District of Trincomalee in the Eastern Province of Sri Lanka and was home 
to approximately 2300 families. Prior to their lands being demarcated as Special Zone for Heavy 
Industry (SZHI) the villagers in the area lived a peaceful life. In 2006, through military intimidation, 
approximately 815 families in Sampur fled their lands to seek refuge in IDP camps. A year later, 
the area was taken under the control of the Navy. Subsequently, the then president demarcated 
and declared the area as a HSZ under emergency regulations. In 2012, the government declared 
several areas, totaling 818 acres, in Sampur as SZHI. This was for constructing coal-power plants 
and industries. More than 500 houses were destroyed and their Muslim and Tamil owners were 
prevented from accessing their former agricultural lands and fishing areas. Although in 2015 the 
current President revoked the aforementioned Gazette notification which demarcated the industrial 
zone, there are still approximately 500 families living in welfare camps who are not allowed to return 
to their own lands. 

Source: SAAPE, 2016, Sri Lanka Country Report 

Problems with a single measure of  poverty  
have fomented serious debates around its 
validity and the need for multidimensional 
indicators6. A single measure of  poverty 
does not provide information on all 
forms of  vulnerabilities. A 2012 survey in 
Bhutan found that both multidimensional 
indicators6 and poverty line indicated the 
percentage of  poor to be around twelve  
per cent. However, further analysis of  the 
data showed that only 3.2  per cent of  

the population were both consumption 
and multidimensionally poor at the same 
time (National Statistics Bureau, 2014). 
In relation to sectoral poverty estimation, 
there are concerns that the poverty line 
underestimates poverty in urban areas. As 
with other countries, monetary poverty 
reported in urban areas is consistently 
lower than the national averages and rural 
areas in South Asia. A study in Pune, 
India, however, finds that two per cent 

6	 In Bhutan’s measurement of  multidimensionality of  poverty, five dimensions are considered for estimations in both rural 
and urban areas: income, education, room availability, access to electricity and access to drinking water, and two additional 
dimensions are considered for estimates in rural areas only: access to roads and land ownership.
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of  households are designated as poor by 
application of  the official poverty line while 
40  per cent of  the surveyed population 
are living in poor conditions (Bapat, 2009). 
Similarly, in Sri Lanka a small sample study 
of  households in an urban area, found 
that a third of  the households surveyed 
were below the deprivation threshold even 
though they were not recognised as poor 
using the official poverty line (Romeshun 
& Mayadunne, 2011). 
A few South Asian countries have 
responded to the need for non-economic 
measures of  poverty using surveys that 

measure certain non-economic aspects 
of  poverty (see table 1.1 and 1.2 that 
illustrate poverty through proxies). For 
example, households using solid fuels for 
cooking such as firewood, straw, shrubs, 
grass, crop residue, animal dung, coal, 
lignite or charcoal which are associated 
with increased household air pollution and 
reduced well-being of  the family. On the 
basis of  use of  energy sources, Bangladesh 
could be labelled as the poorest followed 
by Nepal and India as their major sources 
of  household cooking fuels comes from 
solid matters of  different types.

Table 1.1:    Proportion of  Households Using Solid Fuels for Cooking in Urban 
and Rural Areas* (%)

Country Proportion of  Households (%)
Total Urban Rural

Afghanistan  -- -- --
Bangladesh (2005) 86 50 98
Bhutan (2010) -- -- --
India (2005/06) 71 31 90
Maldives (2009) 6 0.0 8
Nepal (2011) 75 29 83
Pakistan (2012/13) 62 13 87
Sri Lanka -- -- --

Source: United Nations, 2015. The World's Women 2015: Trends and Statistics. New York: United Nations, Department of  
Economic and Social Affairs, Statistics Division. Sales No. E.15.XVII.8, Statistical Annex 

*Data based on Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS) 
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Table 1.2   Distribution of  Population by Average Time Needed to Collect Water 
at National Level (%)

Country National Level
On premises Less than 15 

minutes
15-29 minutes 30-59 

minutes
At least 

one hour
Afghanistan (2010/11) 43 20 18 12 4
Bangladesh (2011) 72 18 7 3 1
Bhutan (2010) 93 4 1 1 1
India (2005/06) 53 22 12 8 4
Maldives (2009) 94 3 1 1 0.0
Nepal (2011) 58 25 10 5 2
Pakistan (2012/13) 76 8 6 6 3
Sri Lanka -- -- -- -- --

Source: United Nations, 2015. The World's Women 2015: Trends and Statistics. New York: United Nations, Department of  
Economic and Social Affairs, Statistics Division. Sales No. E.15.XVII.8,Statistical Annex

Similarly, table 1.2 shows the average time 
needed to collect water, this takes account 
of  the time it takes to make one trip to 
the main source of  drinking water, collect 
water and return home, calculated only 
for those households without water on 
premises. This could be an indicator of  
time and cost foregone for productive 
activities in the absence of  piped water 
inside household premises.

Poverty in India is now defined as 
deprivation in food consumption, access 
to education, health, infrastructure, clean 
environment and benefits for women and 
children (Asian Development Bank, 2011). 
In India, the National Sample Surveys 
are used to collect such information. 
Similarly, Pakistan collects information 
through Pakistan Social and Living 
Standards Measurement Survey. Bhutan 
uses the Living Standard Survey while Sri 

Lanka and Maldives use the Household 
Income and Expenditure Survey. The data 
collected in household surveys relates to 
education, health, nutrition, access to 
services and the economic indicators of  
income, expenditure and debt. Bhutan’s 
Living Standard Survey goes beyond these 
measures. In addition to ‘happiness’, it also 
measures aspects related to membership 
in groups and local organisations, mutual 
trust among people, cooperation and 
collective action (National Statistics 
Bureau of  Bhutan and Asian Development 
Bank, 2013). The human dimensions of  
poverty demonstrate a different trend 
compared to national poverty statistics. 
In Bangladesh, the term ‘working poor’7 
is used to indicate that traditional poverty 
measurement mechanisms are inadequate 
to represent the miseries of  people who 
are recognised by the state as non-poor 
but are impoverished due to low income. 

7	 The proportion of  employed persons living below USD 1 per day, or the working poor, is the share of  individuals who are 
employed, but nonetheless live in a household whose members are living below the international poverty line of  USD 1.25 
a day, (measured at 2005 international prices), adjusted for purchasing power parity (PPP). Thus working poverty rate can be 
calculated as employed persons living below poverty line divided by total employment.

Poverty Lines and the Development Crises
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There are several other dimensions of  
poverty that have been identified by 
research networks such as Oxford Poverty 
and Human Development Initiative 
(OPHI). These dimensions include quality 
of  work, empowerment, physical safety8, 
psychological well-being and assess the 
way people experience poverty. These 
modules have been integrated into national 
surveys in Latin America. It is argued that 
inclusion of  these modules into South 
Asian surveys could improve the analysis 
and understanding of  poverty and add 
conceptual clarity for the development of  
appropriate policies and programmes for 
poverty eradication. 

1.3 The Paradox of  Growth
Despite apparent success in decreasing 
the proportion and number of  poor 
people across South Asia, rising income 
inequality has remained a serious policy 
challenge. Even though governments have 
taken up pro-poor redistributive policy 
and continue to direct public spending on 
social protection, high income inequality 
has been persistent and has created social 
polarisation and mass discontent. A basic 
development outcome can be assessed 
through the improvement of  the living 
standards of  its citizenry. Contrary to 
official government statistics, in reality, the 
benefits have not ‘trickled down’ to the 

The traditional poverty measurement is inadequate to represent the miseries of  a portion of  people who are recognised 
by the state as non-poor but are impoverished due to their low income. A tricycle rickshaw puller resting in early hours 
of  a winter morning in Delhi. Photo credits: Khalid Mahmood

8	 By quality of  work, both formal and informal employment, with particular attention to safety and quality of  work, and 
perceptions of  autonomy, fair treatment, are taken into account. By physical safety, security from violence to property and 
person, as well as perceptions of  violence is considered.
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vast majority of  people to a level where it 
was hypothetically expected to  improve or 
enhance their living standards in a notable 
manner. The general situation is such that 
the vulnerable groups have been excluded 
in South Asia’s post-conflict development 
upsurge proliferating a non-inclusive and 
unequal development trend. As a result, 
the living standards of  the majority of  the 
population remain low and some pockets 
of  relative opulence in a sea of  severe 
poverty persist. It is from this viewpoint 
that this report contests the claims of  
growth and reduction in poverty in South 
Asia.

As part of  the discussion on growth, 
questions surrounding the causes of  
an economic boom must be carefully 
investigated. In Afghanistan for example, 
the period between 2007-08 and 2012-
13 was characterized by strong economic 
growth driven by international spending, 
increasing levels of  conflict and stagnating 
poverty rates. Therefore, poverty in 
Afghanistan is liable to external shock, 
varying access to resources and the degree 
of  spending of  international aid. A closer 
look at growth, poverty, and inequality 
trends in Afghanistan shows that, had 
inequality not increased, the same levels of  
economic growth would have decreased 
poverty by approximately twelve per 
cent during this period (SAAPE, 2016, 
Afghanistan Country Report). Similarly, 
both Sri Lanka and Maldives were elevated 
to the category of  ‘middle-income 
countries’. The question is whether these 
impressive macroeconomic categories 
match the ground realities of  these 
countries, especially in the aftermath of  
conflict or natural disasters. Do the people 
in these countries (especially the people in 

rural areas, plantation sector and conflict 
affected areas) feel that they are living in 
a middle-income country? Civil society 
activism on the ground at least reveals that 
this is not the case.

A growing gap between aspirations 
and opportunities for socio-economic 
inclusion has contributed to fostering 
disenfranchisement among citizenry. 
The case of  tourism-led growth is an 
illustration. Tourism has been gradually 
expanding as a mainstay of  many 
economies in South Asia. The tourism-
led ‘enclave development’ of  Maldives 
is a case in point. Uneven economic 
and social development, together with 
political instability, has constrained the 
capacity of  the state and society to address 
social problems adequately. Like other 
South Asian countries, the population 
of  Maldives contains a high youth 
population, largely due to the remarkable 
progress made in health indicators, 
notably the reduction in mortality rates 
over the past decades. With a reduction 
in the total fertility rate to population 
replacement levels, the population growth 
has stabilised, creating the opportunity for 
a demographic dividend. Yet, the economy 
did not take off  in ways expected due to 
the model of  development that excluded 
a large section of  the population. In one 
hand, limited availability and accessibility 
to education opportunities and skill 
training challenge the youth to realise their 
aspirations through a productive labour 
market engagement.

On the other hand, in the Maldivian 
context, social ills such as gang violence 
and drug abuse are on the rise and further 
contribute to exacerbate the exclusion of  
youth from the social fabric (refer box 1.2).

Poverty Lines and the Development Crises
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The current development paradigm in 
South Asia, as the example of  Maldives 
shows, not only disregards rural 
communities and indigenous peoples, 
it also imperils the livelihoods of  rural 
communities through various forms. 
Rapid construction of  tourism zones, 
expressways, airports and harbours to 
draw in foreign direct investments (FDI), 
development of  economic zones and 
industrial and finance hubs are part of  the 
model of  growth envisioned. Infrastructure 
and investment-led growth should also 
take care of  human costs attached to 
these proposals. The aforementioned 
‘developments’ will involve the acquisition 
of  land, water, coastal areas and other 
natural resources that are essential for the 
sustainable livelihoods of  the rural poor. 
The situation is worsened by conflicts 
of  insurgency, growth of  religious 

Box 1.2
Exclusive Growth: Case of Enclave Development Model of Maldives

The development of Maldives has not been judiciously inclusive. Despite the booming tourism industry 
and tourism-led growth, redistribution of tourism-generated revenues and its contribution to improve 
the livelihood of the Maldivian population has remained unequal to a large extent. Compared to its 
economic growth, poverty reduction remains below its potential and inequality in terms of distribution 
and access to resources remains a major challenge. The unique archipelagic composition of Maldives 
compounds this problem due to the high costs to ensure access and delivery of basic services across 
the fragmented groups of small islands. Efforts to improve equality include the introduction of electricity 
subsidies in 2009, introduction of a two-pillar pension system in 2009 and a universal health scheme 
in 2012, all of which have led to an increase in public spending. Yet the pace of poverty reduction has 
been below its potential. The growth elasticity of poverty reduction (GEPR) in the Maldives is relatively 
low by international standards, at 1.2 per cent. The unequal impact of growth is further reflected by 
the increasing gap between the poorest and the richest segments of the population. 

In spite of high reliance on tourism, tourism-led growth has had little impact to encourage local 
industries, exports and employment. In contrast, the growth in tourism industry has led to an 
‘enclave development’ model, necessitating a high reliance on imported goods and finance. Linkages 
between resorts and local economies are limited with few products and services being supplied by 
local enterprises. Limited employment opportunities have put the youth population of the country at 
a great disadvantage.

Source: SAAPE, 2016, Maldives Country Report

fundamentalism, terrorism or war where 
military forces acquire large areas of  land 
and occupy  with motives to convert them 
into large-scale agricultural, industrial and 
infrastructural projects. Poverty entangled 
in conflict has exacerbated vulnerability in 
these regions.

1.4 Problems Espoused by the Neo-
liberal Agenda

Liberalisation and privatisation of  South 
Asian economies started during the 
second half  of  1970s, and intensified in 
1990s. Rapid integration of  developing 
countries with regional and global 
economies exerted immense pressure on 
the lives of  the poor and marginalised 
people not only in South Asia but across 
the world. Liberalisation translated into 
lower commodity and produce prices for 
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Limited availability and accessibility to education opportunities and skill training challenge the youth to realise their 
aspirations through a productive labour market engagement. A scene from Kabul, Afghanistan. Photo credits: Khalid 
Rahman.

labour intensive industries and smallholder 
farmers resulting in lower welfare of  such 
classes of  households. It reduced the 
wages of  skilled and unskilled workers, 
widened the income gap between the rich 
and poor, and led to economic polarisation 
in society.
SAP, the foundation of  the Washington 
Consensus was at the centre of  the 
reforms package that many countries 
eventually adopted9. Fiscal disciplines, 
reordering of  public expenditure priorities, 
tax reforms, liberalisation of  interest rates, 
competitive exchange rates, freeing up 
of  trade and foreign direct investments, 
privatisation, and deregulation—were the 
key principles of  the SAP and Washington 

Consensus (Easterly, 2002). Neo-liberal 
reforms were initiated with the objective 
to curb corruption, improve efficiency and 
transparency, increase decent employment, 
and reduce poverty. In the name of  reforms, 
counter reforms were enforced. But these 
so-called reforms increased the scope and 
legality of  corruption, criminality, resource 
grabbing, commissions from bad deals, and 
gangsterism over the years (Muhammad, 
2015). This is a case of  persistent abject 
poverty in many communities in the midst 
of  booming economies in several countries 
of  South Asia. Despite expansion of  
economies in some pockets of  the region, 
societies continue to grapple with extreme 
levels of  consumption disparity.

9	 Structural Adjustment Programmes (SAPs) consist of  loans provided by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World 
Bank (WB) to countries that experienced economic crises. The two Bretton Woods Institutions require borrowing countries 
to implement certain policies in order to obtain new loans (or lower interest rates on existing ones). The conditionality clauses 
attached to the loans have been criticised because of  their effects on the social sector.
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The structural changes that came 
about in different economies had 
diverse ramifications including labour 
regulation, gender participation, worker 
collectivisation and labour rights. Labour 
regulation changed to being ‘worker-
centric, by expanding workers’ choice 
and reducing mandatory taxes on formal 
sector employment’. An example of  this 
kind of  policy is the move to make the 
provident fund (PF) voluntary to workers 
in India (Economic Survey, 2015-16). 
The solution offered is moving from 
universal laws to individual contracts. 
Deregulation of  employment relations is 
not only about contractual wages. Because 
of  the insecurity of  employment, contract 
workers are forced to work longer hours 
at much higher levels of  productivity than 
permanent workers. This has led to a wide 
wage disparity among workers. More and 
more permanent jobs are being eliminated 
in favour of  contractual labour. They are 
employed on jobs considered hazardous 
on the shop floor. The introduction of  
contract employment often leads to higher 
work intensity, job insecurity and falling 
safety standards, which have long term 
adverse impacts on all workers. This is an 
addition to the cost borne by the workers 

throughout their life span that is never 
factored in.

Reduction in women’s participation in the 
work force is also a recent phenomenon. 
Given the growing vulnerability of  the 
poor in the country, the assumption that 
women were withdrawing from economic 
activity seems questionable. In Muslim 
dominant countries such as Pakistan, 
religion is used to keep women behind four 
walls, thus promoting home-based work 
which has absolutely no labour protection. 
The more likely explanation could be that 
women’s employment is progressively 
becoming more invisible, with growing 
informal, part-time and home-based 
work, which bypasses regulations as well 
as statistical enumeration. According to 
the open market economic arguments, a 
country should be able to provide cheap 
labour to be able to attract investors 
and to be competitive in global markets. 
Women are regarded major sources of  
cheap labour. Therefore, women comprise 
the majority of  the workforce in major 
export earning sectors in Sri Lanka, India 
and Bangladesh. They are employed in the 
plantation sectors, garment industries and 
as migrant workers. 
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Box 1.3
Reinforcing Social Discrimination: The Case of Manual Scavenging in India

The most reprehensible conjunction between caste and occupation is probably found in the case 
of manual scavenging. The Employment of Manual Scavengers and Construction of Dry Latrines 
(Prohibition) Act 1993 explicitly banned the practice of manual scavenging in India. This was followed 
by a more comprehensive legislation, Prohibition of Employment as Manual Scavengers and their 
Rehabilitation Act 2013, that included under the ban workers involved in manually cleaning sewers and 
open railway tracks. In March 2014, the Supreme Court passed its judgment in Safai Karmachari & 
Others vs Union of India & Others which declared the practice of manual scavenging as violating Articles 
14, 17, 21 and 23 of the Indian Constitution. The judgment further directed proper implementation 
of the 1993 and 2013 legislations. However official data places the number of people still involved in 
manual scavenging at over 6 lakhs, while independent civil society organisations like Safai Karmachari 
Andolan place the figure as twice the official estimate. All the workers are Dalit, and around 98  per 
cent of them are women. Between March 2014 and March 2016 there were 1268 recorded incidents 
of death of workers due to asphyxiation from inhaling toxic gases while entering sewers, tanks and 
open drains for cleaning. The same trend is true for other South Asian countries like Pakistan, where 
most of the cleaning jobs at the local councils, public sector and private institutions apart from private 
homes are done by religious minorities, i.e., Christian workers.

Source: SAAPE, 2016, India Country Report
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Shudhangshu 
Shamsur Rahman

From amidst the plundered temple 
And the burnt ashes of  the homestead 
A disinterested voice reaches Shudhangshu- 
‘Will you go then, in the end?’ 
At the day’s end 
Shudhangshu searches frantically 
Among the ashes 
For ownership deeds, broken glass bangles 
The inert box of  a married woman’s vermillion- 
The scattered beads of  troubled memories.

The voice says, ‘The looters have robbed you 
But haven’t left, they are lurking around 
They are wrapped around your daily life. 
The animal- visaged executioner 
Bides his time 
Under the vampire-wings of  terror. 
‘Even then, do not go Shudhangshu’. 
The sky’s blue is not yet fled. 
The trees with their gentle ways 
Still fly their flag of  deepest green. 
The brimming river 
Still shakes her waist 
Like a wanton gypsy girl. 
Shudhangshu too will not go 
Leaving this sacred land 
Like a warrior defeated in battle 
For destinations unknown.

© Shamsur Rahman

Publisher: PoemHunter.com, Classic Poetry Series 2012

[Shamsur Rahman (1929-2006), was a Bangladeshi poet and journalist. Rahman wrote 
more than sixty books of  poetry and is considered one of  the key figures of  Bengali 
literature in the latter half  of  the twentieth century. He wrote in a liberal humanist vein 
and the major themes of  his poetry were rebellion, angst of  Bangladeshi partition and 
opposition to religious fundamentalism.]
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Chapter Two: The Future of Rights Frameworks

Overview

The second chapter focuses on the examination of  political transition in neo-liberal 
framework, the failure of  expectations of  South Asian people, their reactions to the 
limitation of  political space and the role of  the state in the events post neo-liberalisation. 
The political turmoil in various countries in South Asia in the recent past did more damage 
to the economies with negative fall outs to infrastructure, low private-sector investment, 
slowed government spending on infrastructure, closure of  many firms, disruption of  
development projects, fall in production, trade and transport, and general insecurity in 
both rural and urban areas. This chapter examines the constitutional mechanism that the 
South Asian peoples have used to deal with political conflicts in the region and the making 
and consolidation of  citizenship.

Democratic designs of  institutional reforms and accommodation of  multiple interests are 
the central concerns of  many constitutional movements in South Asia today. As Sri Lanka 
deliberates on a constitutional structure and older democracies like India confront some 
of  the emerging problems through a constitutional lens, it is of  interest to analyse in what 
ways new peoples’ struggles differ from old social movements. Some of  the questions 
that we face are whether particularistic goals are emphasised while framing an issue that 
concerns the society as a whole? Are elites favoured in the process and if  so in what ways? 
Furthermore, is there a lack of  incentives across the structures that prevent solidarity 
across interest groups? These are questions that help us reflect on the new grounds open 
to civil society from within and the scope of  reforming political institutions and spaces 
from without. This kind of  introspection would also give perspectives beyond the extant 
theories of  third-world democratisation in developing countries.
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Chapter Two 
The Future of Rights Frameworks

‘Democratic socialisation is essential in nurturing 
the state’s ability to enable citizens to acquire 
the power to decide and act on practices of  self-
governance. Political parties are essential aspects 
of  representative democracies. Therefore, political 
parties themselves must practice democratic values 
and norms. In Nepal, the results of  democratic 
socialisation have been inadequate despite efforts 
at political modernisation and democratisation 
through political education, social mobilisation, 
recruitment of  leadership and aggregation, and 
articulation of  public interest. The major lacunae 
has still, however, been felt in the realm of  
effective governance, leading therefore to a serious 
‘governance crisis’.’

~ SAAPE,  2016, Nepal Country Report 

The trade liberalisation across South Asian 
countries has brought major changes in 
economic policies in the country, including 
devaluation of  currency and flexibility in 
exchange rates, liberalisation of  foreign 
investments, privatisation and institutional 
reform of  state-owned enterprises, 
market-based pricing of  agricultural inputs 
and outputs, open trade policies and open 
labour policies. The governments and 
several economists aligned with them 
expected rapid growth in GDP with the 
emergence of  industries and decreasing 
dependence on agriculture for economic 
growth. But the consequences of  these 
policies in both economic and political 
spheres were highly unexpected.

The desirability of  privatisation and the 
gradual withdrawal of  the state were 
intensely debated in most South Asian 

countries in the 1980s. Privatisation was 
enforced in all countries of  South Asia 
with disastrous effects. For example, 
India prominently witnessed privatisation 
in school education, Nepal in public 
enterprises, Sri Lanka in health care, 
Pakistan and Maldives in infrastructure. 
‘Failure’ in reforming public enterprises 
was justified as a direct reason for handing 
over the reins to market forces. ‘The 
World Bank’s position on the desirability 
of  privatisation is derived from long 
experiences with failed attempts at 
reforming public enterprises. For years, the 
Bank supported efforts of  governments 
to improve the performance of  public 
enterprises but with little success. The 
efforts either did not bring the desired 
results or the improvements were not 
sustained’ (SAAPE, 2016, Nepal Country 
Report).

Behind the pro-poor statements of  
multilateral organisations, however, 
the standard policy advice of  the IMF 
and the World Bank remained largely 
anchored on prioritizing debt payments by 
cutting government subsidies, increasing 
revenues, and shrinking the public sector 
through ‘privatisation’. More specifically, 
this meant selling public enterprises such 
as water, gas, industry, electricity and 
telecommunication facilities to private 
corporations. In effect, the Bank and 
IMF have forced borrowing countries to 
adopt free market policies, such as slashing 
government spending by privatising public 
services towards removing ‘barriers to 
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Between 1991 and 1999, over half  a million 
workers lost their jobs from the privatised 
industries in Pakistan. When Pakistan 
Telecommunication was privatised in 2006 
by the military to crush workers resistance, 
there were 71,000 employed. Now after 
10 years, less than 18,000 employees are 
working for the privatised firm. It is in this 
transformation that neo-liberal policies, 
wrought in the polities of  South Asia, 
that conflict, poverty and inequality of  the 
present day can be situated. The people’s 
struggles that came out as a response 
to this transfer of  power from state to 
markets is seen through the discourse of  
constitutionalism of  a new and important 
kind.

trade’, and forcing nations into export-
orientation, in the belief  that this would 
enable a quicker way for repaying their 
debts. The experience of  developing 
countries in privatising public service 
assets has increasingly reduced the poor 
person’s access to health care, water, power 
services and education as well as narrowed 
the realm of  citizenship. The 30 privatised 
industries in the past were sold in throw-
away prices and all the justifications of  
privatising them were negated afterwards 
(see table 2.1 for list of  privatised 
industries in Nepal). The quality of  the 
products never improved as promised and 
it led to mass unemployment of  workers 
employed in these public-sector industries.

Table 2.1: Disinvested, Dissolved and Liquidated Public Enterprises in Nepal

SN
Name of  
the Public 

Enterprises

Year 
Established

No. of  
Workers

Year 
Privatised

Mode of  
Privatisation

Sold 
Share 
(%)

Selling 
Price  
(Rs. 

‘000’)
1 Bhrikuti Paper 

Factory
1985 297 1992 Asset and 

Business 
Scale (ABS)

-- 229,800

2 Harisidhhi Brick 
and Tile Factory

-- 595 1992 ABS -- 214,830

3 Bansbari Leather 
Shoe Factory

-- 484 1992 ABS -- 29,854

4 Nepal Film 
Development 

Company

-- 107 1993 Share Sales 51.0 64,662

5 Balaju Textile 
Industry

-- 108 1993 Share Sales 70.0 17,716

6 Raw Hide 
Collection and 

Processing Centre

-- -- 1993 Share Sales 100.0 3,990

7 Nepal Bitumen 
and Barrel 
Industry

1984 55 1994 Share Sales 65.0 13,127

8 Nepal Lube Oil -- 102 1994 Share Sales 40.0 31,057
9 Nepal Jute Devt. & 

Trading Company
-- -- 1993 Liquidation -- --
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SN
Name of  
the Public 

Enterprises

Year 
Established

No. of  
Workers

Year 
Privatised

Mode of  
Privatisation

Sold 
Share 
(%)

Selling 
Price  
(Rs. 

‘000’)
10 Tobacco 

Development 
Company

-- -- 1994 Liquidation -- --

11 Nepal Metal 
Factory

-- -- 1996 Share Sales 51.0 14,473

12 Raghupati Jute 
Mills

-- 1479 1996 Share Sales 65.0 82,204

13 Nepal Bank 
Limited

1937 -- 1997 Share Sales 10.0 125,140

14 Agriculture Project 
Service Centre

-- -- 2001 Liquidation -- --

15 Nepal Tea 
Development 
Corporation

-- -- 2000 Share Sales -- --

16 Biratnagar Jute 
Mills

-- -- 2002 Management 
Contract 

(MC)

-- --

17 Himal Cement 
Industry Limited

-- -- 2002 Liquidation -- --

18 Cottage Handicraft 
Sales Emporium

-- -- 2002 Liquidation -- --

19 Nepal Coal 
Limited

-- -- 2002 Liquidation -- --

20 Hetauda Textile 
Industry

1976 1500 2002 Liquidation -- --

21 Nepal Transport 
Corporation

-- -- 2002 Dissolved -- --

22 Butwal Power 
Company

-- -- 2003 Share Sales 75.0 874,200 
and USD 
1 million

23 Birgunj Sugar 
Factory Limited

-- -- 2003 Liquidation -- --

24 Agriculture Inputs 
Factory Limited

1974 -- 2003 Liquidation -- --

25 Bhaktapur Brick 
Factory Limited

-- 108 2004 ABS -- 14,500 
(asset sale)

26 Lumbini Sugar 
Factory

-- -- 2006 ABS -- 78,600 
(asset sale) 
4,211 (per 
year rent)
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SN
Name of  
the Public 

Enterprises

Year 
Established

No. of  
Workers

Year 
Privatised

Mode of  
Privatisation

Sold 
Share 
(%)

Selling 
Price  
(Rs. 

‘000’)
27 Nepal Rosin 

and Turpentine 
Industry

-- -- 2006 ABS -- 110,100 
(asset sale)

28 Agriculture Lime 
Industry Limited

-- -- 2006 Liquidation -- --

29 Nepal Drilling 
Company

-- -- 2006 Liquidation -- --

30 Nepal Telecom 
Limited

1948 -- 2008 Share Sales 8.53 4,264,139

Source: http://www.nepjol.info/index.php/BJ/article/view/6619/5406 
http://www.ilo.org/public/english//region/asro/bangkok/paper/privatise/chap4.pdf

2.1	 Identity and Inequality in 
Conflict Regions

Conflict is a struggle between individuals 
or groups over values or claims to status, 
power and  resources in which the aims 
of  the conflicting parties are to assert 
their values or claims over those of  others 
(Goodhand & Hulme, 1999). Burton 
(1997), Nathan (2003), Sandbrook (1982) 
and Gurr (1970) suggest that poverty 
emanating from lack of  human needs 
result in conflict. Burton (1997) argues 
that conflict and instability in developing 
countries emerge due to denied biological 
as well as psychological needs pertaining 
to growth and development. He further 
suggests that any attempt to trade, suppress 
or bargain the basic needs of  people like 
food, water, shelter and health care fuel 
conflicts. Therefore, when the poor are 
in the majority and have no prospect of  
ameliorating their condition, they are 
compelled to react through conflict-
inducing situations. The chronically poor 
often lack political voice and organisation. 
Horizontal inequalities and social 

exclusion, particularly when they coincide 
with identity or regional boundaries, may 
increase a society’s predisposition towards 
violent conflict. Protracted insecurity 
increases chronic poverty, but the impacts 
vary according to a range of  factors 
including age, ethnicity, gender and region. 
Conflict may reverse pre-existing power 
relations causing new groups to become 
politically vulnerable (Goodhand, 2001). 
In other words, the actors and issues that 
are projected in conflict change over time 
in a country where systematically a group 
of  people are impoverished due to the 
process of  ‘growth’ of  the neo-liberal 
kind.

Poverty is related to conflict through the 
underlying dynamics of  the processes 
found in specific patterns of  inequality, 
deprivation and marginalisation, and the 
nature of  relations within groups and 
between groups and the states. Studies show 
that there is a causal relationship between 
poverty and conflict, and vice versa. 
Poverty may lead to and escalate conflicts, 
while conflict and its consequences can 
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produce and reproduce poverty. States are 
often caught up in cycles of  violence and 
as a result, people in conflict-ridden states 
are more likely to suffer from problems 
such as malnourishment, infant death 
and difficulty in accessing education or 
healthcare benefits. In an illustrative case, 
the number of  pupils per teacher in primary 
schools and the number of  physicians 
available in the South Asian countries is 
insufficient (see tables 2.2 & 2.3).  Conflict 
situation exacerbates the availability of  
education and health personnel, in turn 
denying the poor population’s access to 
better facilities.

Table 2.2: Average Number of  Pupils 
per Teacher in Primary School

Country Average number of  pupils per 
teacher in primary school

Afghanistan 45.7 (2013)
Bangladesh 40.2(2011)

Bhutan 26.7 (2014)
India 32.3 (2013)

Maldives 12.02 (2014)
Nepal 23.9 (2014)

Pakistan 46.5 (2014)
Sri Lanka 24.3 (2014)

Source: http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SE.PRM.
ENRL.TC.ZS 

Table 2.3: Physicians per 1000 
Population in South Asian Countries

Country Physicians per 1000 popn

Afghanistan 0.27 (2013)
Bangladesh 0.36 (2011)

Bhutan 0.26 (2012)
India 0.7 (2012)

Maldives 1.4 (2010)
Nepal --

Pakistan 0.827 (2010)
Sri Lanka 0.68 (2010)

Source: http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SH.MED.

There are multiple hypotheses regarding 
the central causes of  violent conflicts in 
less-developed countries. The first set 
of  theories stress the role that political 
repression (or grievance factors) play in 
driving conflict where ethnic minorities 
that experience discrimination are likely 
to organise armed insurrections against 
the state. Chittagong Hill Tracts (CHT) 
in Bangladesh is a case in point where the 
tribal minorities are fighting the state for 
their rights. The second set of  theories 
focuses on economic dimensions in which 
poverty and falling incomes are the key 
concerns in causing civil conflicts. Violent 
conflicts in the Ready Made Garment 
(RMG) sector in Bangladesh demanding 
minimum wage in the recent past is a 
case that illustrates economically induced 
conflict situation (refer box 2.1). There is 
strong evidence of  the poverty-violence 
nexus — poverty and falling incomes are 
critical drivers of  violent conflict in less 
developed countries. The poverty-violence 
linkage has been found to be the most 
robust and empirically backed variable on 
the causes of  civil wars (Miguel, 2007).

Economic and social inequalities are also 
cited as compelling factors in triggering 
conflicts. Religious fanaticism has become 
another source of  conflict among 
communities. Religious sectarianism 
among Muslims in particular has caused 
violent conflicts in many parts of  
Pakistan. The Shia versus Sunnis conflict, 
and conflict among various forms of  
Wahhabism has led to violent attacks 
and target killings. The misconception of  
superiority of  one religion over the other 
has led to attacks on religious minorities. 
The forced implementation of  one’s 
religious values has become another major 
source of  conflict in the whole of  South 
Asia.

The Future of Rights Frameworks
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Box 2.1

Worker Rights in RMG Industry, Bangladesh

RMG is traditionally portrayed as  poor women’s realm of  economic empowerment in 
Bangladesh. However, it still remains  an oppressive industry where women’s right to 
protest is significantly curtailed through attacks by the police and factory administration.
These attacks take effect despite the Accord on Fire and Building Safety in Bangladesh and 
Bangladesh Sustainability Compact signed by the government to permit  RMG workers to  
unite for their rights. Between2014-16, many RMG workers were injured by the police and 
RMG administration, which led to a violent suppression of  their rights. In recent years, the 
Bangladesh RMG sector has also witnessed a number of  industrial accidents including the fire 
at Tazreen Fashions in2012 and the collapse of  Rana Plaza in 2013 which claimed the lives of  
over 1,200 workers. 

Most  RMG workers are not fully aware of  their legal rights and entitlements. Occupational 
health and safety is a major concern for them. Female workers are a majority in the RGM industry 
and become victims of  various kinds of  violence, including sexual harassment. Although 
statistics from government departments indicate improvement in working environment and 
workers’ rights in industries, survey findings and focus group discussions from the ground do 
not corroborate that fact. Absence of  trade unions in the RMG industry is a major concern. 
No formal communication or dispute settlement mechanism exists between the workers and 
the owners of   RMG factories. In turn, extreme sense of  deprivation or suffering causes the 
workers to adopt violent means for expressing their frustration.

Source: SAAPE, 2016, Bangladesh Country Report

The widening gap between rich and poor 
with growing middle classes is emerging in 
many countries. The perception and reality 
of  this gap can clearly affect stability, as 
seen by protest movements around the 
world in recent years (Lockhart & Vincent, 
2013).

In South Asia, the factors related to 
identity and inequality have been triggers 
of  conflicts, paving way for complexities in 
the political framing of  these issues as well 
as peoples’ responses. However, conflict 
as part of  ongoing political and social 
processes possesses a positive dimension 
in the long run. Conflicts can be resolved 
in an inclusive and non-violent manner 
through institutions supported for proper 
conflict management and resolution 
processes.

2.2 Conflict and the Vortex of  
Violence

In the short run, conflicts exacerbate the 
impacts of  poverty and violence. Countries 
that suffer large-scale violence have lost 
almost one per cent in poverty reduction 
each year (SAAPE, 2016, Maldives 
Country Report). Furthermore, lesser 
forms of  violence such as gang violence 
have become more prominent threats to 
destabilisation of  societies, where at times 
these are deadlier than civil war. Religious 
fundamentalism and religious terrorism 
in several countries of  South Asia have 
become an additional source of  conflict 
among different religious communities. 
The denial of  basic needs because of  
irresponsible governance is seen to be at 
the heart of  conflict and the development 
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problems faced in the sub-continent. 
Corruption of  public institutions, 
instability of  democratic processes and 
social violence are the three consequences 
of  conflict that affect transitioning polities. 

While some attempts are being made 
in addressing the grievances of  conflict 
affected people and other poor and 
marginalised groups, the key underlying 
causes of  political conflict remain 
unanswered. More specifically, the 
economic agenda of  governments in 
South Asian countries has led to inequality 
and marginalisation in society. Issues of  
economic justice have not been highlighted 
in the ‘transitional’ justice and human 
rights discourse, even within the civil 
society movements. The lack of  economic 

opportunities and political space for 
ethnic minorities, women and rural youths 
to raise their issues at policy influencing 
levels have created- discontent, which has 
led to disastrous conflicts. The case of  
Sri Lanka is an illustration (refer box 2.2). 
The repeated inadequacies of  political 
imagination has proved costly in the island 
nation as it strives to build a growing 
economy and a cohesive polity. Despite 
electing different regimes to power, the 
continuity of  policy remains a stumbling 
block to the national aspirations. Failure 
to accommodate cultural and economic 
minorities in reimagining the future is 
one such issue. Peoples’ struggle for a 
constitution that embodies the polyphonic 
fabric of  the island and its actualisation 
is hoped to bring in a new phase in the 
contemporary history of  the nation.

Box 2.2
Post-War Landscape and the ‘Public’ in Sri Lanka

In the post-war development landscape, conflicts in Sri Lanka have emerged in an economic background 
where the economy continued to fail to meet the aspirations of the youth. Although ethnic issues have 
played a significant role in the political conflicts in the country, they are not the only cause. Economic 
marginalisation, inequalities and conflicts over resources were key economic factors underlying the 
conflict. These political conflicts were a clear manifestation of the frustration of the youth from both 
Sinhala and Tamil communities over a political and economic system which failed in providing them 
enough opportunities for their economic and social progress. As explained by Sriskandarajah (2005) 
the four main reasons for the emergence of ethnic conflicts have strong links with economic inequality. 
The first is the introduction of the 1956 Official Language Act (known as the ‘Sinhala Only Act’) which 
in subsequent years restricted economic opportunities for non-Sinhala speakers. 

The second reasonis related to policies on education, particularly higher education. In 1971 the 
government implemented a system of differential quotas and cut-off marks based primarily on a district 
quota system to allocate university placements according to local population. These measures, which 
resulted in reductions in the numbers and proportions of Tamils entering tertiary courses in the early 
1970s, were interpreted as unfair by an increasingly frustrated north eastern Tamil youth. 

The third reason is the political patronage extended in offering government jobs and other opportunities 
and services. While this has created opportunities for the supporters of two major Sinhalese dominant 
political parties, for Tamils, permanent exclusion from government  meant permanent exclusion 
from opportunities for political patronage. A fourth key grievance among northeastern Tamils was 
regional development. Most of the state-initiated industrial development took place in and around 
the capital of Colombo while the northeast was neglected. The situation was worsened with the 
commencement of the country’s largest development project, the Mahaweli Development Project, 
and other resettlement programmes in which Sinhalese were moved into traditionally Tamil areas 
(Sriskandarajah 2005).

Source : SAAPE, 2016, Sri Lanka Country Report 
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2.3 Constitutionalism as a Response 
to Conflict

The response to changing political 
structures through peoples’ movements, 
especially inside the democratic political 
sphere between two elections, brings us 
to constitutionalism. Constitutionalism is 
the philosophy by which the constitution 
is considered as the law of  the land and 
all other laws must conform to the same 
to be valid and binding. Constitutionalism 
is basically concerned with the governing 
of  the state by a democratic constitution 
which promotes governance, identifies the 
three organs of  the government, the type 
of  government, the relationship among 
them; relationship between the ruler and 
the ruled, protection and promotion of  
human rights of  the citizens (including 
the minorities, marginalised, powerless, 
voiceless people) and encourages an 
independent judiciary that acts as the 
guardian of  the human rights of  citizens.

The divide between old and new forms 
of  constitutionalism is artificial, however 
it is a powerful analytical tool to examine 
peoples’ movements through the prism 
of  justice that can also incorporate the 
structures of  law within its ambit. The old 
constitutionalism with its ideals of  civil 
and political rights is a product of  peoples’ 
movements such as the French Revolution 
of  the eighteenth century. This has been 
a cornerstone of  the modern democratic 
nation state. The idea of  full and indivisible 
rights was split into two mutually exclusive 
bundles viz., civil and political rights (CPR) 
and economic, social and cultural rights 
(ESCR) during the heights of  the Cold 
War. This divisibility and fragmentation 
of  rights have had a consequence in the 

way we imagine our full citizenship today. 
New constitutionalism is essentially the 
kind of  politics that has accompanied 
neo-liberal policies. It has sharpened the 
division between rights, resulting in the 
pitting of  one set of  rights against the 
other. For instance, in South Asia today, 
the labour rights of  one interest group 
are in conflict with the land and cultural 
rights of  another. Framing issues in this 
divisive manner splits interests and leaves 
less space for united political resistance. 
The new kind of  peoples’ movement 
has imaginatively begun to reclaim the 
indivisibility of  rights by articulating the 
language of  full citizenship and justice. 
The Indian political situation is an 
example of  this shifting paradigm. India 
has managed to stay within the boundaries 
of  Parliamentary democracy in South 
Asia, because the constitution has been 
the guiding document for the building of  
modern India. Having adopted the core 
philosophy of  justice - social, political 
and economic; equality of  status and of  
opportunities; fraternity that ensures the 
dignity of  the individual and the unity and 
integrity of  the nation, the constitution 
of  India strives to build an egalitarian 
society. The problem of  the ideals of  
constitutionalism is that it coexists uneasily 
with the parliamentary democratic process 
that is subject to opportunism and class 
bias in favour of  the rich. This shifting 
dynamic is the reason for scepticism of  
old constitutionalism and its practical 
existence in South Asia. The origins of  old 
constitutionalism with its historic roots in 
French Revolution and the celebration 
of  liberal ideals was the cornerstone of  
the first wave of  resistance of  the post-
colonial countries in the developing world. 
It was this movement that earned civil 
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and political rights and gave voice to the 
minorities and marginalised people. The 
transition of  polities after neo-liberalism 
has attacked the same civil and political 
rights.  

The coming to power of  the Hindu right-
wing political party at the Centre has 
strengthened the forces of  liberalisation 
and globalisation in many ways in India. 
However,  the people of  India have felt 
the impacts of  parties that support right-
wing policies not only in politics and in 
the economic spheres but also in the social 
and cultural spheres. An environment 
of  intolerance has been created in 
universities and other public spaces that 
have encouraged vigorous reactions 
from the student body and other groups. 
The death of  Rohith Vemula, a Dalit 
doctoral scholar from Hyderabad Central 
University, the severe attack on a student 
magazine that brought together politically 
critical articles in Pondicherry Central 
University and the impasse in Jawaharlal 
Nehru University are only a few examples. 
Any opposition to the dominant castes 
and their politics has resulted in vengeful 
persecution of  Dalits and others. The 
beef  ban in Maharashtra and other states 
in India has added to the woes of  the 
lower castes and minorities. Right-wing 
policies reinforce patriarchy and advocate 
gender stereotypes which have serious 
repercussions for women, particularly 
women from vulnerable communities. 
The discontent of  neo-liberal economics 
has generated a transitional politics that 
focuses on identity, enervating violent and 
extreme responses. An example of  this 
reversal from universal values to divisive 
rights is seen in the right to education 
case in India (refer box 2.3). Similarly, 

the unconstitutional suspension of  the 
Chief  Justice of  Pakistan led to a mass 
movement of  lawyers supported by civil 
society in Pakistan during 2007-09 leading 
to the resignation of  General Musharaf. 
Reinstatement of  the Chief  Justice 
demonstrated the significance of  the 
constitution and law to protect the rights 
of  the people.

The ill-effects brought about by growth 
of  an unequal society are also seen in 
increasing rural and urban violence, 
including violence against women and other 
vulnerable sections; increasing intolerance 
and xenophobia; and the growth of  
majoritarian views that seek to silence 
all dissent. For instance, in Afghanistan, 
after the Taliban’s rise to power in 1994, 
women and girls were systematically 
discriminated and marginalised, and their 
human rights were violated. This resulted 
in the deteriorating economic and social 
conditions of  women and girls in all areas 
of  the country.

Women and girls continued to be severely 
restricted in their access to education, 
health care facilities and employment. In 
South Asia, girls are denied a chance to be 
born and to grow with health and dignity 
(see table 2.4). As observed in the table, 
the male to female sex ratio at birth and 
throughout life reveals that in nearly all 
countries except Sri Lanka and Nepal, 
the number of  girls remain lower than 
normal. Not addressing this fundamental 
question of  disappearance before birth 
that has led millions of  girls ‘missing at 
birth’, it is impossible to establish a gender-
just society. In addition to this alarming 
situation, the life chances available to 
girls are thwarted by low investments in 
education and health. 

The Future of Rights Frameworks



South Asia and the Future of Pro-People Development: The Centrality of Social Justice and Equality40

Children often become the lowest priority in development agenda, as the social policies that invest in primary education 
and health are often given the short shrift during conflict times. War affected migrants in classroom. The children study 
at UNICEF granted tents in Kabul, Afghanistan. Photo credits: Khalid Rahman

For instance, in Afghanistan, during the 
Taliban’s rule (1996-2001), only about three 
per cent of  girls received some form of  
primary education. Poor health conditions 
and malnutrition made pregnancy and 
childbirth exceptionally dangerous for 
Afghani women. The Taliban’s policies 
also severely limited women’s freedom of  
movement. Women could travel only when 
accompanied by a male relative, which put 
a strain on female-headed households and 
widows. Women were harassed and beaten 
by the Taliban if  their public appearance 
was perceived to be in contradiction with 
Taliban edicts. Their removal from the 
public space also meant that they could not 
play any role in the political process and 
were excluded from all forms of  formal or 
informal governance.

Most efforts to promote women’s 
leadership in Afghanistan relied on top-
down programmes implemented by the 
Afghan Government in partnership with 
the international community such as the 
creation of  the Ministry of  Women’s 
Affairs (MoWA) in 2002 and gender 
units within each ministry in 2004, the 
appointment of  women in executive 
positions, and quotas for elected offices 
at national and sub-national levels. Most 
of  these programmes focused on placing 
women in positions of  political authority, 
but did not usually emphasise leadership 
skills required to address challenging social 
environments or develop consensus on 
issues. This strategy isolated women from 
these positions rather than enable them to 
mobilise others with common interests. 
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Similarly, children often become the 
least prioritised in development agenda, 
as social policies that invest in primary 
education and health are often neglected 
during times of  conflict. Neo-liberal 

Table 2.4: Female Population Status in South Asian Countries

Country Population Female 
(% of  total) 2015

Sex ratio  
(male: female) 2015

Sex ratio at birth  
(2010-2015) male: female

Afghanistan 48.4 1.07 1.06
Bangladesh 49.5 1.02 1.05

Bhutan 46.3 1.16 1.04
India 48.2 1.07 1.11

Maldives 49.9 1.00 1.10
Nepal 51.5 0.94 1.06

Pakistan 48.6 1.06 1.09
Sri Lanka 51.8 0.93 1.04

Source: World Bank, 2015

Box 2.3 
Right to Education and Its Discontents, India

The Right of Children to Free and Compulsory Education Act, 2009 (RTE) makes education a fundamental 
right for all children in the age group of 6 to 14 years. On completion of its five-year implementation 
phase, there was increased emphasis on the implementation of section 12(1)(c) which provides for 
25  per cent reservation for children from economically weaker sections and disadvantaged groups in 
unaided private schools. The potency of this Act has been diluted and reduced to only this particular 
provision, as the remaining core provisions stay neglected. No sub-national government in India have 
come up with a road-map to implement the core provisions of the Act. It is indicative that the central 
government has also failed to provide adequate resources to the sub-national governments for the 
implementation of the Act. 

One of the last but most important deadlines under the RTE Act, which ended on 31st March, 2015 
was to provide trained teachers to all schools. However, there have been examples of many states 
that have defied the statute and recruited guest teachers in place of ‘regular fulltime teachers’. 

Despite the recognition of education as a fundamental right,  the vast majority of non-school going 
children including drop outs are still outside mainstream school education. Instead, the union 
government, which should have made major increases in expenditure on school education has chosen 
to resort to massive fund cuts. 

It is important that the ideals of social justice and equality of opportunities form an integral part of 
the right to education in the Constitution. This is specifically linked to Article 21 of the Constitution 
and lends a broader meaning to the right to life, which stands not just for the right to stay alive but 
also to live a dignified life. In light of this, the notion of ‘right to education’ in the Constitution is a 
conglomeration of various provisions provided in Part III and Part IV of the Constitution. The values 
enshrined in the Preamble to the Constitution form the central thesis of the right to education.

Source: SAAPE, 2016, India Country Report

restructuring has affected several sectors 
but none as devastatingly as education that 
was once a state priority. The case of  Right 
to Education movement in India has been 
presented in box 2.3.
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2.4 The Crisis of  Governance

In countries like Maldives, politically 
inadequate actions spurn corruption and 
gang wars, leading to destabilisation of  
institutions. A case of  failure of  governance 
package in Maldives, manifested in 
the incapacity to address problems of  
devolution of  power and distribution of  
economic progress. Previous President 
Maumoon Abdul Gayoom, who initially 
assumed Presidency in 1978, and had run 
unopposed for consecutive six terms since 
then, announced the beginning of  his 
‘Governance Reform and Modernisation 
Programme’ which sought to usher the 
country in a new direction, based on 
modern democratic concepts and human 
rights principles. Under the reform 
programme, an independent Human Rights 
Commission was set up in accordance with 
United Nations human rights guidelines, 
articulated in the Paris Principles. An 
agenda to overhaul the country’s criminal 
justice system was introduced, and 
efforts to redraft the constitution began 
in February 2004. Yet, these efforts did 
little to stabilise the growing unrest and 
frustration, culminating in the arrest 
of  250 activists and several non-violent 
demonstrators in the ‘Black Friday’ of  12 
August 200410. In the immediate aftermath 
of  this incident, a state of  emergency was 
imposed, communication services were 
blocked and further international pressure 
mounted in the country. In 2008, the 
new constitution introduced numerous 
concepts such as separation of  power 
between the executive, legislature and the 

judiciary, guaranteed independence of  
state oversight and regulatory institutions, 
separation of  military and civilian 
police forces, and a comprehensive bill 
of  fundamental rights for all citizens. 
The powers and relationships among 
democratic institutions thus remain to be 
settled superficially, however, the political 
and institutional instability since 2008 
continues to exert a considerable strain on 
Maldivian society. 

Political corruption can intensify 
incidences of  poverty and conflict through 
its impacts that weaken democratic 
governance, distort socio-economic 
development, and undermine basic human 
rights. These developments in turn create 
an environment conducive for gangs to 
thrive (SAAPE, 2016 Maldives Country 
Report).

Effects of  transitional politics in South 
Asia has been experienced through another 
important arena- the transformation of  
public policy in social protection and basic 
welfare. New constitutionalism is really an 
accompaniment to the music of  neo-liberal 
policies. In place of  benefit transfer, we now 
debate cash transfer, which considerably 
reduces the impacts on peoples’ welfare. 
Privatisation refers to the transfer of  
state-owned enterprises (SOEs) including 
ownership and control/management to 
the private sector. Privatisation is not 
a new concept and it has been a long-
term trend in development and growth 
models adopted by governments. The 
recently agreed Sustainable Development 

10	 The Black Friday refers to the incidents on 12 August 2004, whereby a non-violent demonstration staged in the Republic 
Square of  the capital Male city, with demands for release of  several activists and immediate resignation of  President Gayoom, 
was met with violent crackdown by military forces. 
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Goals (SDGs) adopted by the UN in 
September 2015 reiterated the fallouts 
of  globalisation in a limited manner as it 
called for accountability in corporations 
and government activities. Privatisation in 
South Asian countries witnessed several 
constraints such as policy inconsistencies 
of  government, poor enlightenment 
programme, huge debts of  SOEs, 
corruption and lack of  transparency. 
Interestingly, governments introduced 
these policies to increase productivity 
by improving efficiency, reducing 
administrative and financial expenses of  
the government, increasing private sector 
participation and ensuring effectiveness 
in service delivery. However, results are 
contrary in most privatised institutions. 
The outcomes in productivity, foreign 
investment or reducing government 

Need for a new Constitution which ensures democracy for all sections of  the society was a key demand during the 
elections in Sri Lanka. Photo  credit : www.vikalpa.org

expenditures have not been positive, rather 
government expenditure has continued in 
the form of  state subsidies to privatised 
industries.

The struggles of  organised interest groups 
should not be limited to the causes they 
espouse, these have the potential to retain 
and strengthen democratic rights within 
the country. An understanding that the 
growth of  violence and fascistic tendencies 
first affect the poorest in society must be 
accepted. Political parties in all countries 
have tried to capitalise on dividing the 
working poor for vote bank interests. 
Today every country of  South Asia faces 
real danger of  permanent divisions in 
societies by majoritarian politics and its 
attempts to plant seeds of  difference, 
hatred and fear. The poor are always at the 
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losing end of  violence, with under-policed 
slums as most vulnerable to destruction 
of  life and property. The poor suffer loss 
of  daily wages and those dependent on 
self-employed livelihood cannot access 
markets. However, ordinary people are 
also aware of  these political machinations. 
The question is how do we overcome 
the inherent limitations of  Parliamentary 
democracy and coalition politics that often 
use opportunist strategies which harm the 
very fabric of  constitution and the societies 
that people believe in.

2.5 The Advent of  Peoples’ 
Constitutionalism
A new kind of  peoples’ democratic struggle 
that has re-emerged and developed across 
South Asia gives some sense of  direction to 
the  debate of  peoples’ constitutionalism. 
Voice and accountability, political stability 
and absence of  violence, government 
effectiveness, regulatory quality, rule of  
law, and control of  corruption are key 
indicators of  the kind of  governance the 
people are looking for. South Asia faces a 
gap between political socialisation along 
partisan lines by party schools and political 
acculturation to nurture the region’s civic 
culture of  enlightenment, toleration of  
diversity and heritage of  syncretism.

Democratic socialisation is essential in 
nurturing the state’s ability to enable 
citizens to acquire the power to decide 
and act on practices of  self-governance. 
Political parties are essential aspects of  
representative democracies. Therefore, 
political parties themselves must practice 
democratic values and norms. In Nepal, 
the results of  democratic socialisation have 
been inadequate despite efforts at political 
modernisation and democratisation 
through political education, social 
mobilisation, recruitment of  leadership 

and aggregation, and articulation of  public 
interests. The major lacunae has still, 
however, been felt in the realm of  effective 
governance. The incumbent circumstances 
will lead to a serious ‘governance crisis’ 
unless necessary remedial measures are 
not entertained before it gets worse. 

The nature of  democratic architecture that 
accommodates minority interests or special 
interest groups varies in degrees from 
concordance to autonomy. Concordance is 
the least accommodating process by which 
interests are accommodated through a 
process of  compromise, decentralisation 
is when participation in decision making 
at the ground level is facilitated, federalism 
provides equal power to the regions 
within the large framework and autonomy 
gives the greatest degree of  decision 
making power. In South Asia, states and 
societies have straddled the power sharing 
sphere to different degrees with varying 
success. For example, public consultation 
and democratic participation during 
constitution-making as in Sri Lanka makes 
the exercising of  power an active, vibrant 
and dynamic process. The Lawyers’ 
movement in Pakistan (refer box 2.4) is 
another illustration of  political action 
resulting in institutional reforms, albeit 
temporarily.

In this context of  reinventing peoples’ 
struggle, the new  constitutional 
movement in Nepal provides some 
illustrative examples of  the direction 
that a people-directed constitution could 
take. The high expectations of  the Nepali  
people following the restoration of  multi-
party democracy in 1990 quickly turned to 
dissatisfaction and disillusionment due to 
dysfunctional democratic governments, 
acute economic underdevelopment and 
poverty, incompetent governance, and 
the persistence of  discrimination, distrust 
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and conflict among castes and ethnic 
groups and frustrating political practices 
(e.g., rampant corruption, intensification 
of  inter and intra-party wrangling, buying 
off  lawmakers in order to make or break 
a government, frequent changes of  
government, and widespread use of  money 
and muscle in elections). This frustration 
and resentment of  people against the 
government and then mainstream political 
parties, in turn fuelled the peoples’ dissent 
and Maoist insurgency in 1996.

This not only challenged the political 
course of  the country but also exposed 
adverse inequalities in the social, economic 
and cultural practices of  Nepali society. 
However, since the insurgency took 
a violent turn in the later phase and 
weakened the democratic political forces, 
the monarchy re-gained momentum to 

play among the political parties.

Peoples’ constitutionalism, which enabled 
participation and consent at the level 
of  constitution-making has made the 
process more robust in Nepal. As a result, 
women’s participation, fundamental rights 
in constitution, absolute proportionality 
of  minority groups and consideration of  
legislative Parliament as an interim to a 
long-term process are novel and welcome 
movement forward. The major struggle 
in Nepal has been the attempt to reverse 
consequences of  former interventions 
and programmes that worked to curtail 
peoples’ rights.  In the making of  a 
new constitution, the indivisibility of  
rights through judicial interpretation, 
constitutional process and Civil Society 
Organisation (CSO) activities became 
central.

Box 2.4
Lawyers’ Movement in Pakistan: A Case of Institutionalising Democracy

Since gaining independence from the British in 1947, Pakistan has struggled to keep a stable 
democracy within its frontiers. Having experienced four military coups, insurgency and political 
corruption over the years, the peoples’ resistance movements have played a significant role in keeping 
the momentum of debates and discussions going. One of its unique interest groups,  the Judiciary, 
has built a united front to establish its independence and address democratic rights pro bono. In 
2005, Iftikhar Chaudhry became Pakistan’s Supreme Court Chief Justice. Due to some of his judicial 
pronouncements that challenged the then President, he was suspended on March 9, 2007 by President 
Pervez Musharraf. Pakistan’s legal community widely regarded Musharraf’s action as an attempt 
to curtail the Supreme Court’s increasing independence under Chaudhry’s leadership. The lawyers 
formed an organised movement that came to be called Adliya Bachao Tehreek (‘Save the Judiciary 
Movement’). Approximately 80,000 lawyers aligned across traditional Pakistani political divides with 
the mission of reinstating Chaudhry as Chief Justice and restoring judicial independence in Pakistan. A 
Pakistani Supreme Court advocate described the movement’s formation as ‘the first time in Pakistan’s 
history that lawyers have dropped their conflicting political affiliations and forged an unprecedented 
professional unity to restore the Rule of Law.’ Following Chaudhry’s suspension, lawyers organised 
non-violent rallies and protests across the country. The nonviolent actions of the lawyers were met 
with fierce repression from the Government. According to Human Rights Watch, ‘authorities violently 
suppressed the… [acts of resistance,] beating lawyers, opposition activists, and media personnel 
covering the unfolding events.’ Despite the violent repression, the lawyers remained non-violent and on  
20 July 2007 Musharraf caved to the pressure of incessant nonviolent civil resistance by reinstating 
Chief Justice Chaudhry. Chaudhry’s re-instatement was a remarkable success for the four-month long 
movement. 

Source: https://www.nonviolent-conflict.org/pakistans-lawyers-movement-2007-2009
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Constitutionalism in a way has addressed 
economic, social and cultural rights and 
right to development of  the Nepali people. 
Articles 16 to 46 of  the new constitution 
of  Nepal deal with fundamental rights. 
The former constitution promulgated 
after restoration of  democracy in 1990 
had 22 Articles under fundamental rights. 
The new constitution, now in the initial 
phase of  implementation, is expected to 
ensure prosperity of  all strata of  people 
including the most deprived sections 
through effective implementation of  
the ESCR provisions along with seed 
rights to farmers. Vibrant civil society 
initiatives have been playing a crucial 
role in incorporating several provisions 
of  the ESCR in the constitution. In a 
country with distinct identity groups and 
gender interests, proportional numerical 
distribution of  power through mandated 
quota of  seats in elections for minority 
interests and women is the need of  the 
hour. 

Democratic designs for institutional 
reforms and accommodation of  multiple 
interests are the central concerns of  
many constitutional movements in South 
Asia today. As Sri Lanka deliberates 
on a constitutional structure and older 
democracies like India confront emerging 
problems through a constitutional lens, it 

is important to analyse in what ways the 
new peoples’ struggles differ from the old 
social movements. Some of  the questions 
that we face are whether particularistic 
goals are emphasised while framing an 
issue that concerns the society as a whole. 
Are elites favoured in the process and if  so 
in what ways? Furthermore, is there a lack 
of  incentives across the structures that 
prevent solidarity across interest groups? 
These are questions that help us reflect 
on the new grounds open to civil society 
from within and the scope of  reforming 
political institutions and spaces from 
without. This kind of  introspection would 
also give perspectives beyond the extant 
theories of  third world democratisation.

In the next chapter, we discuss the 
emerging national issues from the eight 
South Asian countries that are marginalised 
as a consequence of  adopting neo-liberal 
policies, as well as political conflicts that 
have resurfaced in the last decade. The 
objective of  such an exercise is to bring 
out commonalities of  experiences of  the 
people and critically enquire how policies 
within a country cause problems beyond 
borders. Uncovering a South Asian 
outlook to national problems is important 
to ascertain why countries of  the region 
should combat issues of  poverty and 
inequality from a regional vantage point. 
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What am I? 
Banira Giri

A black hole in space, 
an oasis drained of  itself, 
a corpse tossed beneath a bridge 
on the outskirts of  town? 
Hey, listen—a face— 
I found myself  in you 
I embrace you and falling at your feet 
ask—you must tell me 
what am I? 
Am I merely 
a night exhausted by lightning bolts? 
A thorny bush of  berries? 
Am I the avenging curse of  Sati 
or the blade of  Bhimsen Thapa’s suicide? 
A black hole in space, 
an oasis drained of  itself, 
a corpse tossed beneath Tukuche bridge? 
or the Kot massacre entire 
dazed in itself ? 
Tell me, what am I? 
What am I? 
Only an instance of  helplessness 
turned toward myself  
or a series 
each in its own right arising and ceasing 
going and coming?

© 1975, Banira Giri 
From: Euta Euta Jiundo Janga Bahadur 
Publisher: Ananda Press, Kathmandu, 1975

© Translation: 2000, Wayne Amtzis and Anjali Joshi 
From: From the Lake, Love 
Publisher: Himshikhar Publications, Kathmandu, 2000

[Banira Giri (1946- present) is a Nepali poet and litterateur. She became the first 
Nepali woman to be awarded a PhD from Tribhuvan University, for her work on 
the revolutionary Nepali poet, Gopal Prasad Rimal. The force and intention of  anti-
establishment voice animates much of  her writing. She has published three volumes 
of  poems and two novels.]
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Chapter Three: Challenges to the Welfare State

Overview

There are four categories of  issues that are predominant and common across borders 
in South Asia today- problems associated with dismantling welfare architecture, rising 
fundamentalism, corruption of  public institutions and violence against women and 
different kinds of  minorities. The consequences of  these situations are that there is 
ever widening gap between the ‘haves and have-nots’. There is invisibility of  labour and 
progressive erosion of  labour rights, especially of  collectivisation. There is also increasing 
vulnerability of  citizens to both natural and human-made catastrophes as safety nets are 
being drawn away. There is a mad rush to develop mega projects through infrastructure 
projects like motorways and metro lines thus limiting the term development to just 
development of  industrial sphere and forgetting human development. In this wave of  
crowding problems and dwindling resources, the battle is drawn along narrow, parochial 
and often identity-based lines, excluding the majority of  claimants. This chapter discusses 
these issues from an inter-country perspective and provides an analytical lens to the 
nature of  the transforming state and social movements.
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Chapter Three 
Challenges to the Welfare State

‘The paradox of  development, which led to 
uneven and unequal economic development, high 
unemployment, together with the aggravation of  
social ills such as drug abuse, an influx of  western 
ideals and norms which undermined traditional 
societal norms, all created conditions conducive for 
Islamic social and civil organisations to thrive.’

~ SAAPE, 2016, Maldives Country Report  

One of  the lasting damages of  neo-
liberal policies has been the shrinking of  
democratic spaces across South Asia. The 
transformation of  the state to a regulatory 
authority of  markets has meant its 
withdrawal from many erstwhile spheres 
of  activities like social protection. Social 
protection systems or welfare policies 
were  media  through which the inequality 
issue was confronted by the state through 
two assumptions- that market cannot 
and will not encompass everyone while 
the state has a duty to enable its citizens 
realise their full democratic rights to 
satisfy their basic needs. The weakening 
of  state power has led to a breakdown of  
expectations from the state, by its people. 
New forms of  struggles and critiques that 
have come up in contemporary South Asia 
point to this fact. There are two interesting 
observations about these struggles. The 

first is that increasingly these struggles 
are about asserting basic human rights 
like access to natural resources, land and 
employment; all three spheres where 
‘commodification’ has happened at a fast 
pace through neo-liberal policies. The 
second observation is that new forms 
of  responses are emerging from the 
citizenship that range from pre-legislative 
consultations (constitutionalism in Nepal), 
coming together of  two different social 
movements (feminist movement and land 
struggle in Sri Lanka) and constitutional 
struggle to demand fundamental rights 
(Niyamgiri land issue by the indigenous 
people in Orissa, India).

The weakening of  state apparatuses has 
also led to the erosion of  the strength 
and enduring values of  public institutions 
in these countries. The result has been 
increasing levels of  corruption of  a 
scale and frequency not known before. 
The inadequacy of  the state to address 
many of  the issues raised by peoples’ 
movements has also resulted in increasing 
militarisation of  the state. For example, 
stated military expenditure of  the 
countries have increased all across the 
region together with the cutting down of  
welfare architecture (see table 3.1). 

Challenges to the Welfare State
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Table 3.1: Government Spending on Welfare as Opposed to Defence in South 
Asian Countries

Country Public Health 
Expenditure ( % of  

GDP) (2014)

Hospital beds (per 
10,000 population)*

Government 
expenditure on 
education, total 
(% of  GDP)*

Military 
expenditure
(% of  GDP)

2015**
Afghanistan 2.9 4.0 (2010) 4.8 (2014) 1.0
Bangladesh 0.8 3.0 (2005) 1.9 (2013) 1.3

Bhutan 2.6 18 (2011) 5.9 (2014) --
India 1.4 9.0 (2005) 3.8 (2012) 2.3

Maldives 10.8 43 (2009) 5.2 (2012) --
Nepal 2.3 50 (2006) 4.7(2014) 1.4

Pakistan 0.9 6 (2010) 2.5 (2014) 3.4
Sri Lanka 2.0 31 (2004) 1.7 (2012) 2.3

Source: http://data.worldbank.org/
*http://data.un.org/Default.aspx
**https://sipri.org/sites/default/files/Milex-GDP-share.pdf

In countries like Pakistan, the military has 
been given extra ordinary powers through 
Parliament to establish military courts 
on justification of  speedy trials of  the 
religious terrorists. Under the National 
Action Plan, a strategy to deal with 
fundamentalism effectively, most of  the 
peoples’ movements have been suppressed 
like the struggle for land rights of  Okara 
tenants (see chapter five for a detailed 
account). This ‘military-multinational’ 
assault on the population has also spawned 
new responses from society. When 
peoples’ movements became mobilised in 
protest of  compromised and challenged 
rights, the state responded through an 
authoritarian crackdown as in the case of  
informalisation of  labour in India, return 
to child labour in Pakistan and Nepal, and 
pauperisation of  peasantry and spatial 
inequity of  minorities in Bangladesh and 
Sri Lanka. 
There is increasing fundamentalism of  
various kinds coming out of  South Asia 
today that threatens the equal and peaceful 

coexistence of  so far excluded groups and 
minorities like women, informal labourers, 
Dalit and minority religious groups. This 
makes these groups more vulnerable 
to targeted violence and repression of  
fundamental rights. 

Broadly, the issues emerging at the national 
level in all the countries have to be situated 
in the context of  the weakening state 
and repression of  state equilibrium. We 
have come to observe citizens as not just 
refugees or asylum seekers but as ‘stateless’ 
individuals. Even in the sphere of  CSO 
activities, there is increasing scrutiny and 
repression that endangers the lives of  
activists through the encroachment on 
freedom of  speech and on the individual 
rights of  citizens (see chapter five for a 
detailed account of  this issue). All these 
developments are symptomatic of  a 
deeper malaise of  the changing structures 
of  state and its institutions and the ever-
dynamic democratic space of  political 
expression between two elections.
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Table 3.2: Social Protection Index Scores* in South Asian Countries

Country SPI score 
(2015) 

SP Expenditures 
as % of  GDP

Social 
Insurance

Social 
Assistance

Labour Market 
Programmes

Afghanistan 0.046 2.0 0.003 0.05 0.096
Bangladesh 0.043 1.4 0.02 0.038 0.164
Bhutan 0.036 1.2 0.025 0.055 0.001
India 0.051 1.7 0.019 0.044 0.25
Maldives 0.073 3.0 0.052 0.131 0.011
Nepal 0.068 2.1 0.098 0.055 0.014
Pakistan 0.047 1.3 0.104 0.017 0.012
Sri Lanka 0.121 3.2 0.227 0.036 0.037

Source: http://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/30293/social-protection-index.pdf

*The higher the index number better is the performance of  a country. The index has three components: Social Insurance, Social Assistance 
and labour Market Programmes

3.1 The Problem of  Dismantling 
Welfare

The dismantling of  social security net 
and welfare programmes is a common 
phenomenon in South Asia today. Public 
distribution of  food grains, employment 
benefits like minimum and equal wages and 
distinct working hours, public investment 
in primary and secondary education and 
health facilities suffer due to the pulling 
out of  public funding from these projects 
(see table 3.2 for a ranking of  South Asian 
countries based on expenditure on social 
protection). 

The problem with privatising public goods 
is that it beats the principle of  equity to 
cater to efficiency. Education in particular 
has been hit hard and most of  the 
‘quality’ educational institutions are under 
the private sector with state subsidies. 
These facilities become more expensive 
and exclusive in user-pay principle 
way of  accessing education. Primary 
investments that provide basic needs 
of  the population like health, security, 

education and employment rights have 
consistently been reduced as the private 
economies have grown in most South 
Asian countries in the last two decades. 
This trend contravenes the fundamental 
rights guaranteed to citizens, including the 
holistic interpretation of  the Right to Life 
principle that is at the heart of  substantive 
citizenship and human rights. This unequal 
distribution of  the benefits of  growth 
has only resulted in a slight enlargement 
of  middle class and upper middle class, 
benefitted multinational corporations that 
have transnational presence and economic 
interests in human and natural resources in 
many of  these countries. All these changes 
corroborate with the weakening of  the 
state and its sovereign power.

One of  the ways in which the weakening 
of  state interests is evident is in the 
remodeling of  welfare and social security 
provisions. There are two striking 
examples from India that has refashioned 
benefit transfer scheme into cash transfer 
and curtailed investment in employment 
guarantee scheme. There is a move by the 
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Government in India to replace the Public 
Distribution System (PDS) by a cash 
transfer system. The argument is that PDS 
is corrupt and inefficient. However, the 
two significant counter-arguments to the 
cash transfer system replacing the existing 
PDS is that cash transfers cannot guarantee 
that the purchasing power of  the money 
transferred can be adequate to buy food 
products, particularly in the context of  
high seasonal fluctuations in food prices 
and fears of  hoarding of  food stock; and 
that while food through PDS represents 
a secure access to food, control over 
cash is dependent on patriarchal family 
structures. A large scale survey of  1,200 
households across nine states in India 
by the Institute of  Economic Growth 
found 67.2 per cent of  the respondents 
preferring the PDS system, as against 
only 17.9 per cent respondents preferring 
the cash transfer system (Khera, 2013). 

The respondents had clearly articulated 
reasons that included doubts of  inflation 
neutralisation, greater security in access 
to food rather than cash, fear of  private 
sector manipulation including hoarding of  
food stocks, and higher transaction costs.

Second, the Indian Government has 
on various occasions sought to curtail 
investment in the Mahatma Gandhi 
National Rural Employment Guarantee 
Act (MGNREGA) programme, including 
restricting coverage under the programme. 
This will have an adverse impact on real 
wages in the rural sector. This will in 
turn act to further increase rural-urban 
migration. This is unfortunately in line with 
current mainstream economic thinking, 
which conflates development fully with 
industrial growth. This is what the industry 
wants, with its demand for an increasing 
reserve army of  urban labour that can 

Invisibility of  labour leads of  progressive erosion of  labour rights. An informal worker at this old age has to work hard 
for minimum earning to survive. A scene from Anarkali Bazar, Lahore, Pakistan. Photo credits : Khalid Mahmood
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support its agenda for informalisation 
of  employment relations, declining real 
wages, and increasing surplus extraction.

3.2 Informalising Labour

Dismantling of  welfare is closely related 
to the informalisation of  labour relations 
and the new forms of  coercion that 
forces people to accept conditions of  
bonded labour. Bonded labour conditions 
are prevalent in different countries of  
South Asia both in skilled job conditions 
and especially in semi-skilled job and 
agriculture related works. Where children, 
women or the arbitrarily labelled ‘lowest 
castes’ are involved, which is often the 
case, the coercion element is invisible. For 
example, the Haliya or ‘tiller’ system is 
an agricultural bonded labour practice in 
the far-western hills of  Nepal, where the 
practice was declared illegal and labourers 
were set free from their Haliya bondage 
system in 2008. Haliya bonded labourers, 
mostly Dalits (‘untouchables’), were 
indebted to their landlords and used to 
receive little or no pay in return for their 
agricultural and domestic works from their 
landlords. When they became ill or were 

unable to work, they were compelled to 
send a substitute to the landlord or face 
a deduction from their meagre wages. 
Since the agricultural work was generally 
seasonal, Haliya bonded labourers were 
usually allowed to migrate to India during 
the off-season where they worked to earn 
money to pay off  some of  their debts 
to the landlords. However, they were 
expected to be available during the rest of  
the year if  needed by the landlord. After 
a six-year long movement against labour 
exploitation and oppression, a five-point 
agreement was reached between a group 
of  agitating Haliyas and the government 
on 6 September 2008. Another case 
of  traditional bonded labour system is 
described in box 3.1.

Similarly, Haries (bonded agricultural 
workers and tenants) in Sindh province 
of  Pakistan are in a similar situation as the 
Haliya bonded labourers of  Nepal. Peshgi 
system (advance money) is a common 
practice in almost all brick kilns and it is 
spreading to other areas of  labour as well 
in Pakistan, a case that has been discussed 
in detail in the next chapter.

Box 3.1
Invisible and Bonded in Labour :  Case from Nepal

Kamaiya  (including Kamlari, unmarried bonded girl) is a traditional system of bonded Labour common 
in the western plains of Nepal affecting mostly the indigenous Tharu community. Although the system 
was abolished by law in 2002 and thousands of kamaiya bonded labourers were released, the practice 
has not fully been eliminated yet. Traditionally, an agricultural Labourer became bonded by a loan 
(saunki) given to them by their landlord at the beginning of their working relationship. The kamaiya 
would be unable to pay back the loan because they received little or no wages for their agriculture and 
domestic works; and because they were often compelled to borrow additional money from the landlord 
to cover expenses for food, medicines, and other unforeseen circumstances. Such loans were carried 
over generation to generations which created the compulsion of bondage among the kamaiya families. 
Despite its prohibition in law, in some parts of the country the Government’s action to identify, release 
and rehabilitate the bonded labourers has not reached those affected.

Source: SAAPE, 2016, Nepal Country Report
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Another manifestation of  change in labour 
relations is the increasing informalisation 
in specific industries. Informalisation 
as we discussed in chapter one is about 
contractualisation of  employer relations 
and reduction of  collective bargaining 
power. In the informal sector, spread of  
trade union membership is restricted mainly 
to some pockets and sectors, because of  
vulnerability of  the workforce and lack of  
a stable employer-employee relationship. 
In the construction industry for instance, 
the strongest trade unions are of  local 
construction workers in countries like India 
and Bangladesh, while there is no trade 
union at all in the construction industry in 
Pakistan and Afghanistan. The organised 
sector in construction and infrastructure 
development is often able to recruit 
groups of  migrant workers at lower wages 
than what local workers get. Unions of  
construction workers find it very difficult 
to organise the migrant workers in these 
large construction sites. This also makes 
industry-level regulation very difficult. 

The focus of  unions in the informal 
sector also is often on the state, and not 
on bargaining directly with employers. This 
often leads to weak regulatory structures. 
The case of  wages in the beedi (traditional 
cigarette) industry in West Bengal, India is an 
example of  weak regulation in the absence 
of  strong union collective bargaining 
presence. We see, therefore, that even 
though the Government of  India enacted 
the Unorganised Workers Social Security 
Act, with the Gazette Notification issues 
on 31 December 2008, many industries 
in the unorganised sector in various sub-
national governments across India are yet 
to implement the Act. In India, even in 
states that show better socio-economic 

indices, the problem of  job growth remains 
unfulfilled as part of  the growth agenda. 
To promote employment-based growth, 
especially a five-step approach of  training, 
financing, partnering with stakeholders, 
supporting programmes and intermediary 
assistance is required as is evident from 
previous studies on job-based growth 
model (Kuriakose and Joseph, 2015).

Besides informalisation and bondedness in 
the labour sector, the third consequence of  
dismantling welfare has manifested in the 
spatiality of  consequences. For example, 
the CHT area in Bangladesh is considered 
backward in development. While general 
social safety net programmes (SSNPs) 
such as different allowances, food transfer, 
conditional grant and loan are applicable 
for CHT areas, the special needs of  this 
region are yet to be conceived and reflected 
properly in the SSNP budget. Less than 
one per cent has been allocated in the 
current fiscal year’s budget (2015-16) in 
two projects which belong to the project 
titled ‘Food Assistance in Chittagong Hill 
Tracts Area’. Furthermore, caste based 
discrimination puts the vulnerable people 
in this region in a position of  double 
disadvantage. For example, caste-based 
discrimination is prevalent among Hindu 
and Muslim populations in Bangladesh. 
Dalit populations, estimated to be 6.5 
million, are caught in a vicious circle of  
poverty with extremely limited access to 
health services, education and jobs. Due 
to extreme poverty and marginalisation, 
they are confined to ‘colonies’ where the 
housing and sanitation are very poor. They 
work in some of  the lowest paid jobs in 
the service sector, such as street sweeping, 
cleaning, manual scavenging and burying 
the dead. A large number of  child workers 
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in Bangladesh are also Dalit. They are 
excluded largely from decent jobs, and 
have limited access to education and 
opportunities. They are hardly covered in 
mainstream social protection initiatives of  
the government.

Food insecurity is another dimension 
that has spatial and identity attributes. 
In Bangladesh, the areas in the northern 
part belong to the poorest settlement 
called Chars. Livelihood of  Chars is 
determined by the ‘mood of  the rivers’. 
Frequent floods and river erosion result 
in a loss of  assets, impede agricultural 
activities, hamper livestock, cause scarcity 
of  water and shortage of  fodder. The 
land of  Chars is used for purposes of  
settlement and cultivation. Control over 
and access to the natural resources of  the 
Chars, and especially the land, is critical to 
their livelihoods. This access to common 
property is a function of  government laws, 
policies and rules and of  local practice, 
social norms and social power. Within the 
Char lands, the dominant arrangement is 
private ownership of  land. Land tenure 
in unprotected mainland that has a long 
unbroken history of  ownership and use is 
not different from other mainland areas. 
Proximity to an eroding bank-line makes 
it difficult to sell land. Thousands of  
agricultural families in Kacha areas, around 
river Sindh, Pakistan are going through the 
same problems as of  the inhabitants of  
Char lands in Bangladesh.  

Since access to land is not equitable in 
Bangladesh, the landless population is on 
the rise due to recurrent natural disasters, 
and increasing urban unemployment. 
Crops are washed away within a few 
minutes despite preventive measures. The 

damage to crops exacerbates rural poverty, 
which influences norms, values, self-
esteem, honesty, dignity, social relations 
and social interaction. This vulnerability 
of  intangible assets reflects in different 
forms of  social, economic and cultural 
perspectives, which hampers upward 
social mobility for generations. 

3.3 Military Strengthening at the 
Expense of  Social Security

Finally, the decrease in welfare expenditure 
exists side-by-side with burgeoning 
defence expenditure. A striking case from 
Sri Lanka illustrates the phenomenon that 
is spreading across the region. In 2013, 
the Sri Lankan government allocated 290 
billion Sri Lankan rupees (USD 2.2 billion) 
to the combined defence and urban 
development ministry which proved to be 
the highest recorded military expenditure 
throughout the conflict that ended in 
2009. These increasing allocations for 
defence have caused a gradual decline of  
investments in the economic and social 
development of  people, who as a result 
are deeply entangled to the vicious poverty 
cycle of  rural Sri Lanka. For example, the 
government’s substantial allocation for 
military expenditure was made when the 
expected income alone was 1.3 trillion 
LKR, leaving a budget deficit of  1.2 billion 
LKR. Therefore, the austerity measures in 
the budget allocation for economic and 
social development intensified, amidst the 
growing opposition among workers, the 
rural poor and youth. 

Under the previous government led by 
Mahinda Rajapaksa, the Ministry of  
Defence became the most powerful entity 
of  the government, taking charge of  urban 
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development, monitoring of  civil society 
organisations and several other areas which 
were not directly linked to their mandate. 
The use of  security forces to acquire land 
from the urban poor in Colombo for city 
beautification projects is a good example 
of  how the militarisation of  society has 
resulted in the violation of  economic 
rights of  the people. Intimidation and 
surveillance of  civil society groups and 
human rights activists who were working 
on economic rights of  the people was a 
common feature in society throughout the 
years of  conflict. Some of  these trends 
have not yet been changed even after 
change of  government in 2015. The case 
of  India and Pakistan’s increase in military 
budget also tells a similar story.

3.4	 Rising Fundamentalism

Neo-liberal policies have ever led 
to uneven and unequal economic 
development. The case of  Maldives is 
illustrative in understanding how the 
ineptitude of  the state to deal with civic 
problems is translated into identity politics 
leading to radicalisation and politicisation 
of  religion. The rapid urbanisation of  the 
capital of  Maldives, Male city, together 

with overcrowding and congestion, has 
given rise to various social and economic 
problems, leading to an overall decline 
in the quality of  life and living standards 
in the last two decades. The problem of  
underdevelopment of  atolls and islands, 
which has seen a steady depletion of  
its population through the decades, is 
also closely intertwined with the effects 
of  migration. In 2009, the first formal 
organisations – namely Jamait-ul-Salaf  
and the Islamic Foundation of  Maldives 
(IFM) – were established. Through social 
outreach programmes, these organisations 
have been able to amass a significant 
audience, including Maldivian emigrants 
and students living abroad. Radicalisation 
and Islamisation of  gang members and 
prison inmates are attributed to the 
increasing violent attacks on perceived 
secular activists. High profile cases, such 
as the murder of  MP Afrasheem in 2012, 
abduction of  journalist Rilwan Ahmed 
Abdulla in 2014, threats on bloggers calling 
for tolerance of  homosexuals are allegedly 
some of  the notorious operations of  
radicalised gang members. A similar case 
of  repression from Sri Lanka is given in 
box 3.2.

Box 3.2
Repressive State and Democratic Protests : A Case from Sri Lanka

Three  years ago, on 01 August 2013, violence erupted when residents of Rathupaswala staged a 
protest demanding access to clean drinking water. Thousands of villages in Weliweriya, were demanding 
justice as a factory in the vicinity was contaminating drinking water by discharging chemical waste to 
water ways. The government deployed military forces to force people to retreat which resulted in a 
clash between the civilians and the army. The military’s attack led to the death of three civilians leaving 
many injured. Who can order the military and police to open fire at a group of civilians except the 
government and high State authorities? The severity of Sri Lanka’s transformation into a militarised 
State was made evident. The then government effortlessly displaced the country’s Rule of Law and 
inflicted violence to curb and seize civic rights.

Source: SAAPE, 2016, Sri Lanka Country Report 
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In the wake of  coming to power of  
the Hindu right-wing political party at 
the Centre, India has also witnessed a 
vitiation of  atmosphere against minority 
groups. Minority communities, particularly 
Muslims have been subjected to various 
forms of  violence and their fundamental 
rights have been violated repeatedly. The 
riots in Muzaffarnagar are a case in point. 
Riots broke out in 2013 and again in 2015 
and the role of  political parties and the 
media in the violence has been clearly 
indicated in the report submitted to the 
Uttar Pradesh legislature (SAAPE, 2016, 
India Country Report). Whenever and 
wherever fundamentalism prevails, the 
first to be affected are women – directly 
in the context of  violence that ensues as 
survivors of  sexual violence and indirectly 
through the loss of  their family and their 
meagre property. This has happened time 
and again since the creation of  independent 
India on 15 August, 1947. Therefore, 
the current political environment of  
intolerance is a cause for worry and 
anxiety for many. Fundamentalist political 
parties and governments tamper with 
educational institutions and reformulating 
school text books as part of  their strategy 
to control the institutions responsible for 
imparting ideas and the space for thinking 
to establish a society that will strengthen 
male privilege and marginalise women and 
minority communities. 

Pakistan and Afghanistan have been 
especially subjected to the rise of  religious 
fundamentalism. Religious fanatic groups 
were promoted by the state in the past 
and have become a serious challenge 
now to all the democratic institutions 
and society in general. Terrorism, in the 
shape of  suicidal attacks, bomb blasts, 

target killings and indiscriminate firing on 
crowds has become a norm in both these 
countries. The society lives in fear most 
of  the time. It has devastating effects on 
the psychology of  the masses. Insecurity 
of  the masses has emboldened the state to 
opt for draconian laws to end terrorism, 
often used against mass movements of  the 
workers, peasants and progressive national 
movements. 

3.5 Corruption of  Public Institutions

Corruption of  public institutions 
brought about through the degradation 
of  governance in the South Asian region 
is particularly pronounced in two very 
different contexts- the case of  the abuse 
and misappropriation of  international 
aid and international investment, and the 
corruption of  domestic funds. Opening 
up of  economies and aid in conflict 
areas have attracted a lot of  financial 
investments in these economies. In a 
regulatory environment that is nascent 
and not sophisticated to comprehend the 
complexities of  wealth trajectory, this has 
had disastrous effects. Inadvertently, this 
situation has facilitated the emergence 
of  an economic system based on mafia 
structures and patronages in some 
countries. In others, scams and nepotistic 
deals that were historic in scale and 
frequency have been unearthed. Both 
these situations have been harmful to 
the evolution of  democratic and public 
institutions. For example, corruption 
in usage of  aid donations has seriously 
thwarted the international community’s 
efforts to stabilise Afghanistan. More 
than 40 countries supported Afghanistan’s 
reconstruction, security and development 
during the Hamid Karzai administration 
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(2001-2014). As per Transparency 
International, UK and the US claimed 
more than USD 760 billion spending 
on Afghanistan’s war, which includes 
USD 104 billion for reconstruction from 
2001 to June, 2014. Unfortunately, the 

disappearance of  USD 1 billion in 2010 
from Kabul Bank, stolen by a group of  
corrupt businessmen and politicians, 
led  the IMF to suspend lending to 
Afghanistan. Box 3.3 describes a typical 
case of  corruption of  public institutions.

The industries with their demand for an increasing reserve army of  urban labour have adversely affected employment 
and productivity in the rural sector. Photo credits: Khalid Mahmood

Box 3.3 
Corruption and Deal Making: Ariana Trading, Balkh Province, Afghanistan

Ariana  Trading imports flour, oil and other cooking materials from Central Asia to Afghanistan, and 
exports raisins and herbs to Central Asia and Europe. The company employs 26 people in its export and 
import business. In the last half of 2014, Ariana exported 500 tons of semi- processed raisins through 
Hairatan and Aqina. For Ariana Trading, corruption at border crossing points, particularly at eastern and 
southern borders with Pakistan, made market competition difficult. A recent survey of traders showed 
that with the exception of Kabul, corruption was a major issue at all entry points into Afghanistan, 
with Aqina, Spin Boldak, Hairatan, Miran Shah and Torghandi reported as corrupt by over 75 % of 
respondents in a survey. Ariana and several other Balkh traders used to import Malaysian vegetable 
oil through Hairatan and sell it throughout the country. Cooking oil from Malaysia is considered to be 
of high quality in Afghanistan. However, the largely impoverished nation also demands low prices. In the 
past two years, Kandahari businessmen have imported the same Malaysian oil through Pakistan. With 
corruption prevalent at the Pakistani border crossings, southern traders end up paying less custom 
duty when they import through Spin Boldak. Kandahari traders end up providing the same Malaysian 
vegetable oil at much cheaper rates than Ariana Trading and other Balkh business. As a result, Balkh 
businesses have completely stopped importing vegetable oil. (Mashal, Small and Medium Enterprises 
Development and Regional trade in Afghanistan, 2014).

 Source: SAAPE, 2016, Afghanistan Country Report
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Weakening of  formal and informal 
institutions seriously affects dispute 
resolution, conflict management and other 
day-to-day activities of  people. Population 
growth, rapid urbanisation, displacement 
and resettlement, and rising land value 
have increased competition for land in 
almost all countries. Widespread poverty 
and scarcity of  productive land resources 
generate intense competition among 
communities, ethnicities and tribes for 
land and resources. Disputes over access to 
land and water are major sources of  inter-
communal and intra-communal conflicts 
and can have violent ramifications. These 
dynamics are worsened by historically 
unjust land distribution, periodic forced 
redistribution and resettlement of  groups 
from particular ethnicities for garnering 
political control. When disputes over 
land resources arise, both parties prefer 
to consult informal rather than formal 
institutions for resolution. But, both the 
formal and informal mechanisms of  land 
conflict resolution and enforcement are 
weak in most countries these days, notably 
in Pakistan and Sri Lanka. Community 
based institutions who have historically 
resolved land disputes seem powerless 
today as two decades of  conflict and 
instability have significantly weakened 
community social structures. 

Daily armed struggles are also proliferating 
as alternative sources of  livelihoods in 
some countries like Pakistan. Poverty 
and unemployment are major causes 
of  conflict in Pakistan. Unfavourable 
market opportunities have forced people 
to participate in insurgent activities to 
make a living. Joining criminal elements or 
undertaking other illegal activities, such as 
drug production and trafficking, are often 

more lucrative and yield immediate returns 
than struggling at the farm or working in 
the informal sector for low wages. For 
example, some Kuchi youth in the south-
eastern province of  Khost reported that 
they earned between Pakistan Rs.1,000 
and 5,000 (about USD 16 to 80) by 
planting road mines, while a fortunate 
daily labourer earns a maximum of  USD 
4 a day. Revenge and rivalry are amongst 
other factors explaining the interests of  
some who participate directly in the armed 
conflicts. 

The significant levels of  poppy cultivation 
and illegal trafficking of  opiates 
have created multiple challenges for 
Afghanistan, which has constantly fuelled 
instability, insurgency and extremist 
activities, and drug consumption (see 
Chapter Four for a detailed account). It 
has also made some rural communities 
economically dependent on the illegal 
markets. This prevents the implementation 
of  sustainable social and economic 
development plans. Many Afghans 
depend on the opium economy and are 
engaged in its cultivation, processing and 
marketing. The combination of  insecurity, 
underdevelopment, weak governance, 
and illicit drug production and use has 
created a highly unstable environment 
in many communities. The void created 
by a dysfunctional state and widespread 
corruption of  its institutions is one of  the 
reasons for this situation.

3.6 Violence Against Women and 
Minorities
A weak state also perpetuates violence 
against its own citizens, especially against 
women and minority groups. Across South 
Asia, minorities are predominantly drawn 
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through the identities of  gender, caste, 
religion, ethnicity or language. Women, 
persons who identify as transgender, so-
called lower castes, and non-majority 
religions or ethnicities are marginalised 
and subject to violence and vulnerabilities 
that require special attention. 

Gender-based violence persist in its 
most draconian forms across South 
Asia. Despite a century long struggle, 
constitutional guarantees and new social 
movements, the patriarchal mindset 
oppresses all genders that are not male 
(see table 3.3). Prevalence of  physical and 
sexual violence is highest in Bangladesh 
among the countries of  South Asia.

The constitution of  Bangladesh guarantees 
equal rights for both men and women 
in all spheres of  state and public life. 
However, violence against women and girl 
children is manifested in different forms 
of  sexual violence including rape and 
eve-teasing; discrimination and violence 
based on ethnicity, religion, caste, small 
ethnic status, disability or work; dowry-

related violence; sexual harassment; 
forced and/or early marriages; acid 
attacks; psychological violence in 
custodial settings; domestic violence 
by the household members; economic 
exploitation and cross-border trafficking. 
The majority of  abused women never 
seek help from law-enforcing agencies 
(UNECE, 2010).Violence against women 
and girls (VAW/G) remains widespread 
due also to administrative failure, lack of  
social resistance and proper awareness 
and training for resistance. Moreover, 
social attitude, traditional culture and 
behavioural norms are responsible for this 
widespread phenomenon in the country. 
Bhutan Multiple Survey 2010 highlighted 
that about 70 per cent of  women said that 
they deserved beating if  they neglected 
their children, argued with their partners, 
refused sex or spoiled meals (see table 
3.4). The high level of  acceptance by 
women on male supremacy in Bhutan is 
institutionalised by superstitions, culture, 
custom and ignorance. The Citizenship 
law is still discriminatory to the female- 
the other half  of  the population.

Table 3.3: Incidence of  Violence Against Women in South Asia

Country Prevalence of  Physical Violence 
against women (%)

Prevalence of  Sexual Violence 
against women (%)

Lifetime Last 12 months Lifetime Last 12 months
Afghanistan -- -- -- --
Bangladesh (2011) 64.6 46.4 36.5 24.1
Bhutan -- -- -- --
India (2005-06) 35.1 21.4 10.0 7.2
Maldives (2006) 17.9 5.7 6.7 2.0
Nepal (2011) 23.1 10.4 14.3 7.7
Pakistan (2012-13) 26.8 18.0 -- --
Sri Lanka -- -- -- --

Source: United Nations, 2015. The World’s Women 2015: Trends and Statistics. New York: United Nations, Department of  
Economic and Social Affairs, Statistics Division. Sales No. E.15.XVII.8, Statistical Annex
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Table 3.4: Perception of  Domestic Violence Among Women

Country
Burns 

the food 
(%)

Argues 
with 

husband 
(%)

Goes out 
without 

telling him 
(%)

Neglects 
the 

children 
(%)

Refuses to 
have sex 
with him 

(%)

Any of  the 
above (%)

Afghanistan (2010-11) 31.2 76.2 78.4 60.7 46.2 90.2
Bangladesh (2011) 4.1 22.4 17.3 18.8 8.1 32.5
Bhutan (2010) 23.0 39.5 39.7 54.5 24.8 68.4
India (2005-06) 20.4 30.3 29.0 34.7 14.1 54.4
Maldives (2009) 6.3 17.0 13.0 18.2 19.3 30.8
Nepal (2010) 5.9 19.4 25.9 40.6 2.4 47.5
Pakistan (2012-13) 18.4 33.7 29.6 31.1 30.6 42.5
Sri Lanka (2006-07) 17.8 41.0 35.0 41.8 20.6 53.2

Source: United Nations, 2015. The World's Women 2015: Trends and Statistics. New York: United Nations, Department of  
Economic and Social Affairs, Statistics Division. Sales No. E.15.XVII.8, Statistical Annex

Certain countries in the region have 
problems with gender parity at the level 
of  framing of  law. The 1985 Citizenship 
Act of  Bhutan retains the gender 
discriminatory clauses of  an erstwhile era. 
The clauses in the 1958 Citizenship Law, 
and the subsequent amendment in 1977, 
deprived Bhutanese citizenship to children 
born from non-Bhutanese spouses. 
Though spouses were given a route 
of  citizenship through naturalisation, 
children born from such marriages were 
discriminated. The significant and notable 
clause in the 1985 Citizenship Act was the 
domiciled cut-off  year. 

Discriminatory laws, slow legal processes, 
and the persistence of  patriarchal ideology 
delay and disallow victims of  gender 
based violence (GBV) in Nepal to obtain 
justice. Men and women are still not equal 
in the eyes of  Nepali legal institutions, 
notwithstanding improvements in the 
relevant laws in recent days. Women feel 
that most men in legal agencies, political 
parties and civil societies have negative 

In 2015, the Afghanistan Independent 
Human Rights Commission (AIHRC) 
released a report noting 92 cases of  honour 
killings from March 2014 to March 2015. 
Following a visit in November 2014, the UN 
Special Rapporteur on Violence Against 
Women stated that women perceived 
the formal justice system as inaccessible 
and corrupt, especially on issues related 
to women’s rights, and therefore they 
frequently opted for mediation. In other 
words, VAW/G occurs at the family, 
community, public and marketplace, 
workplace, educational institutions and the 
state machinery at large.

Afghan society continues to perceive 
homosexuality as a social taboo, and 
Afghan law concretises this through the   
criminalisation of  consensual same-sex 
sexual conduct. Afghan NGOs report 
that in Afghanistan, gay men are regularly 
arrested, detained, robbed and raped by 
the police. The law does not prohibit 
discrimination or harassment based on 
sexual orientation or gender identity. 
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attitudes concerning women who demand 
their rights. The overwhelming presence 
of  men in legal institutions, most of  
them with the traditional concepts of  
masculinity, is one of  the major factors 
why women are hesitant about reporting 
cases of  GBV.

The government has taken steps to 
combat gender based violence. Nepal now 
has a Domestic Violence Act, government 
funding for programmes to address gender 
based violence, and a telephone hotline 
for survivors to register complaints. The 
government has also established guidelines 
for Hospital Based One-stop Crisis 
Management Centres in several districts, 
which enable women to report violence 
and seek treatment at the same facility. 
However, women from poor Dalit families 
and other minority groups, especially from 
remote rural areas of  Nepal, continue to 
suffer.

Another area that concerns any debate on 
gender parity is inheritance and succession 
(see table 3.5 for Gender Inequality Scores 
of  South Asian countries). For example, 
in Nepal, though the constitution has 
provided equal property rights to sons 
and daughters, in practice, women 
are deprived of  enjoying the rights 
provided by the constitution. However, 
the new constitution is yet to come into 
full implementation. Lack of  general 
awareness among women, limited support 
to women from existing institutions to 
enjoy their rights, limited access to means 
of  production especially land, factories, 
capital and public properties, lack of  
access to education and services, and very 
low participation of  women in decision-
making processes are related to poverty. 

Only changes to the economic, political, 
social and cultural status of  women is likely 
to increase women’s access to decision-
making and livelihoods opportunities. 

Table 3.5: Comparing Gender Equality 
and Human Development

Country GII rank 
(2014)

HDI rank 
(2014)

Afghanistan 171 152
Bangladesh 111 142
Bhutan 97 132
India 130 130
Maldives 49 104
Nepal 108 145
Pakistan 121 147
Sri Lanka 72 73

Source: UNDP, 2015, Human Development Report

According to the UN Status of  Women 
Report (UN Women, 2015), the situation 
in Pakistan is not dissimilar. ‘Pakistan 
has adopted several key international 
commitments to gender equality and 
women’s human rights - the Beijing 
Platform for Action, the Convention 
on the Elimination of  all forms of  
Discrimination Against Women, 
the Millennium Declaration and the 
Millennium Development Goals. Despite 
these commitments, Pakistan’s ranking 
for gender equality remains one of  the 
lowest in the world (UN Women, 2015). 
The Report points out that, ‘Pakistan 
has suffered several major humanitarian 
crises one after another in the past 10 
years since 2005, which adversely affected 
the overall development works including 
women’s economic opportunities and 
participation in earning and livelihoods 
activities, because of  the temporary as 
well as permanent damage to physical and 



63

natural livelihoods sources. Crises are seen 
as leading to poverty; conversely poverty is 
perceived as one of  the underlying reasons 
of  conflict, especially by women. The 
crises range from natural calamities, e.g., 
earthquake, floods and drought to human-
made disasters and protracted or complex 
emergency destructions, e.g., resistance 
and security operations.’ (Ibid.)

Added to the host of  social constraints, 
women face immense difficulty getting 
registered in conflict situation. As a 
displaced person, they often do not 
possess a Computerised National Identify 
Card (CNIC). Female headed families 
are more than two times as likely to not 
have a CNIC in countries like Pakistan. 
Non-registration and not having a CNIC 
poses problems for accessing relief  since 
formal arrangements to receive shelter, 
food supplies and relief  packages requires 
CNIC for identification (UN Women, 
2016).

Table 3.6 compares South Asian countries 
based on women’s representation 
in the political spheres and literacy 
rates. Unsurprisingly, Nepal, that 
constitutionally mandates gender parity 
in political representation has one of  the 
better scores. Similarly, in terms of  female 
literacy rates, Sri Lanka and Maldives have 
spent extensively in primary and secondary 
education through public expenditure, so 
they are performing  better than other 
South Asian countries on those indicators.

Statistically, Sri Lankan girls are equally 
or more likely to complete their primary 
and secondary education than Sri Lankan 
boys. However, women face difficulties in 
the labour markets. Overall, women have 
limited participation in the labour markets, 
and relatively lower wages leaving a higher 
unemployment rate among women in 
Sri Lanka. In accordance with UNDP 
Human Development Index records of  

People are forced to rearrange their economic priorities, shifting a portion of  their budget to flood coping leading to a 
situation where the poor people are exposed to difficulties in many aspects of  their daily lives. A scene from Bangladesh.  
Photo credits: Unnayan Shamannay
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2008, the Gender Empowerment Measure 
(GEM) ranks Sri Lanka at 100 out of  
108 countries in the GEM index with 
a value of  0.371 (0.274 in 2000). This 
reflects the inequalities in current state 
policies, patriarchal laws and development 
approaches. 

Women’s role in reducing poverty and food 
insecurity is increasingly being incorporated 
into the development discourses of  South 
Asian countries. The involvement of  
women in the local agricultural sector 
cannot be estimated just by distinguishing 
if  they are mainstream farmers as they 
provide significant contributions to 
farming activities through informal modes 

of  labour. These contributions are often 
discounted, leaving the role of  female 
food producers unacknowledged in state 
policies and development mechanisms. 
Looking at ground level realities the labour 
wages of  women in agriculture remain 
significantly low as well. Increasingly, 
women are moving away from agriculture, 
and this has a two-pronged social and 
economic impacts. First, the more women 
move away from agriculture, the more 
the country’s food security is imperilled 
starting from household level to national 
level. Second, most women move away 
from farms to seek opportunities in the 
informal sector, which again makes them 
vulnerable to exploitation and low wages. 

Table 3.6: Comparison of  Women’s Literacy and Share in Parliaments

Country
Share of  seats in 

Parliament (% held by 
women) 2014

Adult literacy rate, 
population 15+ years, 

both sexes (%)

Literacy rate, adult female 
(% of  females aged 15 and 

above)
Afghanistan 27.6 31.7 (2011) 17.6 (2011)
Bangladesh 20 59.7 (2013) 56.2 (2013)
Bhutan 8.3 52.8 (2005) 38.7 (2005)
India 12.2 69.3 (2011) 59.3 (2011)
Maldives 5.9 98.4 (2006) 98.4 (2006)
Nepal 29.5 59.6 (2011) 48.8 (2011)
Pakistan 19.7 56.8 (2012) 43.1 (2012)
Sri Lanka 5.8 91.2 (2010) 89.9 (2010)

Source: http://hdr.undp.org/en/composite/GII 
http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SE.ADT.LITR.FE.ZS

Beyond issues of  identification and 
livelihoods, one-size-fits-all policies to 
redress gender problems are problematic. 
In Sri Lanka, there are more than 40,000 
women-headed households that are facing 
extreme economic hardships. The one-
size-fits-all post-conflict development 
policies of  the state have left women 
headed households further vulnerable 
to the harsh circumstances of  poverty. 
The circumstances of  these women in 

war-affected areas have been worsened 
by the patriarchal context and state 
actions towards ‘reconstruction’. Women 
continue to face challenges in entering 
markets, engaging in livelihoods activities 
to support their families, and claiming 
ownership of  land. Further, they are also 
discriminated across the lines of  class 
and caste, which worsens their struggle in 
overcoming poverty and supporting their 
families.
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3.7 The Problem of  Statelessness

Minorities of  religious, ethnic and 
linguistic kinds also suffer state repression 
in a targeted manner. Several CSOs 
report that officers from Hazara Afghan 
National Security Forces (ANSF) are more 
likely to be posted to insecure areas of  the 
country than non-Hazara officers. Due 
to this, multiple kidnappings of  Hazara 
individuals were reported in several 
provinces, including Ghazni, Zabul, 
and Baghlan in the past. The abductors 
had reportedly shot or beheaded the 
kidnapping victims. In February 2015, 
unidentified gunmen abducted 31 Hazara 
men from a bus in Zabul Province. The 
abductors released 19 of  them in May 
2015 and eight others in November. Four 
of  the hostages remained unaccounted 
at end of  the year. Sikhs and Hindus also 
continued to face discrimination, unequal 
access to government jobs and harassment 

in schools, as well as verbal and physical 
abuse in public places. There have also been 
few reports of  discrimination directed 
against Ismailis in the past two years. In 
Bangladesh, ethnic minorities often report 
fabricated charges, extrajudicial killings, 
torture and physical assault, property 
damage and loot. Ethnic minorities are 
most vulnerable to becoming refugees and 
stateless.

In the National Assembly discussion, 
the Government of  Bhutan started the 
resettlement of  northern Bhutanese in 
the land belonging to forcefully displaced 
people in 1993 from Southern Bhutan. 
The lands were initially gifted to landless 
people with former military background. 
The government wanted to prevent the 
lands from falling fallow. Those who 
received the ‘kidu’ lands were mandated 
to cultivate the land and failing to do so 
invited government’s punishment in form 

Intimidation and surveillance of  civil society groups and human rights activists who are working on economic rights 
of  the people was a common feature in society. Military and police forces always used to curb people’s resistance and 
demand for justice – Paanama, Ampara, Sri Lanka. Photo credits: www.vikalpa.org
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of  fine or confiscation of  land. Until 2004, 
the resettled northern Bhutanese were not 
allowed to build concrete houses. The 
government asked landless people to apply 
directly to the government for land. Over 
20,000 landless northern Bhutanese have 
now resettled in lands once belonging to 
refugees. Interestingly, no human rights 
organisations have been registered in 
Bhutan so far.

In Bhutan, there are many ‘stateless’ 
people created by the rigid citizenship 
law. Unofficial records say about 24,000 
Lhotshampa and 10,000 individuals from 
other communities are stateless and their 
applications for citizenship are awaiting 
Royal Prerogatives. The King has power 
to grant citizenship in his exercise of  royal 
prerogatives. Majority of  these stateless 
people are created by the discriminatory 
citizenship law. The children born from 
the Bhutanese woman marrying the 
foreigner husband does not get Bhutanese 
citizenship. They are issued special 
residence permit. Mothers of  the children 
born out of  wedlock have to reveal 
the identity of  fathers along with their 
citizenship details to the authority for the 
citizenship of  children. Fatherless children 
fall under stateless category.

There are vulnerabilities that people face 
through intersectionality of  two or more 
identities. A migrant woman worker, for 
example, suffers doubly at the hands of  
state than a male migrant in the informal 
sector. To point out a case, in 2014 the 
Government of  Nepal had announced a 
ban on domestic worker recruitment to 
Gulf  countries as they needed sometime 

to ensure a safe environment for over 
200,000 Nepali domestic workers 
working in the region. Similarly, the 
Nepali government had reduced the age 
restriction of  domestic labour migrant 
from 30 to 20, but individuals in the UAE 
who wish to hire a Nepali maid will now 
have to go through an agency, instead of  
contacting the country’s embassy in Abu 
Dhabi directly.

3.8 Confronting the State

The consequences of  a regulatory state 
have led to multiple national level issues 
that include breaking down of  welfare, 
deregulation of  labour, increasing 
repression and fundamentalism and 
violence against vulnerable groups of  
all kinds. Thomas Picketty (2014) offers 
an interesting analysis of  cross-country 
comparison in his work ‘Capitalism in the 
21st Century.’ He proposes that wealth 
grows faster than economic output. In 
other words, when economic growth is 
faster, the impact of  wealth is not felt per 
se. But in times of  sluggish growth and 
financial crises, the impact of  wealth is 
felt more. What this argument implies is 
that global wealth will make capital more 
dominant in the coming years. This has a 
consequence on the way we perceive growth 
and inequality. In a rapidly modernising 
world, the increasing importance of  
wealth gives rise to a neo-patrimonial 
capitalism where inheritance and initial 
endowment would begin to matter. The 
forces that work against such a world order 
could be rapid economic growth or the 
intervening state. Rapid economic growth 
is a product of  increasing demographic 
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dividend and technological progress that 
is difficult to come by. Intervening state 
implies a structure that relies on state-
led interventions to balance the growing 
inequality and political instability.

The emerging dilemmas that the state 
confronts are complex. On the one hand, 
the state’s priority of  welfare of  its citizens 
is being seriously threatened by increasing 
military spending and war posturing. The 
failure of  states to cater to basic demands 

of  citizens also leads to state repression 
and the scapegoating of  minorities for all 
problems. Polemic is drawn along the lines 
of  religion, caste, class and gender. Amidst 
this rhetoric, inequality and insecurity 
as lived experience is widening. Peaceful 
deliberation needs a renewed chance and 
space in South Asia. The focus of  the next 
chapter is the inter-country issues that 
require dialogues between the nations and 
interventions at the regional level.

Challenges to the Welfare State
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Migrations 
Keki N Daruwalla

that which doesn’t move
and pulsate is not time) –
if  you meditate on that scrap of  time, 
the mood turns pensive
like the monsoons
gathering in the skies
but not breaking. 

Mother used to ask, don’t you remember my 
mother? 
You’d be in the kitchen all the time
and run with the fries she ladled out, 
still sizzling on the plate. 
Don’t you remember her at all? 
Mother’s fallen face
would fall further
at my impassivity. 
Now my dreams ask me
If  I remember my mother
And I am not sure how I’ll handle that. 
Migrating across years is also difficult. 

© 2002, Keki Daruwalla 
From: The Map-maker 
Publisher: Ravi Dayal Publisher, Delhi, 2002 
ISBN: 81 7530 048 3

[Keki Daruwalla (1937-present) is a major Indian poet and short story writer in English. 
He is the recipient of  the Sahitya Akademi Award (1984) and the Commonwealth 
Poetry Prize (1987) for Asia. Daruwalla’s poetry retains certain strong distinguishing 
characteristics: an ironic stance, an evocation of  the multi-layered contradictory 
realities of  Indian life and a preoccupation with diverse cultural, historic and mythical 
landscapes. His major works include 12 books of  poetry and short stories and a novel 
For Pepper and Christ]

Migrations are always difficult: 
ask any drought, 
any plague; 
ask the year 1947. 
Ask the chronicles themselves: 
if  there had been no migrations
would there have been enough 
history to munch on? 

Going back in time is also tough. 
Ask anyone back-trekking to Sargodha
or Jhelum or Mianwali and they’ll tell you. 
New faces among old brick; 
politeness, sentiment, 
dripping from the lips of  strangers. 
This is still your house, Sir. 

And if  you meditate on time
that is no longer time –
(the past is frozen, it is stone, 
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Chapter Four: The Other Side of Growth

Overview

This chapter discusses the emerging inter-country issues of  trade, migration, environmental 
disasters and rising religious fundamentalism in South Asia. This is not to argue that these 
are the only problems spilling over the national boundaries. The grammar of  globalisation 
and neo-liberal policies and the structural adjustment they have induced have created 
a specific context in all South Asian countries. Not only the problems, but the origin 
of  the problems and the trajectory that they are taking resemble one another. People’s 
solidarity movements have never had an international context when such universal issues 
with rampant and long term consequences are present across borders of  countries that 
constitute South Asia. 

These issues that spill over national boundaries have two dimensions. The first one 
brings out the commonality of  experiences across the South Asian region in terms of  
experiences of  challenges and the state’s response to them. The second is that within the 
region, there is friction among the states in the international platforms even as people on 
all sides of  the border face similar problems as citizens. Beyond the state apparatus, there 
is an increasing space for civil society to highlight problems and brook roads of  peace 
and solidarity.

The Other Side of Growth
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Chapter Four 
The Other Side of Growth

For centuries, Afghans have migrated, both 
internally and across international borders, 
in response to crop failures, drought, violence, 
and in pursuit of  opportunities abroad. Cross 
border movements have long taken place between 
Afghanistan and neighbouring countries, 
specifically Pakistan and Iran. The driving factors 
of  migration in Afghanistan are highly complex. 
Insecurity continues to plague the country, with 
conflict-related civilian deaths escalating in 
2014 to record-high numbers… There is also a 
significant demographic and environmental aspect 
to Afghan migration, that include a rapidly 
growing population, the young Afghan population, 
high levels of  urbanisation, as well as a fragile 
physical environment..’

~ SAAPE, 2016, Afghanistan Country Report  

Globalisation is the international flow 
of  trade and capital, growing integration 
of  economic societies around the world 
through free movements of  goods, 
services, people and information across 
boundaries (SAAPE, 2016, Nepal 
Country Report). This process relies 
on three forces of  development - the 
role of  human migration, international 
trade, and rapid movements of  capital 
and integration of  financial markets. The 
aspects of  globalisation that South Asia 
has experienced since the 1980s has been 
the increasing degree of  openness with 
respect to international trade, international 
investment and international finance that 
was set in motion by neo-liberal policies. 
Economic liberalisation, the preliminary 
stage of  globalisation, refers to trade and 

market liberalisation whereas globalisation 
is related to open economy weakening 
the border wall; easing movement of  the 
factors of  production, goods, services, 
information and technology together 
with structural changes in production and 
employment according to the line and 
preference of  multinational companies 
(MNCs).

With the advent of  globalisation, the state’s 
role in the economy has substantially 
transformed into a regulatory agent of  
markets. This has created problems in 
the developing world while addressing 
their fundamental economic challenges 
such as massive poverty, increasing 
unemployment, multidimensional human 
deprivation, starvation, inequality and 
environmental degradations. By ultimately 
changing the economic structure of  the 
countries in general, and that of  the low-
income nations in particular, sovereign 
states are overwhelmingly placed under 
the umbrella of  a policy environment 
increasingly at the behest of  MNCs. 

In order to situate poverty and vulnerability 
in this context, it is necessary to realise why 
distributional aspects of  economic growth 
have been low or slow. The primary reason 
is slow economic progress in comparison 
to the projections of  growth. On one 
hand, low levels of  national income and 
low rates of  economic growth make it 
difficult to reduce poverty and improve 
living conditions. On the other hand, the 
profitability of  MNCs, which is the main 



71

purpose of  capitalist globalisation, has 
been at an unprecedented level. Inadequate 
domestic savings and investment, slow 
adoption of  productive technology, lack 

Table 4.1:  Growth Trends in South Asia 2014*

Country GDP growth 
rate (% )

Agriculture growth 
rate, value added 

(annual % growth) 

Industry, growth 
rate, value 

added  (annual %  
growth)

Services, growth 
rate, value added 

(annual % growth)

Afghanistan -0.3 1.0 1.3 1.8
Bangladesh 4.7 3.3 8.4 5.8
Bhutan 2.3 2.8 7.3 2.3
India 6.1 1.1 5.9 10.6
Maldives 5.3 -2.1 13.2 6.2
Nepal 3.7 4.7 2.7 6.1
Pakistan 2.1 2.1 5.8 4.3
Nepal 6.2 0.3 11.4 6.5

Source: Asian Development Bank, 2015, Asian Development Outlook
*All figures as % of  GDP

of  physical, human and social capital, in 
turn, have contributed to the low growth 
rates as observed in some countries (see 
table 4.1). 

Socio-economic development has also 
been hampered by the absence of  good 
governance, including accountability, Rule 
of  Law, participation in decision-making, 
conflict resolution and empowerment 
of  women (see table 4.2 for corruption 
perception index). 

Human and institutional capacities have 
been negatively affected by low education 
levels, inadequate nutrition outcomes, 
poor water and sanitation, high population 
growth, and poor health outcomes due in 
particular, to the high prevalence of  HIV/
AIDS, malaria, tuberculosis and other 
communicable diseases. Vulnerability to 
environmental shocks, including natural 
disasters and climate change, has led to 
the loss of  biological diversity, drought, 
desertification and rising sea levels (see 

table 4.3). Lack of  access to financial 
resources and high levels of  debt are 
additional challenges and burdens facing 
Least Developed Countries (LDCs).

Table 4.2: Corruption Perception 
Index, 2015

Country Rank
Afghanistan 166
Bangladesh 139
Bhutan 27
India 76
Maldives 95
Nepal 130
Pakistan 117
Sri Lanka 83

Source: http://www.transparency.org/cpi2015#results-table
Note: A country’s rank indicates its position relative to the other 

countries in the index. The 2015 index includes 168 
countries and territories

The Other Side of Growth
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Table 4.3: Worst Disasters in 2014 in South Asia by Death Toll Figures

Country Disaster type Date Killed per 
million Killed Total population

Nepal Landslides 02/08/2014 16.19 450 27,797,457
Afghanistan Floods 24/04/2014 14.11 431 30,551,674
Sri Lanka Landslides 29/10/2014 9.57 196 20,483,000
Nepal Floods 12/08/2014 7.81 217 27,797,457
Nepal Storms 14/10/2014 2.99 83 27,797,457
Afghanistan Floods 03/06/2014 2.65 81 30,551,674
Afghanistan Storms 01/02/2014 2.06 63 30,551,674
Pakistan Floods 01/09/2014 2.01 367 182,142,594
Sri Lanka Floods 01/12/2014 2.00 41 20,483,000
Sri Lanka Landslides 28/10/2014 1.86 38 20,483,000

Pakistan Extreme 
Temperatures 00/01/2014 1.36 248 182,142,594

Sri Lanka Floods 04/06/2014 1.32 27 20,483,000
Nepal Landslides 02/08/2014 0.65 18 27,797,457
Nepal Landslides 18/04/2014 0.58 16 27,797,457
Nepal Floods 01/07/2014 0.58 16 27,797,457

Source: EM-DAT: The OFDA/CRED International Disaster Database – www.emdat.be, 
UniversitéCatholique de Louvain, Brussels (Belgium)

It is in this context that this chapter discusses 
the emerging inter-country issues of  trade, 
migration, environmental disasters and 
rising religious fundamentalism in South 
Asia. This is not to argue that these are 
the only problems spilling over national 
boundaries. The grammar of  globalisation 
and neo-liberal policies and the structural 
adjustment they have induced have created 
a specific context in all South Asian 
countries. Not only the problems, but the 
origin of  the problems and the trajectory 
that they are taking resemble one another. 
Peoples’ solidarity movements have never 
had an international context where such 
universal issues with rampant and long-
term consequences are present across 
borders of  countries that constitute South 
Asia. 

4.1 Trade Imbalances

One of  the major implications of  
globalisation is flow of  foreign direct 
investment and establishment of  MNCs. 
Efforts compatible with globalisation 
have been made to attract foreign direct 
investment through liberal policies, with 
an incentive of  large and unprecedented 
profitability that gives top priority to 
privatisation in South Asia. The problems 
related with trade imbalances between 
countries have had negative consequences 
on not just imports and exports but also 
on domestic production (refer tables 4.4 
and 4.5).

International regimes like the World 
Trade Organisation (WTO) that favour 
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export restrictions, patent regimes of  a 
narrow kind and agreements on access to 
biodiversity, have commoditised entities 
that have been previously considered as 
common property by the local community. 
These agreements have in turn pauperised 
agriculture and informalised labour across 
many sectors. Skewed trade has deleterious 
effects on agriculture and food production, 
labour movement and livelihood, land 
and natural resource management and 
industrial production.

An example is the case of  Afghanistan 
where policy design has not paid heed to 
practical challenges of  implementation. In 
2009, the government with assistance from 
donors developed the National Agricultural 
Development Framework (NADF). 
This comprehensive plan of  the sector 
was structured around four key pillars: 
agricultural production and productivity, 
economic regeneration and natural 
resource management. Implementing 
NADF was challenging. Although the 
Ministry of  Agriculture, Irrigation, and 

All generations have to fight for their rights! Brick Kiln women workers participating in rally for implementation of  
minimum wage rates, Lahore, Pakistan. Photo credits: Khalid Mahmood

Livestock was the policy implementation 
organ, a large number of  sub-sector-
specific policies, laws, and strategies had 
to be developed. Many of  these have not 
moved beyond the draft stage. Even once 
they are adopted, serious concerns will 
remain about the institutional capacities 
of  the relevant public institutions as well 
as coordination issues to implement such 
a broad range of  interventions within any 
realistic time frame.

Table 4.4: Debt Service Ratio
(% of  exports of  goods and services) 

in South Asia- Trend
Country 2010 2014

Afghanistan 1.1 2.5
Bangladesh 2.9 2.6
Bhutan 32.7 26.8
India 4.3 7.5
Maldives 2.7 2.7
Nepal 11.5 3.6
Pakistan 18.5 27.7
Sri Lanka 16.7 --

Source: Asian Development Bank, 2015, Asian Development Outlook

The Other Side of Growth
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The case of  Nepal is plagued by a 
disjunction between legal provisions and 
policies and the ignorance by its people 
about the implications of  international 
agreements. After the restoration of  
multi-party democracy in 1990, reforms 
in the industrial sector to attract FDI 
were made. The Industrial Enterprises 
Act, 1992, The Foreign Investment and 
Technology Transfer Act, 1992, and 
Foreign Investment and One Window 
Policy, 1992 were brought to ease the 

process. However, due to ineffective service 
delivery, absence of  elected local bodies 
and reluctance of  local level authorities 
towards the issues of  people, specifically 
the marginalised communities, they have 
been deprived of  the government’s free 
services and entitlements. Citizens also 
lack information on these as well as basic 
provisions of  the recently promulgated 
constitution, though some initiatives from 
the government on constitution awareness 
have taken place at urban areas.

Table 4.5: Trade Balance Sheet of  South Asian Countries in 2014

Country

Central 
Govt 

Revenue % 
of  GDP

Central Govt 
Expenditure 
(% of  GDP)

Fiscal 
balance 

of  Central 
Government 
(% of  GDP)

Growth 
Rate of  

merchandise 
exports 
(%/yr)

Growth 
rate of  

merchandise 
Imports 
(%/yr)

Trade 
Balance 
(USD 

million)

Afghanistan 23.3 25.1 -1.8 3.0 -1.8 8,008
Bangladesh 11.6 16.0 -4.4 12.0 8.9 -6,806
Bhutan 29.7 33.8 -4.1 -2.0 -5.0 -365
India 21.2 27.1 -5.9 2.3 2.0 -137,571
Maldives 32.0 35.1 -3.2 -1.7 16.8 1,663
Nepal 20.8 20.9 -0.1 5.1 13.9 6,079
Pakistan 14.0 20.4 -6.3 1.1 3.7 16,555
Sri Lanka 14.2 19.4 -5.2 7.0 7.9 8,299

Source: Asian Development Bank, 2015, Asian Development Outlook

The problems of  sanctions and blockades 
among South Asian countries are other  
pressing problems. Although it has 
generally been successful to survive at 
reduced tariff  barriers and subsidies 
to comply with WTO commitments, 
agriculture is in great need of  public 
investment. The economic blockade 
imposed by India from 23 September 
2015 to 23 February 2016 at the Indo-
Nepal border led to severe difficulties for 
common people of  Nepal to maintain 
their normal lives. These acts of  collective 

punishment are deplorable and against the 
principles of  the South Asian Free Trade 
Area (SAFTA) agreed in 2004 and other 
agreements such as Indo-Nepal Treaty 
of  Peace and Friendship, 1950, Motor 
Vehicle Agreement among Bangladesh, 
Bhutan, India and Nepal (BBIN), 2015, 
Convention on Transit Trade of  Land-
locked States, 1965 and United Nations 
Convention on the Law of  the Sea. The 
problem of  balancing bilateral and group 
solidarity against international regime 
concerns all of  South Asia.
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South Asia deals with basic issues like 
large land holdings, not only in shape of  
state subsidies to the landless peasantry 
and small farmers but also in tackling the 
menace of  feudalism. Even in smaller and 
agricultural based economies like Nepal, 
agriculture as a means of  livelihood is 
declining rapidly because many young 
people leave the country every day to seek 
foreign employment in gulf  countries, 
Malaysia, Korea and other parts of  the 
world as migrant workers. Much of  the 
cultivable land remains uncultivated in the 
absence of  farm workers, leading to the 
import of  large amounts of  food grains 
from elsewhere. The neglected agricultural 
sector of  South Asia is closely connected 

to the changed international approach 
to agriculture at large.  The international 
regime is heading towards a corporate 
culture of  economy in agriculture. 
Corporate farming has been promoted in 
several South Asian countries where large 
tracts of  state and private land is being 
offered to rich farmers and transnational 
corporations. This, too, shifts the balance 
of  global production and distribution of  
food. Other reasons are associated with 
aggravated problems by climate change 
such as desertification, lack of  irrigation 
water, and fall of  productivity. Box 4.1 
presents the case of  pauperisation of  
farmers in Pakistan. 

Box 4.1 
Pauperisation of Small Farmers: The Case of Pakistan

Feudalism exists in Pakistan in several shapes and forms. Even state-feudalism exists in a contemporary 
form. Over 68000 acres of land in Punjab province of Pakistan is under public sector institutions 
mainly under Military Farms. The British during their colonial rule of 200 years established agriculture 
farms, dairy farms and horse-breeding farms for the needs of the army. After independence in 1947, 
this practice continued. The tenants on these farms were promised land rights by several successive 
military and civilian governments. 
Under Parvez Musharaf’s military regime from 1999 to 2009, several efforts were made to change 
the status of the tenants to that of lessee. Tenants have some heredity rights given to them by  the 
reformist government of Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto in the seventies. The tenants formed an organisation and 
fought successfully against these efforts to evacuate them of their land. The military regime then 
planned corporate farming on these land parcels. 
Under the present civilian government of Nawaz Sharif, a National Action Plan was envisaged to tackle 
the growing incident of terrorism by religious fundamentalists. The military still has unprecedented 
powers. However, the National Action Plan is now used against the tenants of Military Farms in Okara 
district, a case that is explained in the next chapter of this report. Most of the leadership of the 
tenant’s organisation are in jail, charged under anti-terrorism laws. Dozens of false and fabricated 
police cases have been registered against the leaders of tenants in efforts to repress their resistance 
against occupation of the land they were cultivating for over 100 years. The civilian government has 
kept a disturbing silence about all the gross violations of human rights and actions against the poor 
farmers of the district. 

Source: SAAPE, 2016, Pakistan Country Report 

The Other Side of Growth



South Asia and the Future of Pro-People Development: The Centrality of Social Justice and Equality76

The situation in Sri Lanka is not different. 
Less government support and market 
liberalization had a severe impact on 
the agriculture-based rural economy, 
putting the livelihoods of  more than 40 
per cent of  the country’s population in 
jeopardy. Small-scale food production 
was seen as unproductive and water, 
land and other resources used by them 
were acquired and handed over to larger-
scale private companies for industrial, 
agriculture, tourism and infrastructure 
development. Ignorance of  the small-
scale food production system does have 
a negative impact on the livelihoods 
of  rural communities. As explained in 
chapter one, more than 20 per cent of  
Sri Lankan children are still suffering 
from malnutrition and around half  of  the 
population in the country does not get the 
minimum daily dietary requirements.

The agricultural sector continues to be 
the largest source of  livelihoods and 
employment, particularly for more than 
half  the labouring poor within the country. 
However, the share of  agriculture in the 
GDP has been continuously declining 
(as discussed in table 4.1). Further, the 
terms of  trade and commercialisation 
of  agriculture have made agriculture an 
economic activity more precarious and 
risky. The issues surrounding migration 
discussed in the following sections of  this 
chapter can, therefore, no longer be taken 
casually. 

The trade imbalances are also connected 
to labour rights especially in the informal 
sector. States are continuously trying to 
enter favourable trade agreements with 
international regimes through bilateral and 
multilateral agreements (see box 4.2).

11	 Nepal has Trade Agreements with The Republic of  Bangladesh (1976), The Republic of  Bulgaria (1980), China (1981), the 
Czechoslovak Social Republic (1992) the Arab Republic of  Egypt (1975), the Republic of  India (1991), the Democratic 
People’s Republic of  Korea (1970), the Republic of  Korea (1971), Mongolia (1992), the Islamic Republic of  Pakistan (1982), 
the Republic of  Poland (1992), the Republic of  Romania (1984), The Democratic Social Republic of  Sri-Lanka (1979), the 
United Kingdom of  Great Britain and northern Ireland (1965), the United States of  America (1947), the Union of  Soviet 
Socialist Republics (1970) and the Socialist Federal Republic of  Yugoslavia (1965).

Box 4.2 
Trade Agreements and Domestic Interests: A Balancing Act?

The Case of Nepal

Since the early 1990s, Nepal has been committed to market-based reforms as a means to increase 
agricultural productivity and economic growth. However, Nepal is yet to obtain the benefits of 
sustainable growth in agricultural sector from increased market access under the WTO regime. 
On 23 April 2004, the Protocol was enforced and Nepal became the 147th member of the WTO. 
Prior to its accession to WTO, Nepal had signed bilateral trade treaties with 17 trading partners11. 
Since its accession to WTO, Nepal has been actively pursuing trade diversification and membership in 
other regional trade regimes in Asia, such as BIMSTEC and SAFTA. Nepal remains heavily reliant on 
bilateral agricultural trade with India, and its trading infrastructure remains very weak. Although it has 
generally been successful at reducing tariff barriers and subsidies to comply with WTO commitments, 
Nepal needs public investment in the agricultural sector to provide the basic conditions for private 
investment.

Source: SAAPE, 2016, Nepal Country Report
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Despite the large aggregate of  workers in 
the informal sector, such as employment 
in agriculture, domestic works, brick 
works, portering and various other small 
enterprises, the governments of  South 
Asia have made no comprehensive set of  
laws to govern and regulate these workers, 
to set the minimum wage standards 
and defend their social security. Poverty 
among workers engaged in the informal 
sector continues to persist. The informal 
sector workers have not been properly 
assisted with labour inspection. The 
local governments are not responsible 
for documenting and recording informal 
sector workers. The recently tabled civil 
code bill in Pakistan has not recognised 
the workers status for domestic workers 
and their standby hours, defining domestic 

workers as persons available for work 
twenty-four hours at the workplace. India 
has developed a framework for national 
policy for domestic labour that has 
welfare boards performing the tripartite 
function of  adjudication, education and 
dissemination of  social security (Kuriakose 
and Iyer, 2016).

A typical example of  an industry that 
has been drastically restructured through 
global capital is the garment industry. The 
garment sector is only one example of  
supply chains at national and global scales. 
The model of  outsourcing and supply 
chains is ideally suited to the needs of  
modern capital, allowing absolute surplus 
extraction at the bottom of  the supply 
chain (see box 4.3).

Box 4.3 
Informal Industry and Labour Rights: The Case of Garment Sector, India

Wages in the garment industry are primarily determined by the statutory Minimum Wage. Real wages 
for the decade 1991-92 to 2000-01 declined by 10 per cent. In contrast, for the decade from 2000-
01 to 2009-10, the wages rose in real terms by 21 per cent. For the six-year period 2009-10 to 
2015-16, the real wage increase was 37 per cent from INR 31.32 to INR 42.81 per day. The garment 
sector in Karnataka has a minimum wage 75 per cent higher than the minimum wage in garments in 
the neighbouringstate of Tamil Nadu. 
In 2009-10 to 2015-16,  the Garment and Textile Workers Union (GATWU) actively took up the issue 
of settling on  a  statutory minimum wage with the Karnataka High Court, and also campaigned to put 
pressure on brands in the global North. GATWU registered as a trade union under the Trade Union 
Act in 2006. With a membership of just around 9000 garment workers in a sector that employs an 
estimated 500,000 workers in and around Bangalore, the union was still able to make substantial real 
gains at the industry level, even when its ability to bargain at the factory and company level remained 
relatively limited. 
In the most recent example of trade union resistance, the garment sector, which primarily employs 
women workers was able to come out in strength on April 18-19th 2016, and bring the city of 
Bangalore and surrounding regions to a standstill. Significantly, the struggle was able to disrupt the 
other globally outsourced industry that Bangalore is more famous for – the IT sector. The protest 
forced the Union Government, no doubt influenced by protests from the IT sector against disruption 
of work, to withdraw proposed changes in the Employees Provident Fund Act that would have severely 
restricted the access of workers to premature withdrawal of their Provident Fund savings at times 
of urgent need. Trade unions like GATWU in the sector played a significant role in mobilising workers’ 
faith and confidence in collective action.

Source: SAAPE, 2016, India Country Report
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4.2 Environmental Disasters and 
Climate Change

The axis between climate change, natural 
disasters and poverty is complex and 
compellingly evident in South Asia. 
An increasing number of  people are 
suffering damage or loss to their property 
and, often, life. Increased incidences of  
cyclones, earth quakes, storm surges, 
floods and river bank erosion destroy and 
damage people’s property, including land, 
house, cattle, and other livelihood assets 
and living essentials. Frequent disasters 
increase damage and loss by many folds. 
Box 4.4 gives a number of  dimensions of  
loss and damage due to natural disasters in 
South Asia i.n recent years. 

The chances of  corruption in South Asia 
are exacerbated by a combination of  
factors, particularly the nexus of  high levels 
of  unemployment, illiteracy and inequality. 

Box 4.4 
Many Dimensions of Losses in Natural Disasters

•	 Loss of crop due to flood, storm surge, cyclone, and drought are increasing every year. Salinity 
and permanent inundation are limiting crop production.

•	 Reduced precipitation, prolonged dry season and drought are resulting in the scarcity of drinking 
water. Contamination of fresh water resources with saline water are reported in the coastal 
aquifer.

•	 Following climate change, river bank and costal erosions are increasing at an alarming rate. 
Salinity intrusion degrades coastal land resources, reducing crop and shrimp cultivation.

•	 Land loss and degradation, scarcity of water, floods, and other hazards reduce livelihood 
opportunities.

•	 Women and disadvantaged groups suffer more during disasters as they do not receive warning 
in time and have to take care of their children, the elderly and disabled.

•	 People are compelled to move from their land to other places and it raises conflicts over 
resources where they have moved. Most migrants end up in urban slums and there is evidence 
that this constant influx of people is contributing to rising crime and insecurity in urban areas.

•	 Loss of livelihoods reduces food and nutrition of the affected people and, consequently, they 
become vulnerable to various climate-sensitive diseases. In addition, poor people have no 
protection against heat and cold waves.

Source: SAAPE, 2016, Nepal Country Report

Many politicians do not have a source of  
regular income. The fact that they need 
to keep a large cadre base of  loyalists and 
organisations intact in a resource-scarce 
environment makes corruption a reality in 
the South Asian context. There is a trust 
deficit of  public offices where resources 
change hands frequently. Airport, customs 
offices, oil corporations, national airlines, 
and the home ministry are some of  the 
perceived ‘lucrative’ public offices. But 
this, by no means, is to say corruption is 
not prevalent in the private sector. A whole 
gamut of  examples that violates consumer 
norms and individual privacy rights crowd 
the cases of  cheating and intimidation by 
private companies. A delinquent system 
of  License Raj still permeates the natural 
resource sector with auctions turning into 
scams. Payments are slow and require 
greasing the system. Corruption is part 
and parcel of  the capitalist system at all 
levels as is experienced today.
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Institutions affected with corruption in 
turn affect policy implementation because 
of  resource scarcity and its distribution. 
One prominent example is in the case 
of  abolishing illegal activities like child 
labour and bonded labour, as in the case 
of  Nepal’s rehabilitation process after the 

2015 Earthquake and the resultant distress 
migration. To begin with, Nepal still 
accounts for 1.6 million children (between 
5-17 years) engaged in child labour. In 
Nepal, 621,000 children are estimated to 
be working in hazardous forms of  child 
labour. This is about 8 per cent of  child 
labour. 

Box 4.5 
Child Labour and Bondedness: A Product of Circumstances?

A Case from Pakistan
In Pakistan, the recently enacted, Punjab Prohibition of Child Labour at Brick Kilns Act 2016 suffers 
from some serious flaws. Obviously, the government is still determined to reject its obligation under 
the Convention on the Rights of the Child to treat all under-18 persons as children. While the ordinance 
which initiated the campaign against child labour at brick-kilns, held only the occupier (owner) liable to 
punishment if a child was found working at a brick-kiln, the Act makes the parent equally liable. This has 
been done to appease the brick-kiln owners who maintain that they do not like children to do labour, 
making parents the sole culprits. 
This must rank as one of the most bizarre strokes of legislations in the world. It is true that poor 
parents often put their little children to work and the Punjab Compulsory Primary Education Act 
1994 also penalises parents who do not send their children to school. But the new Act does not 
distinguish between a school and a brick-kiln. The owner of a brick-kiln is under no obligation to put a 
child to labour if his parent so desires. This attempt to minimise the employer’s culpability can only be 
deplored. In case some poor workers are ready to work for longer hours per week than is stipulated in 
the law, the employer alone is held responsible and not the workers. Powerful brick-kiln owners could 
exploit the dual liability rule to oppress hapless workers.
Besides, the new law rolls back to a greater extent than the ordinance had attempted the progress 
made over the past many years to rid brick-kiln workers of the practice of peshgi (loan against future 
wages), the foundation of the bonded labour system.
It may be pertinent to recall that the Supreme Court of Pakistan, in its landmark judgement of 1989, 
had said that the ‘peshgi system in future is to be discontinued’. However, it made an exception 
‘in proper cases’ and said that ‘if a valid agreement on this point is reached between a labourer 
and a brick-kiln owner, the latter shall give to the former an advance loan, which shall not be in any 
case more than seven days wages’. Parliament went a step further in 1992 when it banned peshgi 
altogether vide Section 4 (2) of the Bonded Labour System (Abolition) Act.
Although the Bonded Labour System (Abolition) Act, which was adopted by the Punjab government 
with minor amendments in 2012, overrides all other laws, the provincial ordinance of January 2016 
revived the system of peshgi and fixed its limit at ‘six times the wage of a worker for one wage period, 
if his wages are time-rated, and earned wages during one month, if his wages are piece-rated’. The 
difficulty caused by confusion in interpreting this provision has been met by fixing the peshgi limit now 
at Rs 50,000. This amount is much higher than the limit conceded by the Supreme Court ‘in proper 
cases’, and could push the debtor into bondage.

Source: http://www.dawn.com/news/1282778/a-flawed-child-Labour-law
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There is now an international commitment, 
including the one made by Nepal, to 
eliminate the worst forms of  child labour 
by 2016 and all forms of  child labour by 
2020. With the crippled economy as a result 
of  the earthquake of  April 2015, political 
agitations and economic blockades that 
followed, it will be extremely difficult 
for Nepal to meet this goal. Pakistan’s 
example in box 4.5 provides insight into 
the process of  confronting child labour 
and associated legal complications.

Another area that has exacerbated 
the impact of  natural disasters is the 
frustrations with the speed of  rehabilitation 
and rebuilding in disaster affected areas. 
In Nepal, it took nine months to set up 
a government mechanism to take charge 
of  earthquake recovery and rehabilitation 
activities. The National Reconstruction 
Authority (NRA), established in December 
2015 by the government, was charged 
with the authority to coordinate recovery 
efforts between various government and 
non-government organisations, as well 
as Nepal’s international development 
partners. A post-disaster recovery 
programme of  Nepal’s scale requires a 
firm commitment of  financial and human 
resources, as well as focused efforts to 
prioritize and sequence reconstruction 
over several years. The Government of  
Nepal, with support from the Global 
Facility for Disaster Reduction and 
Recovery, is attempting to articulate 
just that in the Post Disaster Recovery 
Framework (PDRF).  Going forward, the 
PDRF will be a common framework for 
all partners and stakeholders and will guide 
the planning, financing, implementation 
and monitoring of  recovery and 
reconstruction.

After the earthquake, the plight of  the 
people living in Kathmandu’s camps 
was further compounded by their low 
levels of  education and skills. Most are 
low-skilled workers who earn a living as 
housemaids or work in the construction 
sector, small hotels, catering, sweet shops, 
carpet factories, as carpenters, security 
personnel, street-food vendors and other 
similar enterprises. Even a month after the 
earthquake, their earning had not reached 
to the levels prior to the disaster. Those in 
the transportation sector were not earning 
enough to pay for vehicle renting and 
repair due to a decrease in the number of  
passengers, while those who ran their own 
small businesses could not attract enough 
customers to earn a decent income. Many 
respondents who participated in a survey, 
also worked as housemaids and lost their 
jobs, at least temporarily. They could not 
contact their employers to find out if  they 
could return to work later since many of  
their employers were living elsewhere. 
Although the demand for construction 
workers in Kathmandu has increased after 
the earthquake, workers have been hesitant 
to go back to work since that would 
involve working in damaged buildings that 
are at high risk of  collapsing. The situation 
of  those displaced due to the earthquake, 
which includes those from the 14 severely 
affected districts as well as those living in 
rented accommodations in Kathmandu 
and other urban centres is of  serious 
concern. Fear of  being evicted from their 
transitional shelters, finding suitable rented 
accommodation, and resuming their 
livelihoods, has become crucial for these 
households. In some instances, individuals 
and households in the severely affected 
districts have begun to consider migration 
as the only option for recovering from the 
ravages of  the earthquake. 
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Disasters have compounded the suffering of  South Asian people. Villagers in Bangladesh take shelter on hut tops as 
they await safety after floods. Photo credits: Unnayan Shamannay

The human and social consequences of  
natural disasters in Bangladesh have been 
similar to that of  Nepal. The intensification 
of  natural disasters has led to increased 
displacement and migration. The adverse 
consequences of  increased warming, 
climate variability and other effects of  
climate change on livelihoods, public 
health, food security and water availability 
are apparent in recent times. In addition 
to this, rising sea levels make coastal areas 
uninhabitable and competition over scarce 
natural resources is potentially leading to 
growing tensions, conflict and, in turn, 
displacement.

In most cases, the migrants are extremely 
poor. Their poverty is further intensified 
by impacts of  climate change, which mark 
the point of  their departure from the 
homeland where they leave behind their 

relatives, their connections and a past 
marked by frustrations and sufferings. 
But often, their future is gloomy, full of  
uncertainty and unpredictability. Climate 
change has increased poverty and worsened 
food security. Urban poverty will continue 
to increase if  environmentally displaced 
people keep moving into the slums of  the 
cities. This will continue creating pressure 
on scarce natural resources like land and 
water.

In May 2009, cyclone Aila hit the same 
southwest coastal zone areas in Bangladesh 
that were affected by the smaller cyclone 
Bijli in April 2009 and devastated by 
cyclone Sidrin in November 2007. Aila 
killed 193 people, but it displaced more 
than 297,000 and severely damaged 
livelihoods infrastructures, institutions, 
crops and cultivable land, causing a huge 
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influx of  saline water into agricultural 
land and fresh water areas. Many displaced 
people would have returned home if  given 
access to basic services such as fresh 
water and their preferred livelihoods. 
However, assessments more than two 
years after cyclone Aila suggest that most 
have been forced to migrate, particularly 
to urban areas, due to failed post-disaster 
recovery actions such as embankment 

reconstruction and provision of  basic 
services. Although social protection 
schemes ‘cash for work’ and ‘food for 
work’ initiated by the government and 
humanitarian organisations helped, the 
absence of  other social, economic and 
environmental support services forced 
those displaced by Aila to migrate, who are 
yet to return fully in their previous places.

Table 4.6:   Worst Disasters of  South Asia in 2014 

Country Disaster Types Occurrences Deaths Total Affected 
population

 Damage
(‘000 USD)

Afghanistn Flood 
Storm 

2 
1 

512
63

150,135
--

--
--

Bangladesh Flood 
Storm 

1 
2

59
20

2,800,447
5,262

160,000
--

India Extreme
temperature

Flood 
Landslide 

Storm 

2 

8 
1 
4 

40

586
209
84 

--

4,726,500 
--

931,564 

--

16,263,000
--

7,000,000

Nepal Flood
Landslide  

Storm 

3
3  
1 

241
484 
83 

30,679
184,894

175

--
--
--

Pakistan Extreme
temperature

Flood 
Storm 

1 

1 
1 

248

367 
16 

--

2,470,673 
82

18,000

--
2,000,000

Sri Lanka Drought 
Flood 

Landslide 

1
2 
3 

68 
241 

1,800,000 
1,204,029

730

25,000
--
--

Source: EM-DAT: The OFDA/CRED International Disaster Database – www.emdat.be, Université Catholique de Louvain, Brussels 
(Belgium)

Pakistan suffered catastrophic floods in 
2010, which inundated infrastructure 
spread over 100,000 sq. km and impacted 
over 20 million people. Pakistan since its 
inception in 1947, has experienced thirteen 
large scale floods; however the 2010 
floods were the worst in its history. United 
Nations Secretary-General Ban Ki-Moon 
highlighted the devastation caused by the 
2010 flood stating, ‘…In the past I have 

witnessed many natural disasters around 
the world, but nothing like this’ (Brooker, 
2011: 5). This flood, according to Ban 
Ki-Moon, was a ‘slow motion tsunami’. 
Studies indicate that ‘heavy rainfall, flash 
floods and riverine floods combined to 
create a moving body of  water equal in 
dimension to the land mass of  the United 
Kingdom’ (UNOCHA, 2010; World Bank, 
2011).
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The brutal impact of  floods destroyed 
the lives of  millions of  people living in 78 
out of  141 districts in Pakistan (Brooker, 
2011). The floods jolted the whole 
economy (Tahir et al., 2011) and people 
became homeless, lost their properties 
and instruments of  income generation 
and poverty level rose significantly. For 
instance, poverty levels in Punjab reached 
32.7 per cent after the 2010 floods as 
against 19.7 per cent before and in Khyber 
Pakhtunkhuwa, it rose to 33.2 per cent as 
against 19.4 per cent (World Bank, 2011). 
The worst hit were the poorest of  the poor 
as they mostly tend to reside in flood-
prone areas. A cross-country account of  
economic, human and social damage by 
natural disasters in 2014 is displayed in 
table 4.6.

Poverty can compel people to live and 
work in precarious locations due to which 
they become vulnerable to hazards (Davies 
and Hall, 1999). The major source of  
livelihood for most of  the flood affected 
populations was agriculture, which was 
devastated. Around 2.4 million hectares of  
cultivable land including standing crops, 
sugarcane, rice, maize and vegetables were 
badly damaged. An alarming issue was 
that more than 50 per cent of  the people 
engaged in non-agricultural livelihoods 
claimed that their businesses were ‘totally 
affected’ by the floods (Brooker, 2011). 
The floods caused total or partial damage 
to almost 1.6 million housing units and a 
total of  10,407 educational institutions in 
the country. Physical infrastructure was 
also marred by the floods and as estimates 
have indicated, 10 per cent of  the road 
network and 16 per cent of  the railways 
were damaged. The agriculture, livestock 

and fisheries sector suffered the highest 
damages, estimated at USD 5 billion.  

Developing countries continue to remain 
reactive in their approach rather than pro-
active in preparation for natural disasters 
even after repeated exposure to natural 
calamities and destruction of  thousands of  
human lives, property and infrastructure. 
Some countries have established 
organisations such as National Disaster 
Management Authority (NDMA) and 
Provincial Disaster Management Authority 
(PDMA) in Pakistan, but they still function 
at an embryonic stage, without adequate 
technical expertise and know-how. They 
badly lack necessary equipment, technical 
facilities and necessary training to face 
natural disasters.

4.3 Migration

Bhutan’s case of  migration and refugees 
has taken a different direction in the 
past few years. Foremost, none of  the 
countries from South Asia have signed the 
1951 Refugee Convention and the 1967 
Refugee Protocol that ensures refugee 
protection. However, this has not deterred 
India, Nepal, Pakistan and Sri Lanka from 
offering asylum to a considerable number 
of  refugees. The UNHCR along with eight 
countries (US, England, Denmark, Canada, 
Norway, New Zealand, the Netherlands 
and Australia) recently completed Third 
Country Resettlement of  above 100,000 
refugees originated from Bhutan and 
staying in Nepal. As a result, over a 
hundred thousand Bhutanese refugees 
have resettled in eight countries so far.

The crisis in Bhutan took a serious turn 
with the state policy of  ethnic cleansing 
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of  the people of  Nepali origin, who had 
been living in the country for generations. 
They had been denied all forms of  civil 
rights, not only citizenship, but also the 
right to live in Bhutan. This led to a large-
scale eviction and involuntary migration 
and many of  them have spent years in 
refugee camps, located mainly in eastern 
Nepal. This unmasks the ugly face of  
the state-sponsored theory of  the Gross 
National Happiness (GNH) that glorifies 
development with social cohesion of  
the majority ethnic community at the 
cost of  disfranchising a sizable minority 
community.

The conflict began in the 1980s targeting 
the Lhotshampas, the people of  Nepali 
origin, who had settled in the southern 
region of  Bhutan and had garnered 
influence. With a series of  law reforms and 
draconian policies like ‘One nation, One 
people’, their citizenship was effectively 
nullified. These measures were introduced 
with retrospective effects. Their unique 
cultural identity and language were made 
illegal and there was backlash against those 
who protested. Having been declared anti-
nationals, thousands were expelled from 
the country. The conditions for those 
desiring citizenship were almost impossible 
to meet. As a result, a mass exodus broke 
out with thousands of  people moving 
to neighbouring countries like Nepal to 
escape the wrath of  the state. There were 
110,000 Bhutanese refugees in Nepal out 
of  a total population of  700,000 in Bhutan. 
The need for a strong, unified voice within 
the borders of  the homeland is cited as the 
solution. Hence, a divided opinion exists 
on this issue. Further, Nepal and Bhutan 
have failed to reach an agreement on the 

issue of  Bhutan accepting the refugees 
who were wrongly compelled to leave their 
country and thus, allowing them to return 
home.

In Afghanistan, the intersectionality 
between labour and migration makes 
for interesting debate and analyses. The 
Afghan people are deeply concerned by 
the occupation of  the labour market in 
Afghanistan by foreigners. Hiring foreign 
nationals without necessary work permit 
not only raises insecurity of  citizens but 
also violates laws. Some companies run by 
foreign nationals have been consistently 
defaulting on payment of  taxes. As per 
Afghanistan’s labour laws, the priority for 
work has to be given to Afghan nationals 
and foreigners can be hired for suitable 
positions only if  no local workforce is 
available. According to the Ministry of  
Labour and Social Affairs, the number of  
foreign nationals working in Afghanistan 
has increased in recent years. Foreign 
nationals in possession of  legal documents 
can be hired only if  persons with requisite 
skills or necessary specialisation are not 
available nationally. The same source claims 
that many foreigners currently working in 
various companies do not possess work 
permits. 

Afghanistan is also one of  the most 
notable countries for children undertaking 
unaccompanied journeys abroad. Children 
are motivated to undertake unaccompanied 
journeys due to a combination of  frequently 
inter-related factors, including poverty, 
insecurity, inadequate opportunities for 
education, employment, and family and 
peer expectations.
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Land-holding, caste and feudalism still remains a significant problem in rural heartlands affecting agricultural labour and 
rural livelihoods. Wheat harvesting in Sargodha district, Punjab Province, Pakistan. Photo credits : Khalid Mahmood

Migration is a traditional social 
phenomenon in Bangladesh. In most cases, 
migration occurs due to social, economic 
and health reasons. Climate change-
induced migration or climate refugees 
appeared only recently in the social history 
of  Bangladesh. Extreme climate events 
like floods, cyclones and tidal surges, as 
well as gradual impacts of  climate change 
like salinity or river erosion, lead to climate 
induced migration. The effect of  climate 
change on women and girl children is more 
adverse than their male counterparts. For 
instance, if  prolonged drought occurs due 
to climate change, women and girls need 
to spend more time to collect water. They 
also experience under-nutrition if  food 
shortage occurs due to the culture of  intra-
household distribution of  food against 
them. Similarly, increased salinity intrusion 
causes health hazards for pregnant women 
because drinking saline water leads to 
high blood pressure. (see table 4.7 for 

South Asian countries’ ranking on Global 
Hunger Index).

Some of  the most marginalised groups 
in the society are language minorities like 
Biharis (stranded Pakistanis) in Geneva 
camps and Rohingya (Myanmar Muslim) 
refugees living in the most inhumane 
conditions. The Bangladesh Government 
estimated 30,000 Rohingya Muslims 
residing in two government-run camps 
in Cox’s Bazaar near the Bangladesh-
Myanmar border as refugees from 
Myanmar, while the estimated 200,000 to 
500,000 Rohingya Muslims living outside 
of  the camps elsewhere in Bangladesh are 
treated as illegal immigrants. In February 
2014, Bangladesh adopted a national 
strategy to respond to the Rohingya 
Muslim population in the country, which 
includes providing more humanitarian 
assistance and engaging Myanmar.
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Table 4.7: South Asian Countries on 
Global Hunger Index, 2015

Country GHI score
Afghanistan 35.4
Bangladesh 27.3
Bhutan --
India 29
Maldives 29.6
Nepal 22.2
Pakistan 33.9
Sri Lanka 25.5

Source: Von Grebmer, K., Bernstein, J., de Waal, A., Prasai, 
N., Yin, S., &Yohannes, Y. (2015). 2015 Global hunger index: 
Armed conflict and the challenge of  hunger. International Food 
Policy Research Institute

Note: Higher the score in GHI, worse is the hunger 
situation in a country. The index is calculated based on 
4 indicators on undernourishment, child wasting, child 
stunting and child mortality

In November 2014, the government 
decided to move the two UNHCR-
supported refugee camps to improve the 
current living conditions of  the refugees, 
which is a violation of  fundamental human 
rights. 

Stranded Pakistanis (also called Biharis)12 
have remained stateless for 45 years, 
as Bangladesh continues to host about 
250,000-300,000 Biharis who live in 66 
camps in 13 regions across the country. 
They live in overcrowded quarters with 
poor drainage and sanitation systems and 
inadequate education, and health care 
facilities. There have hardly been any 
initiatives to improve their miserable living 
conditions. Most of  them are involved in 
day labour, barbering, preparing food or 
rickshaw-pulling. Their life expectancy 

is believed to be about two thirds of  
the country’s average. Most of  their 
fundamental human rights are either 
denied or curtailed. There are occasional 
conflicts and murders of  stranded 
Pakistanis, one such tragic incident 
occurred in Kalshi, Dhaka in June 2014 
in a local conflict. Table 4.8 discusses the 
refugees in terms of  both the country of  
origin and territory of  asylum.

Tibetan refugees in Nepal and India 
have received special attention in the last 
few decades. Those who arrived before 
1989 were issued refugee identity cards 
and benefited from de facto economic 
integration; however, more recent 
arrivals have no legal status and cannot 
own property, businesses, vehicles, or be 
employed lawfully. Many of  these recent 
arrivals transit through Nepal on their 
way to India. Currently there are twelve 
Tibetan Refugee camps in Nepal, each 
supervised by a representative appointed 
by the Central Tibetan Administration. 
In the early 1990s, close to 106,000 
Bhutanese refugees settled in seven UN-
supervised camps in eastern Nepal, after 
eviction from their homes in Bhutan after 
the  government introduced a new law 
removing citizenship and civil rights based 
on ancestry. The UN refugee agency 
and the International Organisation for 
Migration (IOM) on 19 November 2015, 
marked a major milestone: the resettlement 
of  over 100,000 Bhutanese refugees from 
Nepal to Third Countries since the launch 
of  the programme in 2007.

12	 They are Urdu-speaking Muslim minority originally and mostly from the Indian State of  Bihar.  During the 
partition of  British India in 1947, some of  them chose to move to East Pakistan and others to West Pakistan. 
However, during the Liberation War of  Bangladesh in 1971, the Biharis sided with West Pakistan which made 
them unwanted after independence and confined to the Geneva camps. 
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Child labour still persists as a problem in South Asia, keeping children away from schools and a better future. A rag 
picker in Lahore, Pakistan. Photo credits: Unnayan Shamannay

Another illustration of  migration and its 
consequence is of  Kashmir, and issue 
shared by Pakistan and India. The issue 
of  Kashmir, which remains unresolved 
since 1947 has seen unending territorial 
dispute between Pakistan and India, 
with three wars waged on the Kashmir 
issue. Also unresolved are the border 
issues between Pakistan and Afghanistan. 
Much of  the current armed-conflict 
stems from groups based in the northern 
provinces of  Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and 
the Federally-Administered Tribal Areas, 
largely Pashtun areas. Pakistan’s relations 
with Iran on the south western border 
in resource-rich Baluchistan province has 
led to a different series of  insurgency and 
conflict. Baluchistan Liberation Army, 
Baluchistan Republican Army and Baluch 

Ittihad (Baluch Unity), among others, have 
returned to insurgency since 2004. Baluch 
nationalists are regularly ‘disappearing’, 
and accusations for the disappearances 
have been directed towards the Pakistani 
Army and security forces. The province 
of  Sindh has experienced violent 
secessionism, communal violence and 
ethnic unrest. The Sindhi-Muhajar conflict, 
the Pathan-Sindhi-Muhajar conflict as well 
as Punjabi-Sindhi-Muhajar conflict are all 
ongoing problems in that region. ‘New 
waves of  immigration by Pathan (Pakistani 
Pashtuns) and Afghan refugees have 
added to the existing communal tension 
as competition as continued to increase 
in urban centre’ (SAAPE, 2016, Pakistan 
Country Report).
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Table 4.8: Refugees in South Asian Countries

Country Refugee population by country 
or territory of  origin (2015)

Refugee population by country or 
territory of  asylum (2014)

Afghanistan 2,632,534 280,267
Bangladesh 11,109 32,472
Bhutan 21,392 --
India 10,359 199937
Maldives 34 --
Nepal 8,564 8,490
Pakistan 262,136 1,505,525
Sri Lanka 122,533 511

Source: http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SM.POP.REFG.OR

Large-scale emigration of  Nepali youth 
for unskilled labour to Gulf  countries, 
Malaysia and South Korea is similar to 
cases in other South Asian countries. 
More than 4.5 million, mostly unskilled 
Nepali youth have gone abroad as migrant 
workers. This figure does not include the 
population who are employed in India, 
estimated to be around another three 
million. Poverty, limited employment 
opportunities, deteriorating agricultural 
productivity, and armed conflict, political 
instability, influence of  friends, relatives 
and well-wishers, are key factors promoting 
labour migration. Remittance earned by 
the migrant workers has directly impacted 
poverty reduction through increasing 
household income and capital formation 
in the nation. The Nepal Government 
has formulated various policies and 
programmes for the betterment of  labour 
migrants. However, most migrant workers 
are working in vulnerable situations 
without any effective legal protection by 
the Nepali government or by receiving 
countries’. Since large number of  people 
started immigrating to other countries for 
employment opportunities, the workforce 
in agricultural sector back in Nepal 

declined significantly, resulting in declining 
agricultural productivity. 

In India and Nepal, along with ever-
growing trends of  international labour 
migration, incidents of  internal migration 
for work, education or as a response to 
natural disasters continue to be reported. 
National Sample Survey (NSS) of  India 
reports that migration rate was the lowest 
for the bottom decile as per the monthly 
per capita expenditure (MPCE) class, and 
progressively increased with increasing 
MPCE decile classes. We would argue 
that migration in search of  employment 
is an expensive proposition, requiring the 
migrant to withdraw temporarily from 
the labour market while seeking new 
employment, and investing in relocation. 
Further, for those at the bottom of  the 
income and social hierarchy, there could 
be other constraints of  debt and social 
bondage that restrict their mobility. 
Therefore, the poorest are left to survive 
in rural occupations, with both economic 
and social constraints restricting their 
mobility. Internal migration rates are also 
high in the Maldives. The capital city, 
Male hosts a third of  its population, many 
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comprise migrants from other islands. 
These migrants move to Male and the 
Male region often along with their families 
in search of  employment and for better 
education and health services. However, 
overcrowding of  the city, abominable rent 
prices, and small living spaces are only 
some of  the miserable consequences of  
such a massive internal migration flow. 
Anecdotal evidence suggests the increase 
of  gangs and gang violence are due to the 
social problems caused by overcrowding, 
both inside the homes and in the city. 

The economic pressures that force women 
to migrate to cities to seek employment 
also force them to continue work under 
inhuman conditions. The vulnerability 
of  the migrant also deprives her of  any 
recourse to legal aid or social support in the 
face of  grievances. Her forced ghettoised 
existence does not give her opportunities 
to build contact with other workers 
and to exercise her right to freedom of  
association. Today, the stories of  migrant 
women from Orissa and Bihar in garment 
factories in Bangalore, are similar to those 
of  their sisters in Tirupur.

4.4 Religious Fundamentalism

As far back as 2006, the spread of  religious 
fundamentalism was foreseen by world-
known radical intellectual Noam Chomsky, 
who told interviewer Stephen Shalom: ‘In 
the past 25 years, fundamentalism has 
been turned for the first time into a major 
political force. It’s a conscious effort, I 
think, to try to undermine progressive 
social policies. Not radical policies but 
rather the mild social democratic policies 
of  the preceding period are under serious 
attack.’

Chomsky was absolutely on target. 
Religious fundamentalism has become 
the most serious challenge for the whole 
South Asian region, in particular, and 
the world in general. It is gripping one 
country after another. What is religious 
fundamentalism? Essentially the term 
fundamentalism suggests going back to 
the basic texts and reproducing as closely 
as possible the laws and institutions found 
there. It has also come to mean a dogmatic 
adherence to tradition. Its orthodoxy 
breeds inflexibility and a rejection of  
modern society. It holds up a ‘golden era’ 
as the model to which society must return. 
Islamic fundamentalists have exploited the 
dream of  the ‘golden era of  Islam’ as a way 
out of  the poverty and social problems we 
face.

The whole of  South Asia is in the grip 
of  right-wing ideas. As the so-called 
progressive and democratic parties in 
government have failed to solve any of  
the basic issues confronting the working 
masses, extreme right-wing political trends 
have taken hold. This is happening despite 
the fact when conservative ideas have 
been tested in the past, and have failed to 
address issues of  human development.

The case of  Bangladesh is illustrative. A 
large number of  poor children are going 
to Madrasas in the context of  pervasive 
poverty and inequality that has led to 
economic and social polarisation in the 
country. They are being used by politicians 
exploiting the growing frustration, 
unemployment and attendant poverty of  
the people. In Bangladesh, fundamentalists 
are experimenting the effectiveness of  
various politico-economic models. This 
politico-economic organisational model 
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of  fundamentalism intends to create 
‘an economy within the mainstream 
economy’, ‘a government within the 
government’ and ‘a state within the state’ 
aimed ultimately at capturing power. The 
institutions and businesses used to spread 
religious fundamentalism include financial 
institutions, educational institutions, 
pharmaceutical-diagnostic and health-
related institutions, religious organisations, 
trade and commercial establishments, 
transport related organisations, real estate, 
news media and IT organisations, local 
government and NGOs (Barkat, 2013).

The initiation of  religious politics and 
extremism can be traced back to the 
second half  of  the 1970s when ‘secularism’ 
was dropped from the constitution of  
Bangladesh and Jamat-e-Islam revived as a 
political party in politics. Political Islam has 
since been patronised by the state (Lintner, 
2004). Quite a few religion-based political 
parties enjoyed a favourable atmosphere 
during 1980s and 1990s. Returnees of  
the Afghan War and Jihadists who fought 
long with the Taliban mixed with ordinary 
citizens during the 1990s, which provided 
solid foundation for the spread of  religious 
extremism in Bangladesh. Emergence 
of  several fundamental religious entities, 
such as Jamaat-ul-Mujahideen Bangladesh, 
Hizb-ut Tawhid, Ansarulla Bangla Team, 
Hefazat-e-Islam Bangladesh, etc., are  
consequences of  political patronage of  
Islam and local spill-over of  Afghan 
Jihad, which took advantage of  pervasive 
poverty, inequality and social deprivations. 
Recently, Bangladesh has witnessed a 
number of  violent events fuelled by these 
groups.

The traditional Mullah Military Alliance 

(MMA) is becoming more and more 
publicly visible. When Hamid Mir accused 
the Inter Service Intelligence (ISI) of  
orchestrating the attack that wounded 
him, the MMA and most of  the extreme 
right religious groups, including the 
Jamaat Dawa, organised demonstrations 
to defend the country’s ‘institutions’.

In Pakistan, Islamic religious 
fundamentalism exploits every opportunity 
to promote its anti-Indian sentiments. As 
a direct result of  this growth of  extreme 
neo-fascist ideas rather than waiting to 
be victimised by fanatics, members of  
the Ahmadies, Christians and Hindu 
communities feel compelled to leave. In 
Pakistan, the main tool for the growth 
of  Islamic religious fundamentalism is 
the madrassa. According to conservative 
estimates, there are approximately 20,000 
madrassas (USCIRF, 2011). There are 
five main types, which are divided along 
sectarian and political lines: Deobandi, 
Barelvi, Shia, Ale-Hadith/Salafi (a minority 
sect which is close to the Saudi brand 
of  Wahhabi Islam) and Jamaat-e-Islami. 
Eighty two per cent of  those belonging 
to Deobandi madrassas view the Taliban 
as their model (Ali, 2010). Madrassas have 
been an alternative to public schools in a 
country where less than two per cent of  
the total government budget is spent on 
education.

In Afghanistan, the nine-year power 
period of  religious fundamentalists from 
1992 to 2001 played a decisive role in 
promoting religious fundamentalism not 
only in Muslim countries but also across 
the globe. It introduced ‘Jihad’ as the main 
channel of  spreading fanaticism. It turned 
Islam into ‘political Islam’. 



91

Fundamentalism is a political challenge that 
must be dismantled through arguments 
and organisation. An immediate response 
should be a united and broad-based 
alliance of  trade unions, radical social and 
political movements and organisations 
with an understanding of  the danger the 
religious fundamentalism represents. A 
clear political programme would include 
opposition to fundamentalist ideas and its 
terrorist attacks. Key to this alliance would 
be organising mass action to oppose 
fanaticism and to defend those whom 
fundamentalism terrorises. The alliance 
needs to defend progressive laws that 
secure the safety of  all who live and work 
in the country.

Institutions of  the state must break all links 
with any form of  religious fundamentalist 
organisations. This is the real source of  the 
fundamentalist’s growth and power; these 
links must be severed. State institutions 
can no longer turn a blind eye to terrorism. 

State supported education must be a 
top state-priority in order to discourage 
madrassa based education that creates 
favourable breeding ground for Islamic 
fundamentalism. All citizens need to be 
provided with an equal opportunity for 
education in publicly-funded schools. To 
begin with, the federal education budget 
should be immediately increased to 10 per 
cent of  the GDP. 

In order to end feudalism, land must be 
distributed to the landless peasantry, 
free of  cost. Along with this massive 
land reform, wages of  the working class 
need to be increased from minimum of  
10,000 to at least 20,000 a month and a 
state-sponsored unemployment allowance 

instituted for all adult unemployed in 
Pakistan, in particular, and in all other 
countries of  the region, in general. These 
reforms could undercut fundamentalist 
propaganda, it is believed.

A religious state cannot deal effectively 
with religious fanatics. Religion should 
be separated from the affairs of  the 
state. A strong regional and international 
base of  solidarity and alliances of  like-
minded groups and political parties 
could strengthen the effort. An effective 
response to religious fundamentalism is 
not only through strengthened state-to-
state relationships but through solidified 
people-to-people contacts as well.

Countries with Muslim majority are in 
the grip of  religious fundamentalism 
in various forms and shapes. Some 
countries are more affected than others 
but this menace is spreading steadily in all 
countries. It has emerged as a great danger 
to the democratic gains that has been 
achieved by the uprising of  the masses of  
these countries. Religious fanatic groups 
are the new faces of  fascism. They have 
found considerable space among the 
middle class, particularly educated ones. 
They are against trade unions and social 
movements. They are promoting women 
as inferior to men, and aim to keep them 
at home. Attacking religious minorities has 
become a norm.

Fundamentalism (of  all religions) and 
the new xenophobic and racist Far 
Right are laying claim to the ideological 
ground of  radicalism. We need a broad 
international anti-fascist and anti-
fundamentalist resistance front, and a 
radical alternative. Right-wing ideas are 
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promoting extreme right-wing ideology. 
A mass working class alternative in the 
shape of  trade unions and political parties 
linked with social movements is the most 
effective mechanism to counter religious 
fundamentalism.

Unfortunately, the rise of  religious 
fundamentalism was not taken seriously by 
the progressive forces around the globe. 
The ‘war on terror’ should not confuse 
anybody. While opposing religious 
fundamentalism, the people of  South 
Asia should not be part of  the imperialist 
alliance of  ‘war on terror’. Both must be 
opposed and an independent strategy to 
counter extremist views must be our main 
priority of  building a viable alternative 
based on socialist ideas. 

In conclusion, uneven trade spills over 
into unequal labour rights, forcing large 
migration and forced destitution. It 
pauperises traditional forms of  livelihoods 
like agriculture and small-scale industries. 

New forms of  industries and new ways 
of  urbanisation lead to environmental 
disasters, which South Asia is not 
prepared to confront. The rising number 
of  homeless and poor in sudden and large 
numbers leads to backlash from the state 
and societies. The rise of  right-wing ideas 
that excludes the ‘other’ can be seen in this 
backdrop.

These issues that spill over national 
boundaries have two dimensions. The 
first one brings out the commonality of  
experience across the South Asian region 
in terms of  experiences of  challenges 
and the state’s response to them. The 
second is that within the region, there is 
friction among the states on international 
platform even as people on all sides of  the 
border face similar problems as citizens. 
Moving beyond the state apparatuses, 
there is an increasing space for civil society 
to highlight problems and brook roads of  
peace and solidarity.
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When the war ended 
on the nineteenth of  May 
there were those of  us who 
danced in the streets and 
distributed free kiribath and then there were 
some of  us who 
wept and starved in IDP camps
and some of  us who were 
burying soldier-son's bodies
trying to console ourselves that they were 
heroes not corpses
waiting to 
rot 
and 
some of  us who were searching for our 
missing mothers sisters fathers brothers

So 
when the flags unfurl 
and the parade marches by 
and the leaders retell a hundred
times
the tyranny of  the enemy 
who was defeated 
three years ago and 
the valor of  the victor who
rejoices forever 
we will truly know that 
it's folly to say 
There are no winners
In war.

© 2012, Vivimarie Vander Poorten

Published in Sugar Mule, No 43

[Vivimarie Vander Poorten is a Sri Lankan poet. She has published two volumes of  poetry 
‘Nothing Prepares You’, which won the Gratiaen Award in 2007, and ‘Stitch your Eyelids 
Shut’ which won the State Literary Award for 2010. Her poems have been described as ‘raw 
and minimalist’ to ‘confessional’, from ‘meditations on pain’ to being ‘all about herself ’ and 
has been likened to ‘a shadow passing across your face’. She is a lecturer in English and 
linguistics at one of  Sri Lanka’s state universities.]
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Chapter Five: Trajectory for Inclusive Development, 
Social Justice and Economic Growth

Overview

This chapter describes the contemporary scenario of  struggles of  resistance by various classes 
of  citizenry across South Asia. Labour movements for employment and collectivisation rights, 
agrarian movements and land struggles, women’s movements, student politics and struggle for 
resistance are increasingly bargaining for fundamental rights of  these classes that have been left 
out of  the dominant development story. There have been two kinds of  responses to apathy from 
the state and resistance from the people. Democratic protest has taken two forms of  critique: 
the ballot critique and between the ballot struggle. The ballot critique, wherever possible through 
free and fair elections, has resulted in ostensible relaxation of  democratic rights and temporary 
reprieve from attacking civilian rights. In a way, CSOs and peoples’ movements have been effective 
in campaigning for election agenda to make a difference, as seen in the examples throughout this 
report. But the period of  transitional justice is short lived because once the elections are won, 
democratic or authoritarianism within the dominant paradigm takes over.

So the question is: how do we carry forward a sustained fight between the two ballot periods? 
There are many directions that contemporary record from the South Asian region seems to 
indicate that are discussed in this chapter.



95

Chapter Five 
Trajectory for Inclusive Development, 
Social Justice and Economic Growth

‘The struggle for democratic rights within India is 
important not only for the people of  this country; 
it could also be a beacon for other democratic 
struggles within the sub-continent. India is by 
far the largest in terms of  land mass, population 
and size of  economy in the sub-continent. It has 
a jurisprudence that provides for substantial 
liberties to all sections of  society – whether these 
are laws that protect labour rights of  workers or 
secular rights of  its citizens, or even the regulation 
of  the environment. These are the laws that are 
under threat from a capitalist class and a neo-
liberal state. They are also under attack from 
various interest groups that seek to further their 
political interests. The Indian situation mirrors 
the internal conflicts and struggles for democracy 
in the other countries in the region. The victories 
of  the Indian working people will go a long way in 
shaping similar subaltern struggles in neighbouring 
countries.’

~ SAAPE, 2016, India Country Report 

Governments across South Asia have 
implemented various poverty reduction 
initiatives since the early 1970s through 
welfare measures. Some of  the common 
interventions include subsidised ration 
distribution to the poor population, input 
distribution in the forms of  subsidised 
fertilizers for agriculture production, 
integrated community development 
projects, food and feeding programmes, 
Food for Work Programme in construction 
of  infrastructures, skill generating 
programmes for the people and cash or 
benefit transfer. Welfare programmes 

have been often introduced from above 
by the political class as a matter of  vote 
bank expediency or due to international 
development commitments. Whenever 
the catalyst for policy intervention has 
been from the grassroots, struggles of  
social movements have often been the 
force behind political and economic 
reform within the democratic space. 
Issue-based movements on land rights, 
labour rights, food sovereignty and rights, 
slums and squatters and movements 
against social discrimination have ongoing 
struggles of  resistance that are both 
of  the old and new kind. While the old 
movements like peasant struggles and 
trade unionism are transforming to rise 
to the new levels, new movements like 
feminism and environmentalism have 
gathered force in the horizon. Various 
human rights organisations and CSOs 
are in the frontlines of  campaign and 
advocacy on the above issues across South 
Asia. Two observations are in order before 
proceeding to the detailed descriptions of  
new social movements.

The first observation concerns the role 
of  Human Rights Defenders (HRDs) 
and their organisations in ensuring that 
fundamental rights are upheld, and that 
affected people are able to pursue justice 
within the democratic set up. However, 
HRDs are arrested, killed and prosecuted 
on false charges not only by the state but 
also by non-state actors. Table 5.1 displays 
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the number of  fatalities in South Asia 
compiled annually for the decade of  2005-
2016. 

Many are detained without charge, often 
without access to a lawyer, medical care 
or a judicial process, and without being 
informed of  the reason for their arrest. For 
instance, on 19 February 2016, the Nepal 
police arrested a group of  twelve HRDs 
and survivors of  human rights violations 
as they were peacefully demonstrating to 
demand justice for the victims of  Nepal’s 
armed-conflict. In Pakistan, HRDs are 
killed by religious fanatics under the 
umbrella term of  ‘blasphemy’. In this 
context, the struggle for democratic rights 
within India is important not only for the 
people of  this country; it would also be 
a beacon for other democratic struggles 
within the sub-continent. India is by far the 
largest in terms of  land mass, population 

and size of  economy in the sub-continent. 
It has a jurisprudence that provides for 
substantial liberties to all sections of  
society – whether these are laws that protect 
labour rights of  workers or secular rights 
of  its citizens, or even the regulation of  the 
environment. Furthermore, India has also 
harboured a precious democratic space of  
resistance that has called for expansion of  
interpretation as well as actualisation of  
rights given in the constitution. However, 
these are the very laws and the spaces that 
are under threat from a capitalist class and a 
neo-liberal state. They are also under attack 
from various interest groups that seek to 
further their narrow political interests. 
The Indian situation mirrors the internal 
conflicts and struggles for democracy 
in the other countries in the region. The 
victories of  the Indian people will go a long 
way in shaping similar subaltern struggles 
in neighbouring countries.

 Table 5.1: Fatalities in South Asia, 2005-2016*

Year Civilians Security Forces Terrorists Total
2005 2063 920 3311 6294
2006 2803 1725 4504 9032
2007 3128 1504 6145 10777
2008 3630 2344 14630 20604
2009 14196 2738 12703 29637
2010 2571 844 6016 9431
2011 3173 962 3284 7419
2012 3270 871 2902 7043
2013 3536 887 2244 6667
2014 2217 703 3631 6551
2015 1144 496 2837 4477
2016 695 326 1161 2182

Total* 42426 14320 63368 120114

Source: http://www.satp.org/satporgtp/southasia/datasheets/Fatalities.html, Accessed 20 September 2016
*Figures are compiled from news reports and are provisional
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The second observation regarding South 
Asian struggles is the need to reinvent 
old social movements as champions 
against emerging new challenges. For 
instance, the working class movement 
has to create for itself  a broader political 
understanding of  the situation of  capitalist 
hegemony in today’s world; a hegemony 
that encompasses most countries of  the 
global North and South. It must recognise 
the attempts of  the political ruling classes 
to divide the working people across the 
lines of  religion, nationality and ethnicity. 
This new understanding has to inform 
organisational analysis at local, national, 
regional and international arenas before 
a real regeneration of  the working class 
movement is possible. To quote from the 
preface to the Communist Manifesto, ‘In 
every historical epoch, the prevailing mode 
of  economic production and exchange, 
and the social organisation necessarily 
following from it, form the basis upon 
which it is built up, and from that which 
alone can be explained the political and 
intellectual history of  that epoch’ (Marx & 
Engels, 1888). We are today at an important 
epoch of  a crisis in capitalist relations. 
The threat to the working poor, agrarian 
class, students, minorities and women is 
from various forces – of  direct capitalist 
oppression, of  a neo-liberal economic 
and political ideology, of  growing 
fundamentalism and politics of  hatred, 
of  war and insecurity, of  overexploited 
nature and its global effects. In short, most 
of  South Asian countries are witnessing 
a surge of  right-wing and extreme right-
wing ideas. Fortunately, Nepal seems to be 
the exception in this regard. Their social 
organisations and political responses to 
this crisis may critically contribute to 
determine the future of  the world. This is 

a historical opportunity and responsibility.

5.1  Trade Union Struggles and 
Labour Movements

After the opening-up of  the economy 
since the 1980s, trade union movements in 
South Asia have witnessed new challenges 
and opportunities. Though India has had 
an illustrious history of  labour union 
struggles, trade union struggles in the 
nineties onwards faced four significant 
challenges. The first was the growing 
informalisation of  employment in the 
organised sector, with the growth of  
contract labour, not only in manufacturing, 
but also in the service sector, including 
sectors like education and health care. The 
government itself, both at the centres and 
in the sub-national levels, was probably 
the biggest transgressor, employing 
contract work in perennial jobs. The 
second issue facing trade unions was the 
growth of  migrant labour. The third was 
the feminisation of  work in manufacturing 
sectors like garment work for exports; and 
service sectors like child care and health 
care, where the government was the main 
employer. The fourth was the growth of  
outsourcing and supply chains, where the 
responsibility of  the principal employer 
was hidden by layers of  subcontracting 
arrangements. The result of  all these 
factors was that trade union density and 
union strength declined. There was a 
fifth critical element in the trade union 
struggle to retain collective bargaining 
strength. This was the relentless attack by 
employers against trade union activists, 
and increasingly violent attacks against 
trade unions, often with the support of  
state machinery. The complicity of  the 
state was visible not only in its support 
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to trade union repressing activities by the 
labour department and police machinery, 
but also the attempt to liberalise labour 
laws in favour of  flexibility in employment 
relations and dismantling regulation of  
capital. An inherent weakness in the 
Indian trade union movement is the 
multiplicity of  trade unions, with unions 
maintaining political affiliations, making 
them ‘appendages of  political parties’ 
(Bhowmik, 2013). We therefore have a 
situation where unions are militant while 
the political parties they are affiliated to are 
in the opposition, and lose their militancy 
when their parties become part of  the 

ruling dispensation.

Table 5.2 shows the growth of  average 
real wages in South Asia over the period 
2006-2013 that depicts a recent declining 
trend across the years. In addition, the 
working class organisations in South Asia, 
as the Indian case exemplifies, are faced 
today with the challenges of  (i) opposing 
the attack of  the capital and the state on 
their employment and labour rights; (ii) 
struggling for their right to organise and 
collectively bargain; and (iii) opposing the 
declining share of  labour in value-added 
GDP in the economy.

 Table 5.2: Growth of  Average Real Wages in South Asia 2006-2013**

Country 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013
Afghanistan --
Bangladesh -0.5 1.0 2.5 9.2 3.1 -2.1 1.1 7.5
Bhutan --
India* 17.00 11.80 5.20 -- -- -- -- --
Maldives --

Nepal -0.5 3.7 4.7 4.4 4.5 15.1 8.3 -0.2
Pakistan 1.7 7.1 3.5 -1.8 2.6 -0.9 -- --
Sri Lanka -1.0 15.2 -26.7 4.4 4.3 -- -- --

Source: ILO, 2014, Global Wage Report 2014/15, Asia and the Pacific 
*For India, real wage growth is calculated biannually
**Data is provided only for countries where statistics are available. For each country, secondary data is collected from various national agencies

The dismantling of  the welfare state, and the weakening of  bargaining strength of  

labourers in India, during a process 
of  deregulation that was started in the 
eighties, but accelerated in the nineties, 
resulted in decline in wage shares. At the 
same time, the share of  capital in the 
value addition increased substantially. The 
share of  wages in the National Income for 
Indian workers as a whole declined from 
40 per cent at the start of  the 1990s to only 
29 per cent by 2008-09 (ILO, 2013). The 
increased vulnerability of  workers because 

of  stagnant or declining real wages, and 
reduced access to public services, resulted 
in their being progressively disadvantaged 
in bargaining with capital. Trade unions 
have a role to play here. 	

A similar situation fell upon trade union 
movements in other countries of  South 
Asia. Pakistan and Bangladesh have 
witnessed very weak health and safety 
measures in hazardous industries and the 
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inability of  the trade unions to effectively 
campaign against it. The results have been 
some of  the worst industrial accidents 
where hundreds of  workers in garment 
industries have lost their lives. The 2013 
Rana Plaza fire in Dhaka and the 2012 
Baldia Town factory fire in Karachi are 
probably the worst industrial incidents of  
the working class history in recent times.

Another area that requires immediate 
attention is the organising of  workers in 
the growing informal sector. The challenge 
is not only to push for better wages, social 
security, better health, safety measures and 
collective bargaining rights, but also to 
push for a genuine working class politics 
that can unite workers across sectors to 
safeguard democratic rights. 

Sri Lanka provides an example of  labour 
movements demanding other kinds of  
rights. One example of  how civil society 
movements were able to mobilize the 
masses against state oppression includes 
the recent mass series of  resistance efforts 
exercised by the labour movement in 
opposition to the government’s Private 
Sector Pension Bill. The government 
was vehemently confronted by workers 
when over 40,000 workers in the Free 
Trade Zone alone ceased their operations. 
Despite attacks launched by security 
forces, the movement stood together until 
the government withdrew the passing of  
the Bill in 2011. The education sector 
in Sri Lanka experienced a monumental 
course of  collective action in 2011/2012, 
when university lecturers led an island-
wide campaign opposing the privatisation 
of  education. The core demand of  the 
movement led by the Federation of  
University Teacher’s Associations (FUTA) 

was to increase the state’s investment of  
GDP in the education sector up to 6 per 
cent. The strike, which gained strength 
and momentum with wide public support, 
put forward their demands to safeguard 
the local free education system. This trade 
union action, which evolved to a wider 
social movement, was able to garner large 
public support as the value for education 
is and was a matter everyone could relate 
to. 

The great Indian workers’ strike for better 
minimum wages and labour rights in 
August 2016 was another brilliant example 
of  working class struggle in which over 
180 million workers took part from across 
India despite the government’s last-
minute efforts to derail the strike with 
new offers. Pakistan International Airline 
(PIA) workers strike for eight days against 
privatisation of  the airline is another recent 
example of  workers united to defend their 
lives. In February 2016, a joint struggle of  
PIA staff  and officers led by Joint Action 
Committee of  PIA Employees brought 
the whole operation of  PIA to a standstill 
for the first time in the history of  the 
airlines. 

There is another aspect of  the multiplicity 
and growth of  unions with political 
affiliations. These trade unions often 
grow on the patronage and support of  the 
political parties when in power. This leads 
to the growth of  a system of  political 
bargaining, where the leadership of  the 
trade union gain legitimacy through their 
closeness to political power. The resulting 
dependence on the political power of  
the leader often results in compromises 
in bargaining with employers or the 
state, which are not fully in the interest 
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of  union membership. This dependence 
also weakens grassroots union strength 
and dampens union militancy. In the long 
run this could lead to depoliticisation of  
the trade union movements and could 
generate a purely instrumental view of  the 
union on the part of  members. 

The challenges to labour movements 
posed by the strong affiliations between 
unions and political parties can be 
illustrated through an example from 
the tea sector of  West Bengal in India. 
In 2014, the Communist Party of  India 
(Marxist) (CPM) affiliated trade union, 
Centre of  Indian Trade Unions (CITU) 
was part of  the 23 trade union coalitions in 
the tea sector fighting for implementation 
of  the Minimum Wage Act.  However, this 
agitation was opposed by Trinamool Trade 
Union Congress (INTTUC) affiliated to the 
Trinamool Congress, the party in power in 
West Bengal. The CPM itself  had been the 
party in power for over three decades since 
1977, before the Trinamool Congress came 
into power in 2011. But during that period 
the trade unions including the CITU were 
not able to get the tea industry included 
under the schedule for the Minimum Wage 
Act. However, it must be highlighted here 
that the attempts at labour reforms by the 
government today, including the Industrial 
Relations Code Bill and the Wage Code 
Bill have unified all trade unions including 
Bharatiya Mazdoor Sangh (BMS), the trade 
union affiliated to the ruling Bharatiya 
Janata Party (BJP).

Through all these illustrations from 
country examples, what is evident is the 
growing concerns of  the South Asian trade 
union movements that are battling better 
wages and living conditions for workers, 

collectivisation rights to bargain, strike 
against contracting of  labour and specific 
problems faced by women and migrant 
labourers. An interesting observation has 
been that whenever trade unions have 
succeeded in making their issue of  interest 
to the larger public by relating it to a 
common cause, it has garnered widespread 
attention and successfully intervened for a 
public policy change.

5.2 Peasant Movements and 
Struggles over Natural Resources

Liberalisation since the 1980s was also a 
period of  increasing struggle for control 
over natural resources, with capital seeking 
to expand its base of  activities in many 
countries in the South Asian region. There 
was pressure on the governments to 
deregulate the seas and rivers, forests and 
land resources. 

This brought into existence new forms 

Agro chemical companies and their impact to the health 
of  farmers and natural eco-systems was a main target of  
the protests by farmers and CSOs, Colombo, Sri Lanka. 
Photo credits: MONLAR
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of  organisations of  people dependent 
on these resources for their livelihood. 
CSOs that were working on the ground 
had their own limitations. They often 
brought together workers and owners of  
assets that capital sought to takeover – 
fishing boat owners and workers on the 
coasts off  the Arabian Sea and Indian 
Ocean; land owners, share croppers and 
agricultural workers in struggles in several 
examples from India including Nandigram 
and Singur in West Bengal, or in Madhya 
Pradesh and Gujarat on the banks of  the 
Narmada river in what came to be called 
the Narmada Bachao Andolan within 
India. The objectives of  the different 
groups involved in the struggles were 
not always the same. There were in many 
instances substantial differences between 
the knowledge and power of  the leadership 
and rank and file of  membership. 

However, these were important struggles 
against deregulation of  capital, and played 
a critical role in ensuring limits to the 
process of  economic liberalisation and 
political control of  the capitalist class in 
the country. In recent years, such struggles 
in India have been able to unite political 
opposition to the BJP Government efforts 
to legislate deregulation of  land acquisition 
through its Right to Fair Compensation 
and Transparency in Land Acquisition, 
Rehabilitation and Resettlement 
(Amendment) (RFCTLARR) Bill, 2014. 
The Government was forced to withdraw 
the bill in the face of  sustained and wide-
spread agitation from various farmers’ 
groups and peoples’ organisations. Table 
5.3 explains contentious clauses in the 
legislation.

 Table 5.3: Points of  Debate of  the RFCTLARR 2014

Provision Point of  Contention
Excluded Acts brought under the 
RFCTLARR Act

According to the Act 2013, 13 Acts were excluded from the 
RFCTLARR Act but with the new ordinance they have been 
brought under its purview. Thus, it has brought the compensation, 
rehabilitation and resettlement provisions of  these 13 laws in 
consonance with the Act

Removal of  consent clause in five 
areas

The ordinance removes the consent clause for acquiring land for five 
areas - industrial corridors, public-private partnership projects, rural 
infrastructure, affordable housing and defence

Return of  unutilised land According to the ordinance the period after which unutilised land 
needs to be returned will be five years, or any period specified at the 
time of  setting up the project, whichever is later

Time frame The ordinance states that if  the possession of  acquired land under 
Act 1984 is not taken for reasons, then the new law will be applied

Word 'private company' replaced 
with 'private entity'

A private entity is an entity other than a government entity, and could 
include a proprietorship, partnership, company, corporation, non-
profit organisation, or other entity under any other law.

Source: http://www.news18.com/news/india/land-acquisition-bill-the-main-points-of-debate-and-controversy-969424.html, accessed 20 
September 2016
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Demanding minimum wages- A women leader of  brick kiln workers raising slogans for implementation of  minimum 
wages in a rally organised by Pakistan Bhatta Mazdoor Union in Lahore, Pakistan. Photo credits : Khalid Mahmood

Agrarian problems have taken a 
new direction with liberalisation as 
demonstrated by cases in Afghanistan 
and Pakistan. In Afghanistan, farmers 
have complex livelihood strategies and 
their decision to cultivate opium poppy 
is driven by various economic and 
social circumstances. Lack of  access to 
reliable and sustainable sales markets for 
alternative and high quality products are 
the main drivers of  illegal crop cultivation. 
Adequate infrastructures, such as roads, 
and collection and processing facilities 
for agricultural produce need to be 
provided; otherwise the costs for getting 
products to the market may become too 
high and thus limit the sustainability of  
development interventions. Drug control 

policies must also focus on improving 
rural economic diversification strategies, 
job creation and skill training for rural 
workers. Income generating alternatives 
to crop cultivation need to be viable and 
sustainable to decrease dependence on 
illicit crop cultivation. Moreover, illicit 
crop cultivation is strongly related to low 
agricultural assistance, lack of  exposure to 
awareness campaigns, absence of  access to 
basic facilities (supply of  schools, medical 
clinics and electricity) as well as high levels 
of  insecurity. Providing a supportive 
infrastructure for agriculture ranks as the 
foremost demand to revive farming as a 
profitable livelihood strategy and ensure 
food security.



103

The repression of  peaceful peasant 
movements in many parts of  South Asia 
is disheartening. Anjuman Mozareen 
Punjab (AMP), underway since April 2016 
in Pakistan is a widely known example. 
Most of  its leadership has been arrested 
under false anti-terrorist laws and declared 
‘terrorists’ by the Okara district police, 
working together with the Military Farms 
Administration (MFA), which mainly 
serves military officers. The source of  
the problem is that while 14,000 acres of  
land13 in the Okara district is owned by 
the Punjab government, it is occupied by 
the MFA. Since 2001, the tenants of  the 
MFA have refused to turn over half  of  
their crops (bitai), which they and their 
families had been paying for over 100 
years. How could ordinary people dare to 
say no to military officers? That is their 
real ‘crime’-their demand of  their land 
rights. Despite a severe crackdown by the 
military and the police, the AMP went 
ahead with its planned convention on 
17 April 2016, marking the International 
Day of  Peasants’ Struggle. Thousands of  
peasant activists gathered in Okara district 
to demand an end to state violence, and to 
seek the release of  AMP leaders. 

On 18 April 2016, the Daily Dawn 
reported that 4,000 Muzareen had been 
booked under anti-terrorist laws for 
‘injuring police’. However, no police had 
been injured on the day as tanks and other 
military vehicles were used to disperse the 
crowd. Under the civilian government 
of  the Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif, the 
military was given constitutional power 
to establish military courts. This became 
the tool through which terrorism could be 

eliminated. In fact, the military operations 
in the Federally Administered Tribal 
Areas (FATA) had some initial success in 
pushing back the growing tide of  religious 
fundamentalism. However in Okara, the 
AMP became a long-awaited target. The 
district administration created the myth that 
‘tenants are armed and hosting terrorists’ 
in order to justify massive repression. At 
rallies with thousands of  supporters, there 
were no cases of  looting, burning, damage 
to property or to state security force. The 
protests were a peaceful expression of  a 
mature peasants’ movement, representing 
the collective voice of  the voiceless. The 
protests were driven by the unjust control 
of  land by military-run companies and 
some individual officers. The peasants have 
built a strong organisation and pursued 
their cause through constitutionally 
guaranteed rights of  protest and assembly. 

According to traditional accounts, the 
peasantry is expected to resort to armed 
struggle. Yet in this political struggle 
against the brutality of  the state, the 
peasants’ main tool was the building of  
a mass movement. The right to assembly 
is guaranteed in Pakistan’s Constitution. 
AMP represents more than 100,000 
peasants who work and live on Pakistani 
government and military-owned land. 
How did a peasant convention called for 
International Peasants Day threaten to 
cause a law and order situation?

The misuse of  the National Action 
Plan against Terrorism as a pretext for 
suppressing the peasants’ struggle is very 
evident in the case of  Okara. The peasants 
are not terrorists. They are victims of  
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state terrorism. They have lost at least 11 
comrades in their 14-year struggle. The 
real issue is that the army wants to take 
back the land from the peasants. The 
country’s constitution allows the AMP 
to hold conventions and to press for its 
demand for land rights, fair distribution of  
agricultural resources, and an end to state 
violence. The right of  peaceful democratic 
protest is non-negotiable. This incident 
shows that land has once again taken 
centre stage in the protracted power war 
against either state-MNC as in India or 
government-military as in Pakistan.

Similarly, peasants’ movements in Nepal 
have played a crucial role to establish food 
sovereignty rights in the constitution. They 
are fighting against feudalism, imperialism 
and neo-liberalism. The fight has been for 
agrarian reform and peasants rights for 
the last six decades. In the new context 
of  democratic republic of  Nepal with the 
abolition of  feudalism, Nepal is on the 
way to socialism. The peasants’ movement 
now seeks restructuring to catch the spirit 
of  the community based associations. Box 
5.1 depicts another case of  state violence 
against peaceful protest in Sri Lanka.

 Box 5.1 
Intimidating Movements of Resistance: Chillaw Shootings in Sri Lanka

In response to a sudden hike in fuel prices in February 2012, fisherfolk of Chillaw, Sri Lanka, organised 
to voice their concerns and show dissatisfaction towards the government's move. This case is a 
monumental example of the state utilizing the military to disperse the common peoples’ struggle and 
their demands, even at the cost of fatalities.

The Chillaw shootings resulted in the death of Anthony Fernando, a fisherman who was killed along 
with eight others who were left critically injured. On 15 February 2012, security forces opened fire 
at a demonstration with fishermen, women and children standing against the sudden increase in fuel 
prices. The previous day the government had announced the increase of petrol diesel and kerosene 
prices, that involved a hike of 50 per cent. This was deemed as a massive let down for lowest paid 
workers and fisherfolk who require a minimum of 80 litres of kerosene for a day’s boat trip. The then 
government's efforts in turning the country towards a post-war military state were yet again affirmed 
by this case in Chillaw. 

Source: SAAPE, 2016, Sri Lanka Country Report

Another dimension to the growing peasant 
unrest is the government policy decisions 
in favour of  private corporations, including 
agrochemical companies and other foreign 
investors. This has increasingly created a 
hostile environment for food producers, 
imperilling their livelihoods and placing 
each of  the countries’ food sovereignty 
at stake. The example of  resistance to the 
Seed Act in Sri Lanka illustrates the role 

CSOs can play to uplift and promote the 
struggles of  grassroots movements. In 
2013, farmer movements from all across 
united to stand against the government’s 
initiative to privatise seeds. Upon realising 
the repercussions of  taking away a farmer’s 
right to seeds, farmers and civil society 
from all sectors united to fight against the 
initiative. Ultimately, the government was 
coerced to withdraw the proposed Act. 
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In 2014, the government of  Sri Lanka 
planned to bring a new proposed Seed 
Act which prohibits the sharing/exchange 
of  planting material unless farmers are 
registered with the ‘Seed Certification 
Service’. It would have effectively deprived 
farmers of  a basic right and tradition which 
they have enjoyed since ancient times. It 
was obvious that the government was 
prioritising profits of  private agrochemical 
companies as the Acts required the 
rights of  seeds to be transferred to 
private companies. CSOs from Sri Lanka 
collectively opposed the passing of  this 
Act as it would pave way for transnational 
companies to patent rights over seed of  
the farmers. Civil society actors along with 
journalists and religious leaders organised 
protest marches, meetings, petitions 
across the country including consultations 
and discussions with the Ministry of  
Agriculture and other Parliamentarians. 
As a result of  island-wide lobbying 
movements, Sri Lankans were able to stop 
the new proposed Seed Act being passed 
as a law. This case signifies the strength 
civil society holds to push for alternatives 
and resist unfavourable development 
initiatives. Box 5.2 discusses land resistance 
in Sri Lanka through a case study.

But every instance of  resistance has not 
been successful or had favourable expected 

outcomes. Reconstructing of  damaged 
infrastructure and development of  new 
ones, redefining existing development 
policy, regulatory frameworks and 
institutional arrangements in line with 
the new structures of  the federal state are 
fundamentally important to achieve post-
conflict stability and peace in countries 
where war and conflict have torn apart 
its people. In this context, the frequent 
incidence of  land struggles against 
industrial-capture in the name of  ‘public 
purpose’ defies the rights of  citizens, 
cultural heritage of  indigenous people and 
livelihood options of  peasants. CSOs now 
face not just keeping the momentum of  
new struggles but being wary of  losing the 
successes of  the past hard won rights.

In India, the scheduled tribes and other 
traditional forest dwellers are entitled to 
legal rights that provide access to minor 
forest produce, and preserves their 
right to protect, conserve and manage 
community forest resources. However, 
these provisions under the Scheduled 
Tribes and Other Traditional Forest 
Dwellers Recognition of  Forest Rights) 
Act, commonly called the Froest Rigths 
Act- FRA, 2006 have not been strictly 
adhered to by state-governments or other 
government agencies. Major provisions of   
FRA 2006 are presented in table 5.4. 
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Box 5.2 
Women and Land Struggle in Sri Lanka: An interview with Rathnamali Kariyawasam from 

Paanama, Sri Lanka

Rathnamali is a woman farmer from Paanama. Rathnamali, along with 350 other families lost their home 
and cultivation lands when they were unlawfully taken from the government with plans of expanding the 
tourism zone in Arugambay. ‘Life has been tough since our lands got taken from us,’ said Rathnamali, 
highlighting the negative impact of land loss. ‘We realised that we can’t be speaking to authorities 
alone, we can’t be fighting for our own lands individually, we realised that we have to join together and 
win this fight to get justice not only for ourselves, but for our children and the generations who passed 
land to us,’ Rathnamali added, highlighting the point of the struggle when the community realised the 
importance of collective action. Throughout the Paanama land rights struggle, there has been a very 
strong presence of women in community level activism. ‘We organised ourselves and mobilised as a 
group. In 2012, we organised a protest demanding our lands back. A group of women climbed on to 
the roof of the village co-operative building near the Paanama main road and refused to retreat until 
the authorities responded to them,’ Rathnamali elaborated. Women continue to play a strong role in 
lobbying and advocating for initiatives of the Paanama land rights struggle, they are more involved than 
men in the community. Rathnamali claims that she is standing for the rights of land not only of herself, 
but her community, her children and her ancestors who passed down land to her. 

Source: SAAPE, 2016, Sri Lanka Country Report

Table 5.4: Indian FRA 2006- Main Provisions

Gram Sabha to issue transit permit and collection of  Minor Forest Reserve produce are free from all 
royalties or fees
Identification and consolidation of  uncovered hamlets for vesting forest rights and conversion of  forest 
villages into revenue villages
Rights to protect, conserve and manage community forest resources
State level meet once in a quarter of  a year
Constitution and functioning of  Forest Rights Commission
Forest rights claims cannot be rejected arbitrarily
Gram Sabha to constitute committee and approve the conservation and management plan for community 
forest resources
Recognition of  primitive and pastoral/nomadic community rights

Source: http://fra.org.in/document/Salient%20features%20of%20ST%20&%20OTFDs%20Amendment%20Rule,2012%20
by%20SCSTRTI.pdf, accessed 20 September 2016
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For twenty years, another grassroots, non-
violent social movement has been slowly 
sweeping across Nepal organising the 
poorest and the most marginalised to live a 
life of  freedom and dignity. It has 100,000 
members who are landless, land-poor, 
former Haliyas, Kamaiyas, Kamlaris and 
Dalits and who have been spearheading a 
struggle for land and agrarian rights. The 
National Land Rights Forum (NLRF) has 
obtained land titles for more than 39,000 
landless and tenant farmers, and has 
played a pivotal role in the introduction of  
the Joint Land Ownership Policy, helping 
to establish equal ownership of  land for 
women and men. It was the result of  a 
long struggle that culminated in an eight-
day sit-in by a thousand landless women 
in a public auditorium called the Khulla 
Manch. The advocacy of  this group 
along with other Dalit organisations was 
instrumental in ensuring inclusion of  the 
provision that guarantees land to landless 
and Dalits in the new constitution. 
Several progressive land provisions in the 
constitution, including an attempt to put 
an end to forceful evictions, stem directly 
from the work done by this movement. 
According to the chairperson of  NLRF, 
the new constitution uses the exact words 
proposed by the movement on ending 
dual land ownership. Recently, NLRF 
provided inputs for the sixth amendment 
to the Land Act and is now working to 
provide feedback for Land Use Policy so 
that the policy protects the interests of  the 
land-poor.

The National Land Use Policy 2012 of  
the Nepal Government aims to achieve 
social and economic development as 
well as environmentally sustainable 
growth through scientific land reform, 

reclassification of  land and formulation 
of  plans and programmes on land use. 
However, the land use policy remains 
silent on granting tenure security to those 
individuals and groups who sustain their 
livelihood on land, fisheries and forests 
despite the provision to distribute land to 
landless and deprived communities.

Similarly, the Voluntary Guidelines on the 
Responsible Governance of  Tenure of  
Land, Fisheries and Forests (VGGT) 2012 
in the context of  National Food Security 
promote secure tenure rights and equitable 
access to land, fisheries and forests as a 
means of  eradicating hunger and poverty, 
supporting sustainable development and 
enhancing the environment. However, 
the Nepal Government has not taken any 
initiation towards promoting secure tenure 
rights in line with the guidelines.

In a similar vein, the government 
of  Bangladesh formed a ‘Treaty 
Implementation Committee’ for full 
implementation of  the ‘Chittagong Hill 
Tracts Peace Treaty’ in 1997, a matter of  
much contention and discontent among 
ethnic minorities. No progress has been 
observed for the last three years. No 
timeline has been set for implementation. 
A Land Commission has been working to 
resolve the land-related disputes of  the hill 
districts. Land right is a very critical issue 
in the hill districts due to the presence of  
adivasi and ethnic minorities. 

The Afghanistan case highlights why direct 
participation by farmers and communities 
plays a key role in the design and planning 
of  alternative development activities, 
especially in areas where no public 
institutions can fulfil such a role. The 
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displacement and erosion of  traditional 
authorities and local courts throughout 
the long period of  conflict has made it 
harder to prevent and resolve disputes. 
Land disputes are exacerbating ethnic and 
religious conflicts, as well as undermining 
incentives for long-term investments in 
orchards and agro-industry. A National 
Land Policy (NLP) was approved in 

2007 to rationalise land policy for urban 
and rural areas, but the main land-related 
laws are neither properly aligned with the 
NLP nor supported by proper regulatory 
frameworks. Reforming the full spectrum 
of  land issues will take time, and the 
Afghan Independent Land Authority will 
need to be strengthened if  it is to fulfil its 
mandate.

Box 5.3 
The Case of Land Reforms in Pakistan

A major reason why land issue could not be dealt with effectively by the Pakistani government was 
the domination of the big landlords in local politics during the formative years. Land reforms means 
re-distribution of land among small land owners by taking land from large land owners to break large 
holdings to prevent concentration of land in a select few hands. The first land reforms under the 
Provincial Tenancy Act 1950 granted peasants very modest concessions and yet these were met 
with strong resistance in the provinces of Punjab and Sindh by the ruling landlord elites. The second 
land reforms in 1959 (West Pakistan Land Reforms Regulation 1959) under the Marshal Law of 
General Ayub Khan were implemented with relative success because the dictatorship was not strongly 
dependent on local support of the entrenched powers of the landlords. Though inadvertently, these 
reforms did secure some advantages for women by limiting individual holdings for the first time. In the 
long run, these reforms also failed to dismantle the power of the ruling clique. 

The government then passed the Muslim Family Laws Ordinance, securing rights for women in issues 
like marriage, divorce, separation and maintenance, antagonising the religious Right and traditionalists. 
However, the issue of landless peasant women’s right to land was yet again ignored. The Land Reform 
Regulation 1972 by which the West Pakistan Land Reforms Regulation 1959 was repealed through 
paragraph 32 led by Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto’s People’s Party were premised on populist sentiments of 
reclaiming the dignity of the common man through a focus on ‘people’s power’. Paragraph 18(1) of 
the regulations also provided for excess land to be surrendered and utilised for the benefit of tenants 
shown to be in the process of cultivating it. The Bhutto-led government promulgated another set of 
land reforms in 1977 to reinforce the 1972 reforms. The end of the Bhutto era also signalled the end 
of the era of statutory land reform in Pakistan.

The implementation of land reforms was halted when the military government usurped power from 
the civilian government and amended the Act in 1982. The 1977 reforms withdrew the provisions of 
land exemption provided to religious institutions, and were met with intense opposition by the religio-
political lobbies. As a result, the issue was taken to court, and courts subsequently declared land 
reforms un-Islamic. It was alleged by opponents that they were un-Islamic and that they infringed on 
the right to own, use and enjoy property as protected by the Constitution. Matters finally came to 
a head before the Supreme Court in the case of Qazalbash Waqf v Chief Land Commissioner in which 
both the 1972 regulations were attacked as being against Islamic injunctions and unconstitutional. 
The Supreme Court agreed. Of the 1972 regulations, the Federal Supreme Court declared that 

(Contd. to next page)
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paragraphs 7, 8, 9, 10, 13 and 14 and thus consequently 18 were unconstitutional as being against 
Islamic injunctions. The striking down of paragraphs 8 and 18 overturned the main reforms achieved.

This strengthened the regime’s claim of Islamic credentials, which were used extensively against 
women. All of these laws related to land reform had a built-in gender bias. The inaccessibility and 
complexity of the legal requirements and bureaucratic processes further diminished the chances 
of women claiming and acquiring whatever limited rights they were granted through legal reforms. 
Religious rights of inheritance were granted to women but the ownership and transfer of agricultural 
land continued to be governed by customary laws that excluded women. Women were not enrolled 
on revenue records as tenants and therefore could not receive land; their economic contribution 
inside and outside home and the agricultural labour that they provide was never acknowledged; the 
process of requesting land ownership has always been arduous and lopsided against the economically 
disadvantaged peasant women. Though the land reforms failed in rectifying the unproductive and 
unjust system of land-tenure in Pakistan, they helped in developing collective condemnation and 
rejection of feudal practices on the intellectual plane; and they also dispelled the myth regarding the 
concentration of land being natural and immutable. The net result of the Qazalbash Waqf v Chief Land 
Commissioner is that land reforms in Pakistan are now at the same level as they were in 1947, as the 
1972 regulations and the 1977 Act have seen their main provisions being struck down and the 1959 
regulations have been repealed.

The Awami Workers Party moved the Supreme Court in 2011 to implement land reforms introduced 
by Zulfikar Ali Bhutto through Martial Law Regulation 115 of 1972 and the Land Reforms Act, 1977. 
It urged the court to nullify the 1990 judgement of the appellate bench of the Federal Shariat Court 
(FSC) declaring land reforms unislamic. In QazalbashWaqf case judgement, the FSC had declared that 
no one can be deprived of lawfully acquired property.

The judiciary too is yet to come to the landless cultivators’ rescue. While the Supreme Court has 
reprimanded the government for its flawed agriculture policy and for shirking its duty to cultivators, 
Abid Hasan Minto’s petition of 2011 challenging the bar to land reform remains undecided. Pakistan 
continues to pay heavily for the Shariat appellate bench’s decision to declare land reform un-Islamic, 
and that too on the basis of a controversial and retrogressive interpretation of the Sharia.

Sources: http://www.dawn.com/news/1168916, https://sdpi.org/research_programmeme/uploads/Summary-gender_and_land_
reforms_final.pdf, http://www.dawn.com/news/570487/land-reforms-in-pakistan-by-afan-khan

For example, tribes in Khost province of  
Afghanistan consider themselves to be the 
communal owners of  large areas of  forest, 
mountain, and desert land, which they 
have been using for a long period. This 
conception of  ownership is not supported 
under Afghan law, however, trying to 
refer inter-tribal disputes over communal 
lands to state actors offers no value. State 
actors would have no choice in most cases 
but to declare the land in question to be 
state-owned, which is likely to worsen the 

immediate conflict and set back efforts 
to broker trust and encourage greater 
formalisation, registration, and taxation of  
land in that region in the long term.

The circuitous route a rational policy like 
land reform would take in a developing 
country is evident through the case study 
of  land reform in Pakistan (refer box 5.3). 
Successful design and implementation of  
land reform policy has multiple benefits. 
Primarily on economic grounds, it would 
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Return our lands- People are still waiting for the new government to deliver its promises of  returning land, which was 
grabbed during last government’s time, back to the community – Paanama, Ampara District, Eastern Province of  Sri 
Lanka. Photo credits: www.vikalpa.org

lead to higher output and socially it would 
make the tillers have a stake of  ownership in 
the land they work on. Land reform would 
also lead to women’s emancipation through 
transfer of  inheritance and mitigate some 
of  the grievances of  religious minority 
groups in areas like Sindh and Punjab.

The question of  land and natural resources 
deal with varied group interests from 
peasants, adivasi and ethnic minorities, 
women, the lower classes and discriminated 
castes. The national level governments 
and sub-national governments have 

repeatedly assaulted land rights that 
include livelihood, homestead, inheritance 
and base of  credit is a matter of  grave 
concern. More than in any other issue, the 
question of  indivisibility of  land rights 
gains prominence since South Asia has 
a heritage of  culture where land based 
natural resources are held as ‘commons’. 
Recognising and accommodating not 
just the multiplicity of  claims but also 
‘poly-rationality’ in the land question14 
(see table 5.5) that accommodates several 
jurisdictions of  rights is gaining traction in 
the land policy debate in South Asia.

14	 The bundle of  rights approach to south Asian land regimes have been a focus of  study in recent times. For structural analysis 
of  institutions of  land regimes in India, see Pellissery and Biswas 2012. For political analysis of  regimes favouring bundle of  
rights, refer Iyer 2016.
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Table 5.5: Property as Bundle of  Rights Associated with Positions

Type of  Right Full Owner Proprietor Authorised 
Claimant Authorised User Authorised 

Entrant
Access X X X X X
Withdrawal X X X X
Management X X X
Exclusion X X
Alienation X

Source: Ostrom and Schlager, 1996 
The markings denote the rights accessible with each of  the positions in case of  land

5.3 Student Movements

Student movements and protests have 
always had a place in South Asian reform 
struggles. Of  all the sectors structurally 
transformed by neo-liberalism, educational 
reforms have been the most radical. The 
backlash against education policies has 
taken unprecedented pre-eminence in 
this context. Sri Lanka case demonstrates 
the tenacity and endurance of  student 
movements. The youth insurrections led 
by the Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna (JVP) 
in 1971 and 1988 in Sri Lanka were fuelled 
by the need for a radical reform. The JVP 
opposed the education system and called 
for reforming the constitution and political 
system in the country at the time. The JVP’s 
opposition to the education policy was less 
to do with the type of  education available 
to rural youths and children, and more 
to do with the continuing monopoly on 
high status educational and occupational 
opportunity by the English-educated elite 
(Little and Hettige, 2014).  

The second wave of  resistance in 1988 
erupted from the southern end of  the 
country among Sinhalese educated rural 
youths who were supporters of  the JVP. 
Their demands and grievances were similar 

to those of  the 1971 uprising. In opposition 
to the changes in the national economic 
policy taken forth by the government and 
the sudden economic boom which took 
place in the early 1980s, Sinhalese youths 
who were educated and unemployed 
aggressively protested against the lack of  
education and economic opportunities for 
rural youths. Despite the human loss in the 
failed uprising of  1971, the JVP launched 
its second insurrection in 1988 as the socio-
economic issues they campaigned against 
remained the same - notably widespread 
poverty, unemployment, lack of  social and 
economic mobility, landlessness, village 
isolation and alienation from a political 
system found by many to be dishonest and 
opportunistic (Hasbullah and Morrison, 
2004). 

In India in recent times, an environment 
of  fear and intolerance has been created 
in the universities and other public spaces. 
Any opposition to the dominant castes 
and their politics has resulted in vengeful 
persecution of  the Dalit and others 
of  the oppressed castes. The death of  
Rohith Vemula in 2016 in University of  
Hyderabad, the expulsion of  other Dalit 
PhD scholars and the student political 
struggle in Jawaharlal Nehru University 

Trajectory for Inclusive Development, Social Justice and Economic Growth



South Asia and the Future of Pro-People Development: The Centrality of Social Justice and Equality112

that led to the arrest of  a student leader 
Kanhaiya Kumar are some widely reported 
examples.

In Pakistan, student unions were banned 
during the martial law of  General Zia 
Ul Haque in the eighties. It still remains 
banned despite the promises of  several 
civilian governments during the past 25 
years. While the students’ associations 
linked to religious fundamentalists have 
been tolerated and strengthened by 
different institutions of  the state, the 
progressive student organisations have 
faced several restrictions by the state and 
non-state actors.

5.4	 Women’s Struggles

The problems that women face in the 
family, religion, work and inheritance 
are aggravated in the heavily patriarchal 
society with a strong feudal value system, 
in which women are treated as ‘domestic 
property’. This is the case in all South 
Asian countries. Some of  the problems of  
women are discussed in detail in chapter 

three. Increased urbanisation and the 
concomitant fading of  the joint family 
system have exposed women to further 
abuses. Over the decades, successive laws 
have sought to improve the position of  
women, but implementation has been 
lacking because it is mostly in the hands 
of  patriarchal government functionaries 
and the law and order system that consider 
most violence against women as a ‘family 
problem’.

Violence against women and a host of  
other factors prevent the full participation 
of  women in the social, economic and 
political activities of  any country at any 
time. The fear of  violence keeps women 
from taking an active part in any of  the 
community’s daily and major events. 
Every choice is influenced by the threats 
of  violence surrounding those activities 
– going to school, taking part in co-
curricular and extra-curricular activities, 
sports, employment, entertainment and 
cultural activities. Sexual harassment 
is widely prevalent in all south Asian 

Remittances from migrant women workers is the main source of  foreign income for Sri Lanka – current economic 
policy sees women as a source of  cheap labour that can be exploited and put in great dangers. Photo credits: www.
vikalpa.org
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countries. Women are subjected to sexual 
harassment on the street, while travelling 
in public transport, and since participation 
in any of  the activities involves stepping 
out of  the home the very existence of  the 
threat of  such violence prevents women 
from actively participating in any of  the 
above activities. This in turn affects the 
percentage of  women in employment, in 

Table 5.6: Women in Power and Decision-making Positions

Country
Per cent of  women 

members in the 
parliament, 2015

Number of  women Ministers  
and their proportion in 

parliament, 2015

Total sub-
national women’s 

representation, South 
Asia (%) *2013

Afghanistan 28 3 (11%) 25
Bangladesh 20 2 (7%) 27
Bhutan 9 1 (10%) 8
India 12 6 (22%) 37
Maldives 6 2 (13%) 9
Nepal 30 1(10%) --
Pakistan 21 6(22%) 26
Sri Lanka 6 2 (7%) 2

Source: United Nations, 2015. The World’s Women 2015: Trends and Statistics. New York: United Nations, Department of  Economic 
and Social Affairs, Statistics Division. Sales No. E.15.XVII.8.
* Total sub national representation calculated by averaging the percentage of  women represented across the different 
levels of  sub- national government.

Different countries operate under 
different degrees of  patriarchy, which 
is the environment in which women’s 
struggles have been forced to operate. 
Women’s active participation in the civil 
society sector has, over time, helped 
institutionalise a culture of  protest and 
advocacy in the traditional Afghan context. 
Women-led CSOs have played a significant 
role in encouraging women’s civic and 
political participation through nationwide 
voting campaigns, resulting in a substantial 
number of  women voters showing up at 
the election booths. However, all efforts 
so far have been ‘top down.’ Heads of  

politics and other such public activities 
and particularly in decision making bodies 
within institutions or in the legislatures 
(see table 5.6). 

This naturally results in gender insensitive 
policies at places of  work and in 
government which adversely affect 
women’s participation in the workforce 
and their safety in society.

women’s organisations lend credit for 
these achievements to movements of  
unity, claiming that women leaders have 
had valuable achievements and have found 
legitimate relevance to people’s aspirations 
where they have stood together. Efforts to 
promote women’s leadership have placed 
hopes on the emergence of  strong civil 
society organisations that can mobilise 
women. For example, during the 2014 
Presidential campaign, the Afghan 
Women’s Network, one of  the largest 
women-focused CSOs in the country, 
drafted a six-point petition and had it 
signed by the two leading Presidential 
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candidates Abdullah Abdullah and Ashraf  
Ghani. This move confirmed the tendency 
of  women’s organisations to focus more 
on appealing to figures of  authority rather 
than on mobilising from within. However, 
this belief  that only individuals in positions 
of  formal authority have the power to 
bring change neglects the role of  the public 

Table 5.7: Share of  Women in Nine Occupational Groups, 2008-2012

Country

Legislator 
Senior 

Official, 
Manager

Professional Technician Clerk Service 
worker

Skilled 
Agricultural 

worker

Craft  
Trade

Plant 
machine 
operator

Elementary 
occupation

Bhutan 26.7 36.6 24.1 50.7 56.9 53.9 53.8 7.8 31.7
India 13.8 19.4 29.6 16.1 14.5 31.9 21.0 5.5 29.5
Pakistan 3.0 10.5 25.3 2.4 2.5 33.3 15.9 0.8 20.1
Sri Lanka 24.0 62.9 30.8 46.1 37.8 39.2 37.2 9.1 33.4

Source: United Nations, 2015. The World’s Women 2015: Trends and Statistics. New York: United Nations, 
Department of  Economic and Social Affairs, Statistics Division. Sales No. E.15.XVII.8, Statistical Annex

Independent business ventures required 
access to a large amount of  financial 
capital (see table 5.7 for women’s 
composition in employment). Access to 
finance for women-led businesses are 
more complicated in most South Asian 
countries than for male-led businesses. 
For example, while 17 commercial banks 
and microfinance institutions offer loans, 
the insurance for those loans largely relies 
on property or land ownership, which is 
limited for Afghan women.

In India, the Justice Verma Committee 
constituted in January 2013, in response to 
the civil society demand of  women’s rights 
and safety following the brutal rape and 
murder of  a young woman in December 

in shaping social transformation. The 
nature of  CSOs in Afghanistan, rooted in 
their financial dependence on the donor 
community, contributes to the trend by 
emphasising top-down accountability at 
the cost of  bottom-up engagement with 
society.  

2012, made many recommendations for 
a comprehensive response by the state 
to violence against women. Amongst 
the several recommendations  made 
by the Committee (see table 5.8) was 
that children’s experiences should not 
be gendered. It has recommended that 
sex education should be imparted to 
children. Adult literacy programmes are 
necessary for gender empowerment. 
It had even recommended that special 
commissioners be appointed to address 
the issues of  violence against women in 
conflict areas like Kashmir, Chhattisgarh 
and Manipur. Despite several progressive 
recommendations, the state decided to 
enact two new laws that incorporated 
selective recommendations only.
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Table 5.8: Key Recommendations of  Justice Verma Commission, India

Sector Provision
Rape Gradation of  sexual offences should be retained in the Indian Penal Code, 1860 (IPC). 

The Committee was of  the view that rape and sexual assault are not merely crimes of  
passion but an expression of  power. 

Rape should be retained as a separate offence and it should not be limited to penetration 
of  the vagina, mouth or anus. Any non-consensual penetration of  a sexual nature 
should be included in the definition of  rape. 

The IPC differentiates between rape within marriage and outside marriage. The 
Committee recommended that the exception to marital rape should be removed. 
Marriage should not be considered as an irrevocable consent to sexual acts.

Sexual Assault The Committee recommended that non-penetrative forms of  sexual contact should be 
regarded as sexual assault

The offence of  sexual assault should be defined so as to include all forms of  non-
consensual non-penetrative touching of  a sexual nature.

The sexual nature of  an act should be determined based on the circumstances.

Sexual gratification as a motive for the act should not be prerequisite for proving the 
offence.

Verbal Sexual 
Assault

The Committee has suggested that use of  words, acts or gestures that create an 
unwelcome threat of  a sexual nature should be termed as sexual assault and be 
punishable for 1 year imprisonment or fine or both. 

Sexual 
Harassment

Domestic workers should be included within the purview of  the Bill. 

Under the Bill, the complainant and the respondent are first required to attempt 
conciliation. This is contrary to the Supreme Court judgment in Vishakha vs. State of  
Rajasthan which aimed to secure a safe workplace to women. 

The employer should pay compensation to the woman who has suffered sexual 
harassment.

The Bill requires the employer to institute an internal complaints committee to which 
complaints must be filed.  Such an internal committee defeats the purpose of  the Bill 
and instead, there should be an Employment Tribunal to receive and adjudicate all 
complaints.
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Sector Provision
Acid Attack The Committee opined that the offence should not be grouped under the provision of  

grievous hurt which is punishable with 7 year imprisonment under the IPC. 

It recommended that the central and State government create a corpus to compensate 
victims of  crimes against women.

Offences 
against Women 
in Conflict 
Areas

The continuance of  Armed Forces (Special Powers) Act (AFSPA) in conflict areas 
needs to be revisited. 

The Committee has recommended that the requirement of  sanction for prosecution 
of  armed forces personnel should be specifically excluded when a sexual offence is 
alleged. Complainants of  sexual violence must be afforded witness protection.

Special commissioners should be appointed in conflict areas to monitor and prosecute 
for sexual offences.

Trafficking It recommended that the provisions of  the IPC on slavery be amended to criminalise 
trafficking by threat, force or inducement. It also recommended criminalising 
employment of  a trafficked person.

The juvenile and women protective homes should be placed under the legal guardianship 
of  High Courts and steps should be taken to reintegrate the victims into society.

Electoral 
Reforms

Disqualification of  candidates for crimes related to terrorism, untouchability, secularism, 
fairness of  elections, sati and dowry.

Candidates should be disqualified for committing sexual offences.
Educational 
Reforms

The Committee has recommended that children’s experiences should not be gendered. 
It has recommended that sexuality education should be imparted to children. Adult 
literacy programmes are necessary for gender empowerment.

Source: http://www.prsindia.org/parliamenttrack/report-summaries/justice-verma-committee-report-summary-2628/, 
Accessed 20 September 2016

The problem of  intersectionality is a central 
feature in issues related to women. The 
double disadvantage women face in cases 
of  migration is an example. It is important 
to discuss the importance of  the fact that 
most women migrate because of  marriage. 
Would this migration reduce the shackles 
of  rural tradition that typically serve to 
subjugate women? Or on the other hand, 
would migration only lead to increased 
vulnerability as the woman would have no 
recourse to even her existing social ties? 
Further, while most women migrate for 

marriage, this does not imply that they 
were not also job seekers. In particular, 
among the poor, women have to 
contribute economically to the sustenance 
of  the family. As such the migrating 
women would very often also be migrant 
workers in their new places of  residence. 
They would face the same vulnerability as 
other migrant workers. According to UN 
statistics, despite rapid economic growth, 
labour force participation among women 
has declined in all South Asian countries 
(see table 5.9).
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Table 5.9: Women and Labour Force Participation by Age Group 2013

Country 15-24 yrs 25-34 yrs 35-54 yrs 55-64 yrs 65+ yrs
Afghanistan 13.3 18.3 19.1 14.5 7.2
Bangladesh 50.6 66.0 68.0 43.9 16.0
Bhutan 50.8 79.2 80.5 63.9 31.0
India 17.6 30.7 36.1 26.0 10.3
Maldives 48.5 64.9 63.1 53.7 25.3
Nepal 74.7 87.1 89.7 78.4 42.4
Pakistan 21.9 26.3 29.3 24.9 9.9
Sri Lanka 26.3 41.0 47.3 30.7 8.1

Source: United Nations, 2015. The World's Women 2015: Trends and Statistics. New York: United Nations,  
Department of  Economic and Social Affairs, Statistics Division. Sales No. E.15.XVII.8, Statistical Annex

Another issue of  interest is the presence 
of  personal laws that construct rights as 
unfavourable to women. In 1979, during 
the martial regime in Pakistan, a new 
legislation was introduced known as the 
Hadood Ordinance, which dealt with 
offences such as adultery, rape, murder, 
theft, and drinking of  liquor. The most 
glaring injustice of  this law was that no 
person could be awarded the maximum 
punishment for these offences unless they 
were proved by the testimony of  four male 
adult Muslim witnesses in case of  rape 
and adultery, and two male Muslims in 
other cases. Women were thereby declared 
incompetent and unreliable as witnesses - 
even when they themselves were the victims 
of  the crime, as in the case of  rape. Also, 
this law created a very dangerous situation 
for women. If  a woman complained of  
rape, and the prosecution was unable to 
prove the offence against the accused 
man, the woman’s complaint could be 

taken as a confession of  ‘Zina’ – (adultery 
or extramarital sex) - the maximum 
punishment for which is stoning to death. 
Further, she could also become liable to 
punishment for the offence of  ‘Qazaf ’- 
false accusation of  rape or adultery against 
any person. The maximum punishment for 
this offence is flogging with eighty lashes. 
In 1981, the growing sense of  insecurity 
mobilised women into forming a joint 
platform for many women’s organisations 
called the Women’s Action Forum (WAF). 
The demonstration by WAF on 12 
February 1983 was repressed by police 
action and the day is now celebrated as a 
day of  women struggle in Pakistan every 
year. It marks the event when about a 
hundred women activists took out a rally 
in defiance and against President Zia ul 
Haq’s suppressive military dictatorship 
in Lahore. The women were beaten and 
mass arrests took place but these brave 
women resolved to continue their struggle 
despite the odds (see box 5.4).
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Box 5.4 
Women’s Struggle Vs Religious Fundamentalism: A Case in Pakistan

Women’s movement for equal rights reached an important milestone when the Government of 
Punjab introduced The Punjab Protection of Women Against Violence Act 2015 that seeks to set 
up a women's force at district level throughout the province. This women’s force, would respond to 
women's complaints of physical, financial or psychological abuse. Offences include domestic violence, 
sexual violence, psychological and emotional abuse, economic abuse, stalking and cyber-crime. More 
than 30 Pakistani religious groups are threatening to launch protests if a bill to protect women in 
Punjab province is not withdrawn. However, in response to this right-wing campaign, more than 30 
groups representing various political parties, workers and peasant movements opposed this move in 
a multi-party conference. 

Source: SAAPE, 2016, Pakistan Country Report

The clear way forward for women of  
all communities that are subjected to 
violence in the context of  poverty is 
through changes in the attitude of  those 
who are responsible for policy making and 
implementation of  laws. A few gender 
sensitisation programmes comprising a 
couple of  hours or a couple of  days is 
not sufficient to ensure that the women 
and men in the judiciary, police force and 
administration will change their attitude 
and perspective to women in general 
and women of  vulnerable communities 
in particular. More intensive training and 
constant coaching over a longer period 
may be  needed to ensure that there will 
be change felt and seen on the ground. 
The most basic requirement, of  course, 
is the social and economic development 
of  the communities that are the most 
marginalised, increasing their access to 
basic resources and opportunities for 
employment which will ensure that they 
have a sustainable livelihood. 

5.5 Challenges Faced by CSOs

South Asian civil society organisations 
(CSOs) have gained a much more 

functional space to voice their concerns 
and demands since the adoption of  the 
neo-liberal agenda. Initiatives taken by 
local civil society have created platforms 
for policy makers and political leaders 
to step into a common ground with 
civil society and engage in dialogue on 
creating favourable public policies for 
the citizenry. Yet, in comparison with 
previous governments, there is relatively 
more political oppression for civil society 
groups who come forward and discuss and 
propose changes in the region as the stakes 
have grown bigger. There is a significant 
role for democratic social movements in 
influencing the overall direction democracy 
takes in the region- socially, economically 
and politically. 

The social movements of  recent time have 
been able to influence electoral politics in 
an effective way. In Sri Lanka, for example, 
through movements such as ‘Platform of  
Freedom’, ‘Veediye Virodaya’ and ‘Change 
with Reforms’, civil society actors continue 
to advocate and lobby for democratic 
space for civil society and activism. These 
movements played a pivotal role in creating 
a public discourse around the need for 
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a non-repressive government during the 
Presidential elections in 2015. These 
have been able to influence Presidential 
election manifestos in ensuring that 
ground level realities are incorporated into 
the government’s development plans and 
are addressed by the state at policy and 
legislative levels.

A compelling case of  the strength of  civil 
society comes from Nepal’s second Jana 
Andolan (Peoples’ Movement) of  2006. 
The massive involvement of  CSOs during 
the movement provided the necessary 
momentum to overthrow the two-hundred 
year old monarchy.

Despite these achievements, many 
challenges remain. Social movements 
have not been able to garner the strength, 
support and resource to transform into a 
real social force. Several deciding factors 
have contributed to this situation. There are 
several challenges that these movements 
face in the increasingly marketised spaces. 
A key factor is that social movements have 
been relying on NGOs for financial support. 
Such NGO-led social movements are 
coerced to be restricted to function within 
pre-defined project limitations and donor 
conditionalities. Donor agencies which 
have previously supported the promotion 
of  good governance and democracy, since 
the change of  governments, have adopted 
a more pro-neo-liberal stance, which 
brings forth an ‘economic development’ 
centric agenda. In the current funding 
context, there is limited resource allocated 
by donors to support civil society activism 
in resisting neo-liberal development 
agenda. For example, prominent donors 
are interested in supporting the opening 
of  markets in donor-dependent countries 

to create free labour markets favourable 
for foreign direct investments. The donor 
agencies are openly pushing their funds to 
support geopolitical agenda. Such changes 
have compelled CSOs to withhold their 
activism and concentrate on project 
delivery.

The second challenge faced by the 
civil society movement relates to 
political allegiances and affiliations 
they developed with the change of  the 
previous governments to a more market 
friendly government. The newly elected 
governments appear more docile and 
amicable in comparison with previous 
regimes. Yet, out of  fear of  the previous 
kinds of  government being re-elected, 
CSOs are reluctant to come forward 
and act against current governments 
and their development initiatives even if  
they stand to harm the causes that CSOs 
espouse. This is the fear of  co-option that 
CSOs are increasingly being roped into 
aligning with the government agenda in 
many countries. To a certain extent, the 
attitude to refrain from openly and widely 
criticising governments despite their 
shortcomings and undelivered promises 
persists among CSOs. Civic movements 
fighting against neo-liberal agenda and 
unfavourable economic policies are 
segregated based on ethnic and other 
issues. This segregation has prevented the 
overall civil society movement in countries 
to unite on a common stage as the division 
of  nationalist/ethnicity-related issues 
remain in the background.

Moreover, the continued vacuum in 
local governance due to the inability or 
disinterest on the part of  the government 
and the political parties to hold local 
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body elections has created a situation of  
extreme frustrations among the people in 
many countries like Sri Lanka and Nepal. 
Despite the tall talk of  democracy, inclusive 
and accountable governance, neither the 
ruling parties nor the opposition have 
made serious efforts to restore elected 
local governments.

CSOs activities are often restricted due to 
legal and other constraints. In countries 
like Sri Lanka, so far there have been no 
legal restrictions on civic organisations’ 
undertaking public benefit or charitable 
activities, provided they come within the 
scope of  the objectives mentioned in the 
statute. But there have been increasing 
restrictions such as declaring intent 
and purpose, funding and activities in 
countries like India and the Maldives. 
Moreover, CSOs are given limited rights to 
speak freely on different matters of  public 
significance, and there is legal restriction 
on the right of  civic organisations to 
carry out public policy activities, such as 
education, research, advocacy, and the 
publication of  position papers. CSOs find 
less space to be engaged in public interest 
litigation even though there have been 
several successful cases where CSOs have 
made government agencies accountable 
on public interest issues through legal 
procedures. Increasingly, security of  
HRDs is becoming a matter of  concern. 
The absence of  strong leftist movements 
has prevented the real social movements 
of  the people propelling forward.

Apart from the constitution, there are 
several Acts that regulate the functioning 
of  CSOs in India and Nepal. Among 
the major legal framework laws in 
Nepal are the Association Registration 

Act, the National Directorate Act, the 
Social Welfare Act, and the Local Self-
Governance Act. Though the Local 
Self-Governance Act and other policy 
documents envisaged civic organisations’ 
participation in development activities 
and even in competing for certain 
state contracts, due to absence of  legal 
provisions, such participation depends 
on the sole discretion of  concerned 
government authorities.

5.6	 A Way Forward 

The neo-liberal agenda has allowed 
the elites of  every country to tow the 
growth model to penetrate each other’s 
economy. This is manifested in cross-
country investments as seen in several 
infrastructure projects like Indian interest 
in Nepal’s underground fast track, and 
Chinese interest in Pakistan’s Orange Line 
Mass Transit project in Lahore. Ordinary 
people are often at the receiving end of  the 
collateral damage inflicted through these 
so-called development projects as observed 
in the displacement, dispossession, 
contractual firing and absence of  rights to 
claim. The entire structural framework is 
being modified both constitutionally and 
extra-constitutionally to effectively pursue 
such a redesign of  political economy. 
These structural transformations follow 
two models- conflict-based model 
where transformation induces conflict, 
or competition-based model where 
transformation pits one country against 
another in a competitive bid to enjoy 
profits. It is this structural transformation 
that people have been resisting across 
South Asia. However, the state responds 
to peoples’ struggles deploying national 
security objectives through militarisation 
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The mechanism of  this phenomenon also 
sheds some light on the direction these 
efforts to resist such tendencies must take. 
For example, the legitimacy and security 
of  some CSOs have come increasingly 
under attack whenever they have raised 
difficult demands of  the state. The second 
method of  repression has been through 
subtle programming of  the language that 
develops the discourse of  development as 
seen in media dialogues in recent times. 
Multiplicity in voices, ideology and view-
points are missing from the media, which 
shape perspective that help formulate 
public policy. This is seen in examples like 
the raging debate in cow slaughter and 
issue of  ‘transitional justice’ in Sri Lanka 
that obscures larger causes of  minority 
rights and reparation respectively. The 
third way that has been used is the logic of  
the market discourse that has fundamental 
systems of  analysis that supports the neo-
liberal agenda by fashioning a system of  
thought based on demand and supply, free 
entry and exit as well as equilibrium state 
that allocates resources in an optimum 
manner.

The media plays a greater role in making 
information widely available, increasing 
citizen knowledge and awareness, 
explaining policy issues, and giving citizens 
voice. Similarly, social media has also been 
playing a vital role to directly voice citizen 
grievance and expressions of  protest. The 
presence of  new technology has ensured 
that information about repression and 
injustice travel faster and effectively; but 
the same media have been used by the 
state corporations and fundamentalist 
elements quite effectively. Therefore, the 
power of  propaganda, more than at any 

and fundamentalism, labelling protesters 
as anti-national. An imagined idea of  
common national agenda is imposed on 
the South Asian peoples that denies the 
legitimacy of  diverse demands, multiple 
voices and different methods of  resistance 
available in the democratic space.

There have been two kinds of  responses 
to this state apathy and resistance from 
the people’s part. Democratic protest has 
taken two forms of  critique: the ballot 
critique and between the ballot struggle. 
The ballot critique, wherever possible 
through free and fair elections, result in 
ostensible relaxation of  democratic rights 
and temporary reprieve from attacking 
civilian rights. In a way, CSOs and 
people’s movement have been effective in 
campaigning for election agendas to make 
a difference, as observed in the examples 
given throughout this report. But the 
period of  transitional justice is short 
lived because once the elections are won, 
democratic or authoritarianism within the 
dominant paradigm takes over.

So the question is: how do we carry 
forward a sustained fight between the two 
ballot periods? There are many directions 
that contemporary record from the South 
Asian region seems to indicate. One is 
primarily the question of  indivisibility of  
rights that attempts to bring together all 
forms of  rights and their interrelatedness. 
This is a response to why multiplicity of  
demands and interest groups might point 
to convergence of  the idea that fractured 
public interest has been systematically 
manufactured and exploited by private 
interests, weakening the solidarity of  
peoples’ movements.
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point in South Asian history is becoming 
evident.

All  three mechanisms- of  division of  
interest of  opposition, development of  a 
language of  assault, and empowerment of  
a system of  thought- have been systematic 
and subtle. It is the difficulty in identifying 
what we are fighting that often makes 
the battle complex and ineffective. Some 
thought in this direction would lead us to 
believe that solidarity of  movements and 
the development of  counter-narratives are 
to take centre stage in the coming decades 
of  struggle. Solidarity is fundamental not 
only among  issue-based networks but also 

among old forms of  resistance (peasant 
movement, trade unionism) with the 
new (environment, feminist) movements. 
Developing a counter-narrative is possible 
with the collaboration of  advocates of  
people, activists and academics to translate 
the power, strength and inner logic of  
peoples’ struggle into sustainable systems 
of  thought in the analytical world. The 
bridging of  these artificial divides- between 
old and new movements, between political 
and economic rights and between activism 
and academia - might be the beginning of  
a new era of  peoples’ struggles in South 
Asia.
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Glossary

Char (Bangladesh)     People who live on island formed by river sedimentation 
in Bangladesh and north eastern parts of  India

Haliya (Nepal) Agricultural bonded labourer in Nepal

Hulhumale (Male) Reclaimed island in the south of  Maldives

Jirga (Afghanistan) Community elder’ council to decide on an issue in the 
community

Kamaiya/Kamlari (Nepal) These are two traditional systems of  bonded labour in 
southern Nepal

Kuchi (Afghanistan) Nomadic tribe of  Afghans

Saunki (Nepal)                  Loan taken in exchange of  bonded labour in Nepal

Shia Hazara Afghan tribe who follows Shia path of  Islam

Shura (Afghanistan) Community development council at the village level

Tharu community (Nepal) Ethnic group indigenous to Terai region in Nepal

Glossary
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South Asia at a Glance

Afghanistan

Official name Islamic Republic of  Afghanistan

Nationality Afghan

Capital Kabul

Area (square kilometer) 652,864

Population (2015) 28.1 million

Population growth rate (rate of  natural 
increase, 2014)

3 %

Population density (persons per square 
kilometer, 2014)

48.4

Life expectancy at birth (2013) Female: 61.6    Male: 59.2

Maternal Mortality Ratio (per 100,000 
live births, 2015)

396

Infant Mortality Rate (per 1,000 live 
births, 2015)

66.3

Religion Sunni Muslim 87%, Shia Muslim 12 %, 
other 1 %

Languages Afghan Persian or Dari (official) 50 %, 
Pashto (official) 35 %, Turkic languages 
(primarily Uzbek and Turkmen) 11 %, 
and other  4 %

Administrative divisions 34 Provinces and 398 Districts

Constitution January 2004

Executive branch President Ashraf  Ghani (both head of  
State and head of  government)

Legislative branch Bicameral Parliament 
House of  Elders: 102 seats  
House of  People: 249 seats
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Bangladesh

Official name The People’s Republic of  Bangladesh

Nationality Bangladeshi

Capital Dhaka

Area (square kilometer) 147,570

Population (2015) 157.9 million

Population growth rate (rate of  natural 
increase, 2014)

1.2 %

Population density (persons per square 
kilometer, 2014)

1222.1

Life expectancy at birth (2014) Female: 72.9  Male: 70.4

Maternal Mortality Ratio (per 100,000 live 
births, 2015)

176

Infant Mortality Rate (per 1,000 live births, 
2015)

30.7

Religion Sunni 82.2 %,  Shia 4.4 %, Hindu 
12.1 % and other 1.3 %

Languages Bangla, Chakma, Magh, English

Administrative divisions 8 Divisions, 64 Districts

Constitution 4 November 1972; suspended 
following coup of  24 March 1982; 
restored 10 November 1986, 
Amended 16  times

Executive branch President Abdul Hamid 
Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina

Legislative branch Unicameral  
National Parliament (Jatiya Sangsad) : 
350 seats (50 indirectly)

South Asia at a Glance
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Bhutan

Official name Kingdom of  Bhutan

Nationality Bhutanese

Capital Thimphu

Area (square kilometer) 38,394

Population (2015) 0.7 million

Population growth rate (rate of  natural 
increase, 2014)

1.4 %

Population density (persons per square 
kilometer, 2014)

20.1

Life expectancy at birth (2014) Female: 69.7 Male: 69.2

Maternal Mortality Ratio (per 100,000 
live births2015)

148

Infant Mortality Rate (per 1,000 live 
births, 2015)

27.2

Religion Buddhism 75 %, Hinduism 23 %, other 
2 %

Languages Dzongkha (official), Lhotsam (Nepali), 
English, 
Gurung, Assamese

Administrative divisions 20 Districts

Constitution 18 July 2008 (ratified)

Executive branch King Jigme Khesar Namgyel 
Wangchuck, 
Prime Minister Tshering Tobgay

Legislative branch Bicameral Parliament  
National Council: 25 seats  
National Assembly:  47 seats
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India

Official name Republic of  India

Nationality Indian

Capital New Delhi

Area (square kilometer) 3,287,590

Population (2015) 1251 million

Population growth rate (rate of  
natural increase-2014)

1.2 %

Population density (persons per 
square kilometer - 2014)

436

Life expectancy at birth (2013) Female: 69 Male: 66

Maternal Mortality Ratio (per 
100,000 live births, 2015)

174

Infant mortality rate (per 1,000 live 
births, 2015)

37.9

Religion Hindu 79.8 %, Muslim 14.2 %, Christian 2.3 
%, Sikh 1.7 %, other 1.8 %, unspecified 0.2 
% (2011 census)

Languages Hindi, Bengali, Telugu, Marathi, Tamil, 
Urdu, Gujarati, Kannada, Malayalam, Oriya, 
Punjabi, Assamese, Maithili and others

Administrative divisions 29 States and 7 Union Territories

Constitution 15 August 1947, with 100 Amendment Acts

Executive branch President Pranab Mukherjee 
Prime Minister Narendra Modi

Legislative branch Bicameral Parliament  
Rajya Sabha/Council of  States: 245 seats 
Lok Sabha/ House of  People: 545 seats

South Asia at a Glance
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Maldives

Official name Republic of  Maldives

Nationality Maldivian

Capital Male

Area (square kilometer) 300

Population (2015) 0.34 million

Population growth rate (rate of  natural 
increase, 2014)    

2 %

Population density (persons per square 
kilometer, 2014)

1,337

Life expectancy at birth (2013) Female: 78  Male: 76

Maternal Mortality Ratio (per 100,000 live 
births, 2015)

68

Infant mortality rate (per 1,000 live births, 
2015)

7.4

Religion Sunni Muslim

Languages Maldivian or Dhivehi

Administrative divisions 7 provinces and 1 municipality

Constitution 7 August 2008 (ratified)

Executive branch President Abdulla Yameen (both 
chief  of  State and head of  
government)

Legislative branch Unicameral Parliament 
People’s Majlis (85 seats)
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Nepal

Official name Federal Democratic Republic of  Nepal

Nationality Nepali

Capital Kathmandu

Area (square kilometer) 147,181

Population (2015) 26.6 million (2011 Census)

Population growth rate (rate of  natural 
increase-2014)

1.2 %

Population density (persons per square 
kilometer - 2014)

197

Life expectancy at birth (years - 2013) Female: 71 Male: 68

Maternal Mortality Ratio (per 100,000 
live births-2015)

258

Infant mortality rate (per 1000 live births 
- 2015)

29.4

Religion Hinduism 81.3 %, Buddhism 9 %, 
Islam 4.4 %, Kirat 3.0 % and other 2.3 
%

Languages Nepali 44.6 %, Maithili 11.7 %, 
Bhojpuri 6 %, Tharu 5.8 %, Tamang 5.1 
%, Newar 3.2 %, Bajjika 3 %, Magar 3 
%, Dotyali 3 %, Urdu 2.6 % and other 
12 %

Administrative divisions 7 Provinces and 75 Districts

Constitution Came into effect on 20 September 2015

Executive branch President Bidhya Devi Bhandari  
Prime Minister Pushpa Kamal Dahal

Legislative branch Bicameral Federal Parliament: 
House of  Representative– 275 seats
National Assembly– 59 seats

South Asia at a Glance
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Pakistan

Official name Islamic Republic of  Pakistan

Nationality Pakistani

Capital Islamabad

Area (square kilometer) 796,095

Population (2015) 192 million

Population growth rate (rate of  
natural increase, 2014)

2.1 %

Population density (persons per 
square kilometer, 2014)

240

Life expectancy at birth (2013) Female: 67 Male: 65

Maternal Mortality Ratio (per 
100,000 live births, 2015)

178

Infant Mortality Rate (per 1,000 
live births, 2015)

65.8

Religion Muslim (official) 96.3 % (Sunni 85-90 %, Shia 
10-15 %), other (includes Christian and Hindu) 
3.7 %

Languages Punjabi 44 %, Pushtu 15.4 %, Sindhi 14.1 %, 
Saraiki 10.5 %, Urdu (official) 7.5 %, Balochi 
3.5 %, other 4.6 %

Administrative divisions 4 Provinces, 1 Territory and 1 Capital territory

Constitution 12 April 1973; suspended many times; restored 
on 15 December 2007; Amended 21  times

Executive branch President Manmoon Hussain  
Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif

Legislative branch Bicameral Parliament  
Senate: 104 seats  
National Assembly: 342 seats



139

Sri Lanka

Official name Democratic Socialist Republic of  Sri Lanka

Nationality Sri Lankan

Capital Sri Jayawardenepura Kotte

Area (square kilometer) 65,610

Population (2015) 21.2 million

Population growth rate (rate of  
natural increase, 2014)

0.8 %

Population density (persons per 
square kilometer, 2014)

329

Life expectancy at birth (2013) Female: 77 Male: 71

Maternal Mortality Ratio (per 
100,000 live births, 2015)

30

Infant Mortality Rate (per 1,000 
live births, 2015)

8.4

Religion Buddhism 70.1 %; Hinduism 12.5 %; Islam 
9.6 %, Christianity 7.6 %; 0.2 % others

Languages Sinhala 75 %, Tamil 15 %, Moor 9 %, other 1 
%

Administrative divisions 9 Provinces, 25 Districts

Constitution Promulgated on 7 September 1978; Amended 
19  times

Executive branch President Maithripala Sirisena 
Prime Minister Ranil Wickremesinghe

Legislative branch Unicameral Parliament:  
National Assembly: 225 seats

Sources: http://data.worldbank.org; National Statistical Offices of  the respective countries; Legislative Branch - 
http://www.ipu.org/parline-e/parlinesearch.asp. Accessed on 5 April 2016
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List of Selected Development Laws and Policies after Economic 
Reform* in South Asian Countries

Afghanistan  
Economic Reforms: 2001-present

Type of  Law
Name of  Legislation/
Policy/Development 

Plan
Major Provisions

Labour Laws Labour Law of  
Afghanistan,  2007

- Set minimum wages and conditions of  work
- Set terms of  labour disputes including the 
establishment of  Labour Dispute Resolution 
Commission and authorised labour courts

Poverty and 
Development

Afghanistan National 
Development Strategy, 
2008-2013

National Priority 
Programmes (three year 
plans) 

Safety Nets and Pension 
Support Project, 2009

- Security: Achieve nationwide stabilisation, strengthen 
law enforcement, and improve personal security for 
every Afghan

- Governance, Rule of  Law and Human Rights: 
Strengthen democratic processes and institutions, 
human rights, the rule of  law, delivery of  public 
services and government accountability.

- Economic and Social Development: Reduce 
poverty, ensure sustainable development through a 
private-sector-led market economy, improve human 
development indicators, and make significant progress 
towards the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs).

- Evolve a social protection strategy by mapping pro-
poor expenditures
- Develop conditional and unconditional cash 
transfers, in kind support programme
- Complete building renovations and the rollout of  the 
Management Information System (MIS) of  the Public 
Pension scheme

- Built institutional capacity of  the Ministry of  Labour, 
Social Affairs, Martyrs and Disabled to manage and 
implement the pension reforms and safety net policy 
and interventions

- Improving the administration of  pension delivery
- Piloting project to start pensions for the most 
vulnerable groups
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Note: *The period of economic reforms refers to the date the country opted for the Structural Adjustment Pro-
gramme suggested by the World Bank

Type of  Law
Name of  Legislation/
Policy/Development 

Plan
Major Provisions

Gender Laws Elimination of  Violence 
Against Women Bill, 2009 
(failed to pass into a law)

Law on Combating 
Abduction and Human 
Trafficking, 2008

-Decreed through an executive order
-Underage marriage not tackled as issue, polygamy 
permitted

-Issued as a Presidential decree to prevent counter 
abduction post war 
-Special provisions for protection of  women and 
children

Protection of  
Children

The Juvenile Code, 2005, 
The Law of  Juvenile 
Rehabilitation Centres, 
2009

New Education Strategy 
programme, 2006-2010; 
The Education Law, 2008

-Specific provisions of  binding and non-binding 
character (hard law/ soft-law)
-Special courts and  procedure for handling cases 
-Specific types of  sanctions and treatment of  
offenders as well as institutions for treatment and for 
serving the sanctions

-Identified two priority areas in education- service 
delivery and quality assurance
-Early childhood intervention schemes
-Priority for female enrolment and literacy

Land and 
Agrarian Reforms

Decree 99 in 2002

Decree 83 in 2004

-Freezing land distribution process that was part of  a 
land reform law of  the previous regime
-Establishment of  Property Disputes Resolution 
Court

-Establish government as the land owner of  all 
unclaimed land
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Bangladesh 
Economic Reforms: 1991- present

Type of  Law
Name of  Legislation/
Policy/Development 

Plan
Major Provisions

Labour Laws Bangladesh Labour Law, 
2006

Labour Welfare 
Foundation Acts, 2006

Domestic Worker 
Protection and Welfare 
Policy, 2010

-Regulated the health and safety of  workers 
-Established trade union rights and labour courts
-Established minimum wages board

-Set up a foundation of  group of  trade unions for 
workers rights

-Policy to cover wage, dispute, rights, trade union of  
domestic workers in informal sector

Poverty and 
Development

Employment Generation 
Programme for the 
Poorest (EGPP), 2008

Income Generation 
for Vulnerable 
Group Development 
Programme

-Wage programme for poor based on poverty and 
gender based criteria

-Livelihood promotion and protection programme

Gender Laws Suppression of  Immoral 
Trafficking Act, 1993

Acid Control Act 2000, 
Acid Crime Prevention 
Act, 2000

The Domestic Violence 
(Prevention and 
Protection) Act, 2010 

-Prevented trafficking of  women and children
-Regulated work in selected industries
-Rescue and rehabilitation of  trafficked persons

-Specifically address the issue of  acid attack against 
women

-Right to reside in a marital home
-Seek emergency temporary maintenance
-Identifies certain form of  economic losses as 
domestic violence
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Bangladesh 
Economic Reforms: 1991- present Type of  Law

Name of  Legislation/
Policy/Development 

Plan
Major Provisions

Protection of  
Children

Prevention of  
Repression against 
Women and Children 
Act, 2000

National Child Labour 
Elimination Policy, 2010

-Offences against women and children to be called 
‘Special Reported Cases’
-Special courts for trial of  cases of  crime against 
women
-Problems with implementation including 
registration of  cases

-Setting up National Child Labour Welfare Council
-Participation of  civil society organisation 
-Child rescue, rehabilitation
-Special care for children with disabilities

Land and Agrarian 
Reforms

National Land Use 
Policy, 2001

-Setting guidelines for improved zoning and 
regulation
-Prohibiting the high conversion rate of  agricultural 
land to non-agricultural purposes
-Utilising agro-ecological zones to determine 
maximum land use efficiency
-Adopting measures to discourage the conversion of  
agricultural land for urban or development purposes
- Improving the environmental sustainability of  
land-use practices

Bhutan**

Type of  Law
Name of  Legislation/
Policy/Development 

Plan
Major Provisions

Overall 
Development 
Agenda

Gross National 
Happiness Policy
(GNH Policy) 

- The GNH policy serves as a unifying vision for Bhutan’s 
five-year planning process and all the derived planning 
documents that guide the economic and development plans 
of  the country. Proposed policies in Bhutan must pass a 
GNH review based on a GNH impact Statement. 

Development 
Framework

UNDAF Bhutan One 
Programme
(2014-2018)

- Serves as a framework for supporting Bhutan’s national 
development goals that target the poor and disadvantaged. 
-Includes initiatives to prevent and respond to violence, abuse, 
exploitation, and neglect of  children.
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Type of  Law
Name of  Legislation/
Policy/Development 

Plan
Major Provisions

Development 
Plan 

Eleventh Five year Plan, 
(2013-18)

-Focuses on self-reliance and inclusive green socio-economic 
development. 
-Self-reliance is interpreted as the “ability to meet all our 
national development needs as articulated through 5 Year 
Plans by 2020”. 
- Inclusive development refers to “reducing poverty and 
inequality by enhancing the standard of  living and the quality 
of  life of  the most vulnerable sections of  our society”. 
- Seeks to ensure the mainstreaming and incorporation of  
green or carbon neutral strategies in all activities.

Governance Anti-Corruption Act of  
Bhutan, 2006

-Establishes anti-corruption commission

Labour Labour and 
Employment Act, 2007

- Prohibits compulsory labour (except of  prisoners), sexual 
harassment and discrimination. 
- Although child labour is not banned outright, certain 
practices such as child trafficking, child prostitution, hard 
labour, night work, and dangerous and unhealthy working 
conditions are specifically banned.
- Provides for mandatory workman’s compensation, pensions, 
wages and hours including overtime; universal rules on leave, 
including maternity and nursing leave; and comprehensive 
provisions on employment contracts and related rights and 
remedies. 
- The following provisions of  the Wage Act of  1994 remain 
un-repealed by this Act: an eight-hour work day, one paid day 
off  for every six worked, insurance and transportation costs 
borne by the employer, the basic workman’s compensation 
scheme. 

Religion Constitution of  2008 - The law bars non-Bhutanese individuals who are married 
to citizens from promoting a religion other than Buddhism. 
- The 1980 Marriage Act also states that a Bhutanese married 
to a non-Bhutanese shall not be entitled to facilities enjoyed 
by other citizens, including the distribution of  land, cash 
loans, and education or training abroad.

Human 
Rights

Royal Bhutan Police 
Act, 2009

- Addresses human rights abuse by the police. Under the act 
a Police Service Board investigates cases of  abuse. Police 
officers can face criminal prosecution for human rights 
violations. The Act has institutional reviews, human rights 
training for its personnel, and accountability procedures
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Type of  Law
Name of  Legislation/
Policy/Development 

Plan
Major Provisions

Protection of  
Children

The Child Care and 
Protection Act, 2011

- Sets up a system of  administration of  child justice; - 
constitutes special offences in relation to a child; - Provides 
for facilities required for the care and protection of  children 
in difficult circumstances and of  children in conflict with the 
law

National Plan of  Action 
for Child Protection, 
2012

- Sets out strategies for establishing a comprehensive 
child protection system, including passing new legislation, 
improving service delivery, increasing human resource 
capacity, instituting coordination mechanisms, increasing 
communication and advocacy, and collecting data and 
information

National Education 
Policy

- Specifies the government’s education policy regarding 
curriculum, admission procedures, student health and safety, 
career counselling, and non-formal education. 
- There is no compulsory age for education in Bhutan

Youth National Youth Policy - Provides a framework for the promotion of  youth 
development, including increased access to education, 
training, employment, and financial services
- Targets out-of-school youth, domestic workers, and girls 
working in karaoke bars.

Women National Commission 
for Women and 
Children

- To protect and promote the rights of  women through 
gender-responsive interventions.
- To protect and promote rights of  children through child-
responsive interventions.

The Domestic Violence 
Prevention Act,  2013

- Authorises the National Commission for Women and 
Children (NCWC) to, among other things, develop and 
implement programmes to prevent domestic violence, 
rehabilitate survivors, and conduct studies

Labour and 
Employment Act, 2007

- Has specific provisions to address sexual harassment in the 
work place.

Security The National Security 
Act, 1992

 - Permits the government to control the public’s right to 
assembly “to avoid breaches of  the peace” by requiring 
licenses, prohibiting assembly in designated areas, and 
declaring curfew

The Enabling Act 
for Suppression of  
Terrorism, 1991

- Makes legal provisions necessary for implementing the 
SAARC Regional Convention on suppression of  terrorism
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Type of  Law
Name of  Legislation/
Policy/Development 

Plan
Major Provisions

Land The Land Act, 2007 - Establishes the National Land Commission as the government 
agency overseeing land ownership and transactions.  
- The Commission oversees land transfers, mortgages, 
easements, and the national land register; issues deeds of  land 
title and has surveys conducted for registered lands.

Food and 
Health

The Food Act of  
Bhutan, 2005

- Establishes the National Food Quality and Safety Commission 
and the Bhutan Agriculture and Food Regulatory Authority 
(BAFRA).The Commission formulates the government’s 
food policy, while the BAFRA is responsible for advising and 
implementing the Commission’s policies, including health and 
safety inspections

**For Bhutan, economic reforms in the structural adjustment paradigm have not been initiated. The policies are 
therefore taken since the political reforms of 1998.

Type of  
Law

Name of  Legislation/
Policy/Development Plan Major Provisions

Labour Laws The Employment of  Manual 
Scavengers and Construction 
of  Dry Latrines Prevention Act 
1993, 2014

Factories Bill, 2014

- Employment of  scavengers to empty dry latrines 
prohibited in 1993
- Later insanitary  latrines were included under the ambit 
in 2014

- Establishment of  Occupational and Safety Board
- Faster approval for industrial units, risk weighed 
inspections

Poverty and 
Development

Right to Information, 2005

Mahatma Gandhi National 
Rural Employment Scheme, 
2005

National Food Security Act, 
2013

- Any citizen may inquire information from a public 
authority that has to be replied to within thirty days
- Public authorities to computerise all information for 
ease of  dissemination

-Government guaranteed 100-day job scheme in rural 
parts of  the country against payment of  wages below 
minimum wages
- Provision of  subsidised food grains to citizens under 
prescribed eligibility
- Convert existing food security programme to legal 
entitlements through mid-day meals, integrated child 
development services, public distribution systems

India 
Economic Reforms: 1991-present
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Type of  
Law

Name of  Legislation/
Policy/Development Plan Major Provisions

Gender Laws Protection of  Women from 
Domestic Violence Act, 2005

The Sexual Harassment 
of  Women at Workplace 
(Prevention, Prohibition and 
Redressal) Act, 2013

- Definition of  domestic violence to include physical, 
emotional, sexual, verbal and economic abuse
- Women’s right to secure housing through protection 
orders, residence orders, monetary relief, custody orders 
and compensation orders

- Defines ‘quid pro-quo’ harassment and work place 
hostility within the ambit of  the law
- penalty provisions defined

Protection of  
Children

Right to Education, 2009

Juvenile Justice (Protection of  
Children) Act, 2013

- Right to free and compulsory education for children 
between the age of  6-14 years
- Reservation of  25 per cent seats in private institutions 
for enrolment of  students under the provision

- Adopting a child-friendly approach to adjudication and 
settlement with special courts and procedures
- Rehabilitation through care, protection, social 
integration approach

Land and 
Agrarian 
Reforms

The Right to Fair 
Compensation and 
Transparency in Land 
Acquisition, Rehabilitation and 
Resettlement Act, 2013 

- Applies to large land acquisition by the government 
from private parties for ‘public purpose’ (left undefined)
- Compensation and rehabilitation of  land evacuees
- Terms and conditions of  consent and exemptions

Maldives 
Economic Reforms: 1989-present

Type of  Law
Name of  Legislation/ 
Policy/ Development 

Plan
Major Provisions

Social 
protection

Social Protection Act, 
2014

- Provides a legal framework for a number of  existing social 
protection schemes

Maldives Pension Act, 
2009  

- Provides for the establishment of  a retirement Pension 
Scheme with contribution made by both employer and 
employee; and other pension schemes for employees funded 
from the government budget
- Stipulates that it is obligatory to participate in the pension 
scheme

Law on Protecting the 
Rights of  Disabled 
Persons and Provisions of  
Financial Support, 2010

- Guarantees equal opportunities in employment and prohibits 
discrimination at work
- Guarantees accessibility for disabled persons to public spaces 
and living environment

National Social Health 
Insurance Act, 2011 

- Provides all citizens and persons living in the Maldives with a 
health insurance programme, regardless of  their ability to pay. 
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Type of  
Law

Name of  Legislation/ 
Policy/ Development 

Plan
Major Provisions

Human rights Human Rights 
Commission Act, 2005

- To establish Human Rights Commission. One of  the main 
objectives of  the Commission is to protect, promote and 
sustain human rights in the Maldives in accordance with 
Shari’ah and the Constitution of  the Republic of  Maldives.

Governance Prevention and
Prohibition of
Corruption Act, 2000 

- To prevent the offer and acceptance of  bribery, the 
prevention and prohibition of  attainment of  undue advantage 
or the facilitation of  attainment of  undue advantage through 
use of  influence from position, and the prevention of  such.

Land Constitutional 
Amendment, 2015

- The amended law allows foreigners who invest over USD 1 
billion in a project to purchase land within the project site if  
at least 70 per cent of  it is reclaimed from the Indian Ocean

Labour Employment Act, 2008 - Determines the fundamental principles relating to 
employment in the Maldives, the rights and obligations of  
employers and employees, establishes a Labour Relations 
Authority and an Employment Tribunal to protect such rights 

- Employment Act (2/2008) guarantees 60 days of  maternity 
leave for females and 3 days of  paternity leave is granted to 
males following birth of  a child.

Corruption Anti-Corruption 
Commission Act, 2008

- Sets out the responsibilities, powers, mandate of  the 
Anti-Corruption Commission and the qualifications and the 
ethical standards of  the members of  the “Anti-Corruption 
Commission” established under the Constitution of  the 
Republic of  the Maldives.

Protection of  
Children

Special Provisions Act 
to Deal with Child Sex 
Abuse Offenders, 2009

- Sets out special provisions to deal with the confinement of  
child sex abusers and the monitoring of  abusers following 
release from confinement, allowing the acceptance of  a 
lower level of  evidence by the court, and to specify a special 
procedure to award damages arising out of  child sex abuse. 

Development 
Plan

Maldives National 
strategy for Sustainable 
Development, 2008

- Provides the direction for sustainable development of  
the Maldives and is also the basis for current national 
development policies. 

- Sustain Critical Natural Capital; Renew Social Capital; 
Nurture Human Capital; Invest in Produced Capital
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Nepal  
Economic Reforms : 1987-present

Type of  
Law

Name of  
Legislation/Policy/
Development Plan

Major Provisions

Labour Law Labour Act, 1992

Trade Union Act, 
1992

Tea Plantation 
Worker’s  Regulation, 
1993
Bonus Revision Act, 
2000

- Minimum Wage fixed by Tri Partite Minimum Wage Fixation 
Committee
- Restricted to formal sector of  employment, contractual 
employment defined
- Social security provisions like sick leave, maternity leave of  45 
days, workmen’s compensation, provident fund & gratuity as the 
old age benefit,
- Prohibition of  non-Nepali workers in certain sectors
- Lacks security for occupational diseases
- Mandatory registration and renewal of  trade unions every two 
years
- Membership criteria based on four criteria structure for 
different sectors classified
- Establishment of  labour relation committee
- State-owned National Tea Development Corporation privatised
regulation handed to tea and coffee boards
- Establishment of  National Welfare Fund 2000
-Requires private sector to comply with bonus/incentives system

Type of  
Law

Name of  Legislation/ 
Policy/ Development 

Plan
Major Provisions

Women The Domestic Violence 
Prevention Act, 2012

- Declares all acts of  domestic violence as punishable crimes 
and gives protection and safety to victims of  domestic 
violence. 

- The Family Protection Authority was under the Act to 
combat domestic violence; create public awareness on issues 
of  domestic violence; provide the required services to the 
victims of  such violence; co-ordinate the work of  the relevant 
government institutions.

Maldives
Domestic Violence
Prevention National
Strategy 2014 – 2016

- Prepared by the Family Protection Authority to clarify the 
roles and responsibilities of  the different stakeholders in 
combating the issue of  domestic violence in the Maldives and 
to provide support, services and due justice for the victims.

Human 
Trafficking

Anti-Human Trafficking 
Act, 2013

- Includes articles stipulating prevention of  human 
trafficking, prosecution of  perpetrators, prescription of  
harsh punishments as a deterrent, granting protection and 
assistance, and protection of  victims and cooperating with 
local as well as international NGOs to combat trafficking in 
persons.
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Type of  
Law

Name of  
Legislation/Policy/
Development Plan

Major Provisions

Poverty
Three Year Interim 
Plan 2007-10, 
National 
Development 
Strategy 2010/11, 
2011/12

- Improved access to services to socially excluded groups like 
lower castes and indegenous tribes

Gender 11th amendment 
of  Civil Code 2002 
(popularly called 
Women’s Bill)

Gender Equality Act, 
2006

An Act to amend 
some Nepal Acts for 
Maintaining Gender 
Equality, 2006

Gender Responsive 
Budget Committee, 
Ministry of  Finance

Gender Management 
System, 
National Planning 
Commission

Establishment of  
National Women’s 
Commission 2007

- Equal inheritance rights to unmarried daughters
- Full access to property for women, especially widows who were 
previously not given access to husband’s property

- Removed discriminatory language against women
- Entitled women to use property without the consent of  the 
male member of  the family
- Legally permitted to divorce husbands on grounds of  rape
- Rape accused must compensate victim for mental and physical 
damage
- Amending provisions of  child marriage, inheritance, sexual 
harassment in relevant laws

- To design a methodology to monitor sectoral budget allocations 
and public expenditures from a gender perspective and to assess 
the impact of  development policies on women and men

- Classify programmes and projects using the gender code given 
in 2001-06
- Develop  Gender Budget Audit guidelines to facilitate 
decentralised budgeting

- To explore and assess women-centric issues
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Type of  
Law

Name of  
Legislation/Policy/
Development Plan

Major Provisions

Human Trafficking 
and Transportation 
(Control) Act, 2007

Domestic Violence 
Crime and 
Punishment Act, 
2009

Equity and Access 
Programme, Safe 
Motherhood 
Programme and 
Aama programme

- Protection and rehabilitation of  victims of  trafficking

- First national law to recognise domestic violence as a crime
- Offers ‘negotiation offers’ via police officers to reach amicable 
solutions

- To reduce discrimination of  access to women in maternal care 
in a health facility
- To encourage women to deliver babies in a health facility

Protection of  
Children

National Plan of  
Action against 
Trafficking of  
Children, 1999/2001

Child Labour 
Prohibition and 
Protection Act, 2000

National Master Plan 
for Child Labour 
2004-2014

Education for All 
(EFA) programme 
2004-2009

- Protect children against abuse, violence, exploitation

- Work towards preventing child labour rescuing and 
rehabilitation of  child labourers

- Increasing access in primary education

Land and 
Agrarian 
Reforms

Land Act, 1997 - Abolished dual ownership
- Phased implementation of  land ceilings
- Failed to redistribute land
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Pakistan 
Economic Reforms: 2000-present

Type of  Law
Name of  Legislation/ 
Policy/ Development 

Plan
Major Provisions

Minorities Protection of  
Communal Properties 
of  Minorities Ordinance, 
2002

- To protect the properties of  minority communities 
meant for their communal use

Gender The Criminal Law 
(Amendment) Act, 2004

- Made amendments to the Code of  Criminal 
Procedure (CrPC) and the Pakistan Penal Code making 
`swara’ and similar practices a crime. Inserted new 
section in PPC which reads: “Whoever gives a female 
in marriage or otherwise `badal-esulah’[in exchange for 
peace] shall be punished with rigorous imprisonment, 
which may extend to 10 years but shall not be less than 
three years.”

Protection of  
Children

The 18th Constitutional 
Amendment, 2010

- Consequent to the 18th Amendment, the subject 
of  the child in terms of  legislative and administrative 
competence as well as financial authority, has been 
devolved to the provinces in 2010. As a result the 
following bills introduced before the amendment were 
not passed: the National Commission on the Rights 
of  Children Bill 2009, Child Protection Criminal Law 
Amendment Bill 2009, Charter of  Child Rights Bill 
2009, Prohibition of  Corporal Punishment Bill 2010 
and the Child Marriages Restraint (Amendment) Bill 
2009.

The Juvenile Justice 
System Ordinance, 2000

-To provide for protection of  the rights of  children 
involved in criminal litigation

Employment of  
Children Act, 1991

- Provides that “no child below the age of  14 years 
shall be employed in any factory or mine or any 
hazardous employment or in specific occupations, 
making employment of  children a cognizable offence 
punishable by fine and imprisonment.” 
- The act does not extend to agriculture and household 
enterprises

Governance The National 
Accountability 
Ordinance, 1999.

- To provide for the setting up of  a National 
Accountability Bureau so as to eradicate corruption 
and corrupt practices and hold accountable all those 
persons accused of  such practices and matters ancillary 
thereto.
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Type of  Law
Name of  Legislation/ 
Policy/ Development 

Plan
Major Provisions

Women The Protection of  
Women (Criminal Laws 
Amendment) Act, 2006

The Act amended two ordinances, those of  zinâ and 
qazf  while the remaining ordinances are still practiced. 
It put a stop to the practise under the zinâ ordinance of  
prosecuting a woman for adultery if  she reported a case 
of  rape. Procedure for filing complaints regarding zinâ 
and qazf  has also been changed so that women are not 
arrested on mere accusations.

Terrorism Protection of  Pakistan 
Act, 2014

- Seeks “to provide for protection against waging 
of  war against Pakistan and the prevention of  acts 
threatening the security of  Pakistan”. It gives power 
to officials of  law enforcing agencies to make arrest 
without warrant in cases of  suspicion.

Social protection Benazir Income Support 
Programme, 2008

A non-conditional cash transfer programme that 
provides financial assistance to low-income families 
through bi-monthly cash payments. BISP is currently 
the largest aid programme in Pakistan.

Development 
plan

Pakistan Vision 2030 Growing economically at a rate of  around 7-8 % per 
annum, Pakistan expects to join the ranks of  middle-
income countries, with a Gross Domestic Product 
(GDP) of  around USD 4,000 by 2030. This high 
growth rate would be sustained through developing 
its human resources, and by developing the necessary 
physical and technological infrastructure. Benefits of  
growth are planned to be equitably distributed, and 
poverty to be largely eliminated.

Sri Lanka 
Economic Reforms: 2009- present

Type of  Law

Name of  
Legislation/ 

Policy/ 
Development Plan

Major Provisions

Labour Construction 
Industry 
Development Act, 
2014

- Contains provisions for the establishment of  a 
construction industry authority as a regulating body. 
-Addresses security of  payments to contractors and 
consultants, occupation health and safety standards to be 
adhered to by those undertaking construction contracts, 
uniform treatment relating to unsolicited development 
involving construction contracts and strict adherence to 
environmental standards. 
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Type of  Law

Name of  
Legislation/ 

Policy/ 
Development Plan

Major Provisions

Land Land (Restrictions 
on Alienation) Act, 
2014

- Imposes new restrictions on the sale, transfer or lease 
to foreigners of  land, properties, and condominium units. 
The restrictions prohibit the transfer of  any land to a 
foreigner, foreign company, a local company with more 
than 50 % foreign shareholding, with some exemptions.

Human rights International 
Covenant On Civil 
and Political Rights 
(ICCPR ) Act, 2007 

- To give effect to certain articles in the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) relating 
to human rights which have not been given recognition 
through legislative measures. - contains only four main 
substantive rights-conferring provisions: the right to 
be recognised as a person before the law; entitlements 
of  alleged offenders to legal assistance, interpreter and 
safeguard against self-incrimination; certain rights of  the 
child; and right of  access to State benefits, respectively 

Protection of  
children

National Guideline 
for the Management 
of
Child abuse and 
Neglect, 2014

- To provide a more systematic, well integrated and well 
directed management and follow up plan for the victims 
of  child abuse and neglect in Sri Lanka.

National Child 
Protection Authority 
Act, 1998

- To provide for the establishment of  the national child 
protection authority. 
The authority is in charge of  
- Formulating a national policy on the prevention of  child 
abuse and the protection and treatment of  children who 
are victims of  such abuse 
- Co-ordination and monitoring of  action against all 
forms of  child abuse

Women Prevention of  
Domestic Violence 
Act, 2005

- Defines what constitutes domestic violence and provides 
security to the aggrieved woman or child by way of  an 
Interim Protection Order and/or Protection Order. On 
violation of  the order by perpetrator, court may order a 
fine not exceeding ten thousand rupees (10,000)  and / or 
imprisonment not exceeding one year
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Type of  Law

Name of  
Legislation/ 

Policy/ 
Development Plan

Major Provisions

Minority rights Official Languages 
Commission Act, 
1991

As per the Official Language Act of  1956, Sinhala was 
made the official language. The Official Languages 
Commission Act 1991 was enacted to compensate for 
some of  the provisions of  the 1956 Act.  It enables 
those who “wilfully neglect to transact business, receive 
or make such communication in Tamil” to be punished 
by a Court of  Law. This Act has however provided that 
no prosecutions for violation of  language rights could 
be made without the sanction of  the Attorney General. 
Consequently this Commission is not able to effectively 
check violation of  language rights nor could it deal 
effectively with violators.

Minority rights Grant of  
Citizenship to 
Persons of  Indian 
Origin Act, 2003

- Tamils of  Indian origin who had been residing in Sri 
Lanka since October 1964 and their descendants received 
citizenship

Development plan The National 
Physical Planning 
Policy and Plan: Sri 
Lanka 2030

- Prepared in terms of  the provisions of  the Town and 
Country Planning Ordinance, 1946 as amended in 2000. 
-Provides a broad framework to secure Sri Lanka‘s place in 
the global economy by promoting economic growth. The 
vision is to make Sri Lanka have a sustainable pattern of  
development made up of  a network of  cities, towns and 
villages connected by an efficient infrastructure network 
by 2030. 

The Western Region 
Megapolis Planning 
Project 2016

The ultimate aim of  the project is to help Sri Lanka raise 
per capita gross domestic product to a level appropriate to 
a high-income developed country by 2030. 
- It has 150 smaller projects under it, including a Chinese 
funded Colombo Port City development project. 
- Seeks to develop trade hub, a high-rise central business 
district including at least 60 new towers, a science and 
technology city, and a rapid transit system. Expects 
unemployment reduction.

List of Selected Development Laws and Policies after Economic Reforms in South Asian Countries
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Secretariat, Kathmandu.
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Annexes

Annex 1:

Manesar Declaration 2000
Adopted by South Asian Civil Society Conference 

27-29 September 2000, Manesar, Haryana, India

The Hivos India Regional Office had 
taken the lead in the organisation of  
a Eurostep South Asia Consultation 
on Poverty Eradication and Quality of  
Aid held in Manesar, Haryana, India 
from September 27 to 29, 2000. Of  
the 57 participants, 45 were selected 
representatives of  civil societies in the 
South – NGO representatives, activists 
and lobbying organisations from Nepal, 
Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, Pakistan and 
India. Twelve representatives from the 
European Commission and Delegation 
were also present. The Eurostep South 
Asian Consultation recommendations 
noted the need to focus on South Asia’s 
population living below the poverty line, 
the need for independent NGOs and 
social movements to play a lead role in 
pressurising governments and donors 
to give serious attention to countering 
poverty, and the need for further alliance 
building and networking between Asian 
and European NGOs to raise impact at 
various levels.

During a meeting in Haryana, India, 
representatives comprising journalists, 
academics, NGOs and other Civil Society 
actors from Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, 
Nepal, Pakistan and India, together with 
representatives from European NGOs 
within Eurostep drew the following 
conclusions and recommendations.

•	 The process of  development is 
inherently political and if  it is 
inequitable and non-participatory, 
it can actually create poverty. The 
objective of  eradicating poverty can 
only be achieved through struggle 
in which people living in poverty 
are empowered to take control 
of  their own lives and resources. 
People living in poverty, the majority 
of  whom are women, are best able 
to identify the structural obstacles 
that perpetuate and accentuate 
poverty. In consequence, they are 
also best placed to set the agenda, to 
address these obstacles and to define 
solutions that can eradicate poverty.

•	 The definition and framework of  
the Poverty Reduction Strategy as 
defined by the World Bank and the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) 
cannot eradicate poverty. On the 
contrary, the policies and practices 
of  the Bretton Woods institutions 
as they are currently modelled, 
accentuate poverty.

•	 Current forms of  globalisation 
based on unfettered liberalisation 
accentuate global inequalities both 
between countries and within 
countries. On the other hand, global 
alliances can actually contribute to 
the eradication of  poverty.
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•	 It is clear that a ‘rights based 
approach’ to social development, 
which recognises the multi-faceted 
nature of  poverty, is central to 
its eradication. The rights-based 
approach can also ensure that the 
dignity of  people living in poverty is 
recognised.

•	 The struggle to eradicate poverty 
calls for partnerships and alliances 
based on shared values and 
principles, together with mutuality 
of  concerns.

•	 Past development policy and practice, 
which emphasised technocratic 
approaches, have disempowered 
people living in poverty by de-
politicising their struggles.

Therefore the participants from South Asia 
and Europe will work together towards:

•	 Promoting a multi-dimensional, 
democratic and comprehensive 
dialogue.

•	 Work towards linking constituencies 
in the North and South to develop 
common strategies, particularly with 
regard to the adverse affects of  
structural adjustment.

•	 Promoting viable development 
alternatives based on people's own 
knowledge and innovations.

•	 Defending people's livelihoods, 
including the guarding and nurturing 
of  biodiversity, community 
resources and their own knowledge 
systems.

•	 Promoting the development and 
strengthening the capacities of  

civil society organisations to create 
political and economic democracy.

•	 Working towards identifying 
common strategies that address food 
security concerns including reforms 
of  current policies, such as the 
Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) 
and the Agreement on Agriculture 
of  the World Trade Organisation 
(WTO).

•	 Raising awareness of  human 
rights violations and promoting 
the evolution of  civil societies in 
countries where civil society is non-
existent.

We call upon the European Union to:

•	 Develop new pro-poor development 
strategies, independent of  IMF/
World Bank models, in consultation 
with representatives of  civil society 
and peoples' organisations.

•	 Develop its country strategy 
papers in proper consultation 
with organisations of  civil society, 
ensuring that the voices of  people 
living in poverty are heard and 
reflected in the formulation of  the 
strategies and agendas of  poverty 
alleviation/eradication programmes. 
In addition, a regional strategy for 
South Asia should be established.

•	 Develop suitable mechanisms for 
consultative processes, including a 
right to information that takes onto 
account traditional forms of  civil 
society. In this context, the use of  
new information technology, the 
media (inclusive of  community and 
alternative forms) and public hearing 
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in project impact areas should be 
incorporated.

•	 Give increased emphasis to 
providing relevant support to 
peoples' initiatives for poverty 
eradication.

•	 Ensure that in its budget allocations 
there is an increased reflection of  
the proportion of  people living 
in poverty within South Asia. In 
addition, emphasis should be given 
to financing important social sectors. 
Scarce Overseas Development 
Assistance (ODA) resources should 
not be diverted to the private sector.

•	 Establish mechanisms for a social 
audit in all projects that it supports, 
and to make a commitment to 
adequately address any negative 
consequences that are identified.

•	 Work to ensure that global trade 
and investment regulations allow 
national governments to regulate 
and control their economics in ways 
that protect the rights of  its entire 
people.

•	 Use its political and economic 
influence to make structures of  the 
World Bank and the International 
Monetary Fund (more) democratic.

•	 Mobilise its member States to agree 
not to sell military arms to countries 
of  South Asia.

•	 The European Union should 
explicitly mainstream gender in 
the development co-operation 
agreements that it negotiates with 
South Asian and other countries.

•	 Strive towards the promotion 
and preservation of  a multi-polar 
world in which there is respect for 
democratic principles and space.

We call upon the State and governments in 
South Asia to:

•	 Enhance and strengthen their 
commitments to social sectors and 
in particular to ensure that the basic 
needs of  all people are met.

•	 Ensure that the rights of  citizens 
to life, liberty, human dignity and 
livelihoods are protected and 
promoted, particularly those of  the 
marginalised and minorities.

•	 Ensure that the policies and practices 
of  the State and its institutions 
are carried out in a transparent, 
effective and accountable way, 
free of  corruption. South Asian 
governments in collabouration 
with the EU countries should take 
initiatives to stop market driven 
corruption.

•	 Reject structural adjustment models 
defined by the World Bank and the 
IMF. In addition, the governments 
in South Asia should not bind 
themselves to the WTO's agreement 
on agriculture.

•	 Reduce expenditures on defence to 
provide further resources for health, 
education, agriculture and other 
programmes that address the needs 
of  people living in poverty.

•	 Actively work together and 
support networks and alliances on 
crosscutting areas of  concern such 
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as trafficking of  women, water, 
refugees, citizenship, violence, 
ecology and disasters.

•	 Ensure that their plans emerge from a 
consultative process that specifically 
involves the marginalised. Gender 
concerns should be emphasised in 
all such development plans.

We call on Eurostep and its members to:

•	 Work towards the establishment of  
mechanisms of  dialogue between 
civil societies constituencies in 
Europe and South Asia and between 
South Asian civil society and EU 
institutions.

•	 Promote alternative development 
models drawn from people's 
experiences and knowledge with a 
view to their mainstreaming within 
EU development policies and 
practices.

•	 Support South Asian networks 
and alliances on crosscutting areas 
of  concern such as trafficking of  
women, water, refugees, citizenship, 
violence, ecology and disasters.

•	 Work towards deepening and 
broadening global alliances that can 
effectively project the concerns and 
voices of  people living in poverty 
and promote pro-poor solutions.

•	 Work together in partnership to 
build capacity and support for 
effective policy interventions at the 
local, national and global level based 
on a pro-poor agenda.

•	 Help promote and establish 
a global alliance to establish a 
permanent, independent, social 
audit commission on the policy and 
practices of  the WTO.

•	 Provide information and analysis 
of  the development policy and 
practices of  the European Union.

We call on Civil Society in South Asia to:

•	 Work towards setting up regional 
alliances and supporting existing 
ones, to work on strategies to 
effectively change and combat 
the harmful economic policies of  
globalisation, liberalisation and 
privatisation which cause increasing 
poverty in the region.

•	 Develop strategies, which create 
space for people's initiatives and 
support their struggles, recognising 
the specific and different contexts 
of  marginalised groups.

•	 Develop common strategies that 
make governments, States and 
local authorities accountable and 
responsive to people's needs.

•	 Establish dialogue collectively and 
individually with EU representatives.

•	 Set up a "People for Peace" 
structure in the region, to influence 
governments to reduce defence 
expenditure and work towards peace 
in the region.

•	 Work for the establishment of  a 
social audit in all projects supported 
by the EU and to press for the EU 
to adequately address any negative 
consequences that are identified.

Annexes
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Annex 2:

Statement of Concern, Kathmandu 2002
"Eradication of  abject poverty is the utmost necessity to affirm social justice and 

lasting peace" (Press Statement declared on 5th January 2002 in Kathmandu)

about ways to create more just societies 
within the region, and to plan for serious 
regional cooperation. This meeting was 
held in Kathmandu, Nepal, and was a 
follow-up to the earlier South Asian Civil 
Society Conference held in September 
2000 at Manesar, Haryana, India. The 
Kathmandu meeting resolved to establish 
a regional Alliance for collective work on 
poverty eradication. This Statement was 
adopted as the basis for future action 
together in the newly formed South Asia 
Alliance for Poverty Eradication.

The Alliance members share the views 
that governments of  the region have 
a responsibility to ensure that all of  
their citizens have basic human rights 
to life and livelihood. The State collects 
taxes from the people, and has a direct 
responsibility to provide affordable quality 
education, health services, food security, 
etc. The State should not only confine 
its role to regulating the freedom of  the 
marketplace; nor should the State abdicate 
its role by handing over the responsibility 
for providing social services to the private 
sectors, NGOs and other civil society 
actors. The State, with honesty, sincerity, 
economy, and simplicity must play its 
rightful and historical role in the countries 
of  the region.

In addition, the members reject the 
dominant development thinking which 
dictates that the best way to get the best 

On the occasion of  the 11th Summit of  
South Asian Association for Regional Co-
operation (SAARC) in Kathmandu, Nepal 
from 4 to 6 January 2002, the members 
of  the South Asia Alliance for Poverty 
Eradication (SAAPE) called upon the 
Heads of  States or Governments gathered 
here to renew their commitments for 
promoting the welfare of  the people of  
South Asia, particularly the excluded, the 
poor, the marginalised, and all those who 
do not have access to basic health care, 
basic education, shelter and fundamental 
rights. The tasks of  eradicating poverty, 
hunger, disease, illiteracy, unemployment, 
tackling environmental degradation 
and food insecurity need to be jointly 
addressed. As members of  social 
movements and organisations working for 
the development through empowerment 
of  the people living in poverty, we urge 
SAARC members to implement the 
commitments of  their governments 
and bring at a regional level increased 
serious and meaningful cooperation for 
eradicating poverty and eliminating social 
injustice. In this context, we share with you 
our Statement of  concern and purpose as 
follows.

Senior development workers, social 
movement leaders, leading academics 
and concerned citizens from Bangladesh, 
Bhutan, India, Nepal, Pakistan and Sri 
Lanka came together to discuss critical 
issues of  poverty eradication, to strategise 
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life for the largest number of  people is 
to promote a globalised world economy 
marked by "free trade", liberalisation and 
privatisation. In the region of  South Asia, 
we know that this approach to development 
causes hardship and misery to many 
people living in our region. We believe that 
Alternative Development Approaches will 
better serve the people of  South Asia. We 
commit ourselves supporting to discover, 
define, and disseminate these approaches, 
evolved through listening to, learning 
from and working with the people of  our 
countries.
Members of  the Alliance will continue to 
work with people living in poverty, urging 
their national governments to review and 
implement their commitments to the 
eradication of  all forms of  poverty which 
result in marginalisation. At the same time, 
members of  the Alliance feel that some of  
the major problems faced by people living 
in conditions of  poverty are particularly 
accentuated by globalisation, liberalisation 
and privatisation. These cannot be solved 
in isolation from other countries in the 
region. The members of  the Alliance from 
various civil society organisations have 
agreed to build and strengthen alliances 
around common issues.
Alliance members underscore the grave 
crises that mark the entire region – 
•	 growing numbers of  people living in 

conditions of  extreme poverty,
•	 skewed development policies 

leading to large scale displacements 
of  poor people,

•	 mass migration increasing the 
fragility of  rural based populations, 
particularly landless labourers and 
poor peasants,

•	 the escalating violence faced by 
women living in abject poverty,

•	 the declining social sector 
expenditures by governments,

•	 the increasing costs of  militarisation,
•	 the acute distress of  large masses of  

people neglected by unresponsive 
governments implementing 
distorted agenda of  development 
priorities,

•	 severely endangered food security 
aggravated by multinational 
companies acquiring patent rights 
over our bio-diversity,

•	 the dismantling of  government 
food security systems in the name 
of  privatisation,

•	 forced and exploited Labour,
•	 escalating communalism and 

fundamentalism which are 
undermining the people's struggles 
to address the root causes of  
poverty,

•	 the people's right to information 
not being uniformly available in the 
region,

•	 social conflict within countries 
resulting from State and other 
systemic suppression over people. 
People raise their voices about 
real problems, and the State does 
not listen to them, resulting in 
frustration, and violence in society,

•	 governments not addressing the 
structural causes of  poverty,

•	 escalating numbers of  refugees in 
the region, and

•	 extremely high national debt as 
a result of  international financial 
institutional borrowing, etc. 

Annexes



South Asia and the Future of Pro-People Development: The Centrality of Social Justice and Equality164

Members of  the alliance call on 
governments in all countries of  the region 
to implement genuine agrarian reforms, 
to put in place mechanisms to ensure 
profitable prices for all peasants and to 
initiate rural development policies which 
would provide further food securities to 
those living in poverty and deprivation.
Members of  the Alliance call for the 
governments of  the region to protect the 
People's Rights over natural resources- 
land, water, forest, minerals, shrubs and 
herbs. The bio-diversity of  the region 
must be protected for local people.
To address the problems of  landless 
labourers and poor peasants, the Alliance 
Members call for a campaign against the 
use of  every kind of  forced and bonded 
Labour, and at the same time, for a campaign 
for Minimum Wages to all informal sector 
workers, especially agriculture labourers - 
both men and women.
Women living in poverty in all the countries 
of  the region are facing high degrees of  
exploitation, both in terms of  denial of  
their rights as citizens, their exclusion from 
political participation, and also in terms of  
property rights. Trafficking in women and 
children has increased and it is alarming 
to note the lack of  sensitiveness to this 
issue. Forced violence against women 
even extends to "honour killings", "dowry 
deaths", and female foeticides in the region, 
leading to alarming decline in female to 
male sex ratio. Governments must act to 
protect and empower vulnerable women. 
Active steps must be taken to stop these 
practices.
Various religious and social factors and 
an overall situation of  patriarchy prevent 
women's participation, decision making 

and equal rights, including access and 
control over property and resources. 
These can only be addressed through legal 
reform, and changes in resource allocation. 
Also, when there are more opportunities 
and space for women to improve their 
situations, women themselves will act. 
Governments should take effective 
and efficient actions to implement all 
International Conventions and Covenants 
ratified by them, such as CEDAW 
(Convention on the Elimination of  all 
forms of  Discrimination Against Women) 
to protect and promote the fundamental 
rights of  women.
Attention of  governments is also drawn to 
the need to eradicate child Labour and to 
provide compulsory free basic education. 
Likewise, concrete actions need to be 
taken to materialise the vision of  signed 
International Conventions such as CRC 
(Convention on the Rights of  the Child). 
Debt payments are a crippling feature of  
the economies of  the region. They are 
a result of  the pressures of  Globalised 
Economic Policies, and are one of  the 
causes of  continuing poverty. Members 
call for the immediate and unconditional 
Cancellation of  Debt in the countries 
of  South Asia, and governments are 
urged to divert the resources that would 
be used for debt payment, to women 
and children's health, education, socio-
economic empowerment, drinking water, 
and subsidies for farm inputs and food 
security. In order to address the plight 
of  refugees, negotiations are needed to 
facilitate repatriation, refugees returning 
to their countries with dignity and honour, 
without fear of  persecution. Further, 
the repatriation of  refugees is important 
in addressing the impoverishment that 
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results for the citizens of  the countries in 
the region that house refugees.
Alliance members urge governments 
to address in a timely planned way the 
fundamental causes of  social conflicts with 
multiple strategies involving local people 
so that such conflicts can be prevented 
from escalating into violence.
The South Asia Alliance for Poverty 
Eradication and its members are 
committed to undertake the following 
roles and responsibilities:
•	 monitor national governments in 

their performance to implement their 
commitments,

•	 resist anti-poor policies, be they 
economic, social, political or 
environmental,

•	 encourage regional development 
cooperation amongst the governments 
of  the region, as well as amongst non-
State actors,

•	 develop strategies which create space for 
people's initiatives and support people's 
struggles for reinstating social justice, 
recognising the specific and different 
contexts of  marginalised groups,

•	 facilitate alliances in the region and 
support existing networks, to work on 
strategies that could effectively change 
and combat the harmful economic 
policies of  corporate globalisation, 
liberalisation and privatisation which 
cause increasing poverty in the region,

•	 develop common strategies that 
make governments, States, and local 
authorities accountable and responsive 
to people's needs and aspirations,

•	 establish regional dialogue with 
the European Union, and other 

international bodies and networks, both 
State and civil society ones that can be 
seen as allies in the struggle to control 
and change strong international actors 
who are causing impoverishment in the 
region - indeed, in the world,

•	 set up a "People for Peace" initiative 
in the region to work towards peace in 
the region. This will include influencing 
governments to reduce defence 
expenditures, and

•	 incorporate "Community Media" for 
communicating and informing about 
technology, success stories of  differing 
communities and people's initiatives 
within the region.

The times call for joint resistance to 
external interventions that harm equitable 
distribution of  resources within countries. 
All development policies, plans and budget 
exercises need a people's audit so that the 
planning process may be owned by the 
people living in the areas. Civil and political 
rights essentially fortify people's access 
to economic, social and cultural rights. 
Social justice is under siege and people's 
organisations have indeed shown success 
in realising Constitutional rights, as a result 
of  their field and policy interventions.
South-South and South-North exchanges 
and alliances strengthen social actions, and 
are necessary in these complex economic 
and social times. Therefore, the members 
of  the Alliance present in Kathmandu 
invite all like-minded social development 
organisations and movements in South 
Asia to join, and propose a system of  
affiliation for supporters living outside the 
region.

"Let us join hands to unitedly fight against 
poverty, hunger and social injustice" 
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Annex 3:

Colombo Declaration 2003
SAAPE Statement from 1st meeting of  the General Assembly, Colombo, Sri Lanka

The First General Assembly of  SAAPE 
met in Colombo from 14 to 16 June 2003. 
Representatives from Bangladesh, Bhutan, 
India, Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan and Sri 
Lanka, focal organisations, independent 
social movement activists, mass 
organisations, academics, non-government 
organisations and members from civil 
society organisations in Europe were 
present. After two days of  deliberation, 
the following Statement was adopted:

South Asia, both as individual countries 
and together as a region, has a claim to 
a history of  adopting their own ways of  
development. There has been 500 years of  
reversal of  the development process since 
Vasco de Gama attempted to discover India 
500 years ago. The damage caused during 
the last 55 years of  the Bretton Woods 
institutions has been far greater than the 
damage of  the 450 years before that. Not 
just to the economy, but to cultures and 
the way of  thinking of  the people. In 
our countries the natural resources and 
wealth of  nature have been completely 
destroyed. Some of  the ancient traditional 
practices still remain with the people. So 
the struggle for us today is the second 
struggle for independence to recover the 
right to utilise the resources and traditions 
that we have.

We are painfully aware of  the fact that 
more than half  of  the world's poor live in 
South Asia. Colonial rule in this part of  
the world had already ruined our economy 

and pushed our people into abject poverty. 
Our people rose in rebellion and through 
the multiple paths of  resistance we gained 
our freedom and got rid of  colonialism 
and its rapacious plunder of  our resources 
and our wealth.

Following national independence our 
governments made many promises, 
which were not honoured - yet there was 
increased employment, the establishment 
of  public sector industries and some 
attempt at the introduction of  basic 
services by the State. The immediate post-
independence societies, guided by the 
euphoria of  freedom, were committed 
to social goals and freeing the people 
from poverty. Above all a system of  
Constitutional governance was introduced 
in many countries of  the region.

Ever since the new wave of  Globalisation 
began these gains have been quickly 
eroded. No time was lost in imposing upon 
us the new dogmatism of  Neo-liberalism. 
We were told that the panacea for all our 
ills was Structural Adjustment through 
the route of  market fundamentalism as 
prescribed by the Washington Consensus. 
Our governments surrendered before 
the architects of  the global economic 
restructuring plan and invited imperialism 
again as if  it were different from the earlier 
spell of  colonialism.

Though direct foreign rule is not physically 
seen, Transnational Corporations (TNC) 
have invaded and influenced every 
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corner of  our market to extract profits 
for imperialism once again. Trade was 
initiated as a means of  exchange and not 
for greed, profit and accumulation. It has 
for a long time served to achieve progress 
for human kind but when we look at the 
reality today, we now see trade leading to 
destruction. Impoverishment, deprivation, 
job losses, marginalisation, pauperisation 
and de-proletarianisation have returned to 
our lands. Millions are displaced, deprived 
of  their access to natural resources and 
livelihood opportunities and thrown on to 
the urban streets, slums and unemployment 
with diminishing State aided welfare 
support, thereby exacerbating their 
misery. We take note of  the indignities 
imposed on the Dalits for centuries and 
the displacement of  tribals from their 
ancestral habitats and we draw attention 
to growing poverty, powerlessness and 
the denial of  rights of  women - leading in 
some cases even to the commodification 
of  their bodies and body parts and the 
accompanying increase in social violence. 
This is true also of  religious and ethnic 
minorities, indigenous minorities, and of  
urban and rural workers. 

The Colombo meeting of  SAAPE has 
demanded that development plans be 
developed by the people themselves 
and budgets decided by people living in 
poverty. We have had enough from the 
mergers of  internal and external profit 
driven forces. We know how government 
borrowings benefit the donors and elites, 
leaving the recipients poorer than before; 
how free trade facilitates super profits for 
the TNCs; how liberalisation reopens our 
market once again for another round of  
rapacious plunder as happened during 
colonialism; how Intellectual Property 

Rights (IPRs) result in bio-piracy; and how 
privatisation leads to jobless growth and 
deprivation of  basic needs. Women and 
children are specifically affected by the 
denial of  their right to basic health and 
educational facilities, and employment. 
We now demand that the destinies of  our 
countries be with the people themselves. 
They should now decide what is in their 
best interest. 

We are aware that imperialism never gave 
up its colonies voluntarily--neither will they 
give up their neo-colonial empire because 
people ask them to do so. We therefore 
need to prepare our second liberation 
struggle. This time we must make sure that 
the architects and agents of  imperialism 
and globalisation are ousted lock, stock and 
barrel. For this to happen the poor must 
take the lead--they need to understand the 
true nature of  neo-colonialism. We must 
expose and delegitimise the path laid down 
for us by the Bretton Woods institutions-
-we must expose their true character and 
the perfidy of  their modus operandi. We 
must expose their lies, deeds and actions 
through public trial. We must let them 
hear the judgement of  our people and 
through the peaceful and non-violent path 
mobilise the ravished millions to achieve 
our second independence.

For this to be possible SAAPE must get 
down to unrelenting serious political work. 
We have to build pro-poor alliances at the 
local, national, regional and international 
levels. There are hundreds of  initiatives 
going on in distant corners of  our land: 
these must be brought together, they must 
all be linked and relinked, all energies and 
all efforts must be channelised. It is not 
enough to remain at the micro level. We 
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must obtain the richness of  the micro 
experience and feed it into wider sectoral 
processes, we must encourage debate and 
discussions among ourselves, we must shed 
all sectarianism and those negations that 
have already destroyed many mainstream 
political parties, we must have the 
openness, the humility and the courage to 
learn from the best that is going on in any 
corner of  our region. We must bring these 
experiences to the wider level, share our 
sectoral insights and knowledge so often 
generated through long years of  struggle 
and tenacious praxis, and come together at 
the inter-sectoral level in order to ask the 
more basic questions related to the root 
causes of  all our misery and poverty.

It is our considered opinion that SAAPE 
must become such a platform at the South 
Asia level. We already have the material 
basis for doing so. We are moving forward 
with amazing rapidity and everyday 
produces new fascinating experiences of  
solidarity and convergence. We are greatly 
encouraged by the unique and valuable 
links we have already established with 
people (civil society organisations) from 
other countries throughout the world. 

The SAAPE initiative has been unique 
in many ways. It is the first South Asian 
Alliance to focus primarily on the question 
of  poverty in our region, even as the rulers 
of  this part of  the world shed crocodile 
tears for the poor when they get together 
in SAARC. We even have reason to believe 
that some big countries of  this region are 
keen to avoid SAARC holding meetings. 
We witness them being postponed again 
and again. We consider this to be a very 
disturbing tendency--especially when 
we are aware of  so much communal 

and ethnic disturbance causing death, 
disturbance, and destabilisation in our 
region. In this context we are determined 
to create a people’s SAARC and carry 
forward the potential of  working together 
for our common good. 

SAAPE is also unique since it has from 
the very days of  its inception been 
looking for like-minded partners in the 
North and is heartened to have found 
allies from the civil society of  the North, 
some of  whom have taken a pioneering 
lead to build concrete linkages with the 
South and proactively cooperated with 
SAAPE to raise fundamental issues of  
common concern in many fora within the 
European Union including the European 
Commission as well as the European 
Parliament. We are happy that many 
of  these friends are with us in this First 
General Assembly of  SAAPE and are 
signatories to this Colombo Statement.

We do feel that the conditions for carrying 
forward our constructive and creative work 
in the mode of  "ahimsa and satyagraha" 
have arrived in our region once again. 
During the last freedom struggle they 
divided us, drew boundaries across our 
lands and sold arms to our governments 
to fight each other, but during the coming 
freedom struggle we will not be fooled 
again. We must be prepared with clear 
plans. 

We are proud to take note of  our South 
Asian identity. Whenever we meet 
across artificial borders that divide us 
we are reminded of  our deep cultural 
and civilisational commonness. We not 
only cherish this oneness but also see in 
it great opportunities for our people to 
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lead a more peaceful and prosperous life 
if  only the arms race and militarisation in 
our region are brought to an end. What we 
need is pro-people forms of  governance 
in which local self  government is given 
its due place of  primacy and importance 
and all national governments that are anti-
people--be they military, monarchical or 
authoritarian are replaced by more people 
friendly institutions of  governance at all 
levels. It is only the ruling elite and their 
agents who search for differences and 
seek so many artificial ways and means to 
introduce and perpetuate strife among our 
people.

We the people of  this region will draw 
from the richness of  our plurality and 
build on our rich cultural, religious and 
spiritual heritage so as to come together 

against all those who foster communalism, 
fundamentalism, ethnic strife, armed 
struggle and non-peaceful means. We must 
prepare for the next struggle for national 
liberation and this time it must be under 
the leadership of  those who have been 
deprived of  their basic human rights and 
their genuine allies. The political economy 
that generates wealth for the few and 
poverty and powerlessness for millions 
needs to be restructured by the millions 
into a political economy that honours 
Labour and creates wealth and well-being 
for all.

The Colombo Statement reiterated the 
Manesar Declaration and reaffirmed the 
power of  people in the South Asia region 
to regain control to abolish both poverty, 
and the politics that creates this condition.

Annex 4:

Kathmandu Declaration 2006
Adopted during the 2nd General Assembly of  SAAPE (2-3 July 2006)

The Kathmandu Declaration was adopted 
during the second General Assembly of  
SAAPE, that took place on 2-3 July 2006 
on the theme, “Struggles for Grassroots 
Democracy: South Asian, Civil Society 
Perspective.” 

WE, THE PARTICIPANTS OF THE 
SECOND GENERAL ASSEMBLY OF 
THE SOUTH ASIA ALLIANCE FOR 
POVERTY ERADICATION (SAAPE), 
meeting in Kathmandu, Nepal, July 2-3, 
2006, felt the energy, excitement and 
anticipation of  the people of  Nepal, at 
this historic and precarious point in their 
history – Nepal’s recent Jana Aandolan 

II (people’s movement) for Lokatantra 
(democracy). 

Over the two days of  meetings, we, the 
members of  SAAPE and observers – a 
widely representative group of  civil society 
organisations and movements from the 
eight countries of  South Asia, and from 
Europe – learned from each other, and 
from the experiences of  the Nepal Jana 
Aandolan, and pledged their solidarity to 
establis.h a real and lasting democracy in 
Nepal. 

We are committed to the Eradication of  
Poverty in the Region, and reaffirm the 
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Manesar Declaration adopted in 2000, 
and the Kathmandu Declaration adopted 
in 2002. We are inspired by the principles 
that the courageous people of  Nepal have 
articulated as the foundation principles 
for a New Nepal. We have also increased 
our understanding of  the difficulties and 
possibilities in poverty eradication, as a 
result of  sharing the work and conditions 
in our countries. 

SAAPE is becoming a platform for a large 
number of  like-minded organisations, 
movements and persons in the region, who 
have come together to eradicate poverty 
and to strengthen grassroots democracy. 
SAAPE is a socio-political force to work 
for change and to work with different 
groups of  people in attempts to unite to 
achieve different goals that are important 
in the overall struggle to eradicate poverty 
and protect grassroots democracy. 

With this understanding, we declare that 
we will eradicate poverty in South Asia – 

Realising that poverty and hunger in the 
region is not natural, but something created 
and perpetuated by the Global powers 
of  plunder and exploitation, working in 
collabouration with the elitist regimes in 
our own countries; we commit ourselves 
to fight these forces until we take control 
over our lives, our natural resources, and 
the right to plan and decide on the use of  
such resources. We commit ourselves to 
facilitate the mobilisation of  the millions of  
poor and their organisations to complete 
the process of  the de-legitimisation of  
the Global financial powers such as the 
International Financial Institutes (IFIs), 
and international capital in their self-
proclaimed right to set agendas for poverty 
eradication and development. 

Realising that “Growth” alone is not the 
remedy for “Poverty,” neither in rural nor 
urban areas, neither in the agriculture nor 
in the industrial sector, and knowing that 
logically those claim “responsible” for 
poverty (e.g., WB, IMF and WTO) cannot 
tell us how to solve the problems of  
Poverty – their “solutions” so far have only 
led to the aggravation of  poverty all across 
the region (hundreds of  thousands of  
farmer suicides in India, pauperisation of  
the peasantry, promotion of  the corporate 
farming model, loss of  jobs and Labour 
opportunities); and therefore, we need to 
struggle with farmers and labourers for 
establishing and strengthening grassroots 
democracy, and against Labour policies 
that are exploitative. 

Realising that a large number of  children 
are engaged in Labour work in the region 
– markets exploit them in the pretext of  
poverty; we declare that SAAPE will fight 
against child Labour and fight for their 
right to education. 

We declare that we will work towards 
realising food sovereignty and food security 
for the people of  the region, and struggle 
to create a supportive policy framework 
– promoting Eco-Agriculture, opposing 
GM food, and promoting peasant alliances 
for ensuring food sovereignty. 

Realising that the forces that/who benefit 
from the poor remaining poor, are strong, 
powerful and well-connected, we commit 
ourselves to a more powerful struggle 
against the root causes of  poverty in the 
South Asian region. We declare we will 
not rest peacefully, even if  intermediate 
victories have been won, but will continue 
to struggle together, as a Regional Alliance, 
solving problems as we go, until Poverty 
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is eradicated from all of  the South Asian 
countries. 

Anti-poverty work is often done by people 
who work on behalf  of  others, and people 
living in poverty themselves are often 
involved as “targets” or “beneficiaries.” 
We know that there is great strength and 
ability in the men, women and children 
living in conditions of  hunger and poverty, 
and we declare that we are committed to 
all inclusive and participative, including 
poor men and women, excluded castes 
and indigenous communities, integrally 
and strategically in the decision-making 
and work of  SAAPE. 

Realising that Peace in the region still 
eludes us – civil strife in Sri Lanka and 
Afghanistan; growing State repression 
in Bangladesh, India and Pakistan; and 
continuing repression in Bhutan -we 
declare that the members of  SAAPE will 
support each other in the struggles for 
peace. The problems are many – Bhutanese 
refugees feel unable to return to their 
homes in Bhutan, State repression in India 
in Gujarat and other States by religious 
fundamentalist political groups, and the 
use of  military power by the South Asian 
governments to suppress movements and 
struggles of  indigenous citizens for their 
political and economic rights. The people 
want peace and democracy in the region; 
national and international governments 
in many cases do not. SAAPE will work 
with the people in reinstating peace and 
democracy. 

Realising that the continuing Indo-
Pakistani conflict over Kashmir is a serious 
obstacle to both peace and grassroots 
democracy in the region, and realising 
that the enormous defence budgets of  

both countries deprive the poor of  their 
countries of  needed health, education, 
food security, etc., we declare that SAAPE 
will do everything possible to mobilise 
its members, along with others in the 
region working for peace and justice for 
the Kashmiri people, to pressure the two 
governments to resolve the conflict in 
accordance with the wishes and needs of  
the Kashmiri people. 

Realising that poor governance, the 
absence of  free and fair elections, and 
violence of  the rule of  law undermines 
genuine democracy in the region, we 
declare that SAAPE will work through 
its members by advocacy and public 
awareness, to bring about true democracy 
and democratic processes in the countries 
of  the region. Monitoring and reforming 
the education systems will form part 
of  this public awareness – SAAPE will 
work on education policies, and ensure 
qualitative and progressive education so 
that democracy can be sustainable. 

Realising that in the region, where 
patriarchal customs and practices continue, 
we declare that SAAPE will make sure 
that women have equal participation as 
members of  decision-making bodies 
and that the poverty of  women will be a 
constant concern and focus. Women must 
form at least 50 % of  all bodies that work 
within SAAPE. Women bring real strength 
to struggles for social justice and human 
rights, they are tenacious, fearless, and 
in their lives, used to solving problems. 
They have experienced suppression, and 
given a chance to participate, are creative, 
courageous and effective partners in the 
struggles against poverty and injustices in 
the region. 
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Realising that in the region, fundamental 
religious sentiments and revivalism mingled 
with politics, have caused deprivation, 
poverty, destitution, agony and atrocities, 
and having seen the impact and effect 
of  the rise of  earthquake in Pakistan and 
Kashmir), response is quick and effective, 
if  a situation is dealt with urgency under 
the disguise of  'disaster'. For example, the 
response to the great disaster Tsunami 

showed how the world would/could 
respond to poverty and hunger if  they are 
seen and declared as such emergencies. 

This Declaration of  the members of  
SAAPE, made in solidarity, is adopted by 
the 130 members from eight countries 
of  South Asia along with our European 
partners assembled in Kathmandu, Nepal, 
on 3rd day of  July 2006.

Annex 5:

Kathmandu Declaration 2009
Adopted by 3rd General Assembly (2009) of  SAAPE

We the citizens of  South Asia, 
representatives of  civil societies from 
Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, 
the Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan and Sri 
Lanka, met in the Third General Assembly 
of  the South Asia Alliance for Poverty 
Eradication in Kathmandu from 8 to 9 
August 2009. This Declaration represents 
the collective will of  the members 
present to work against neo-liberalism. 
We embrace sustainable development for 
the definitive eradication of  poverty and 
the betterment of  the lives of  all people 
in the region, particularly those living in 
poverty and without rights, those suffering 
injustice and the effects of  conflict and 
discrimination. 

We call on all governments of  the region, 
and the international community as a whole 
to unreservedly ensure the universal right 
of  all to life, shelter, social security and 
livelihood. All the hard won rights must be 
preserved and built upon. We demand that 
all governments of  the region recognize 

the global failure of  the neo-liberal model 
to bring equitable development to all. The 
global economic crisis is symptomatic of  
the broader failures of  commoditisation 
of  the world's resources and exploitation 
of  nature. 

While we recognise the threat of  climate 
change the solution does not lie in 
either displacing people from the forest 
and land, or in international carbon 
trade. The International Financial 
Institutions (IFI) have accentuated land 
grab and displacement of  forest and 
rural communities, loss of  traditional 
livelihoods and a sharp increase in hunger 
and farmer suicides. We demand a reversal 
of  neo-liberal economic policies and the 
restoration of  public management and 
ownership. The restructuring of  South 
Asian economies has led to the loss of  
millions of  jobs and rampant poverty and 
intensification of  poverty in both urban 
and rural communities. Elitist growth-
led economic strategies have reduced 
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possibilities for overall livelihood concerns 
in economic policy. 

Neo-liberal policies have led to an attack 
on democratic struggles including the 
use of  anti-terror laws against people's 
movements. The States cannot claim 
impunity since these are in violation 
of  international human rights law. In 
view of  the crushing debt burden there 
must be cancellation of  debt by the 
IFIs and Northern lenders. South Asian 
governments must not borrow any more 
funds from the IFIs. 

Therefore, we commit here to redoubling 
our efforts as a united South Asian 
community to act in solidarity with 
people's movements in the region- Dalits, 
indigenous peoples, Labour (including 
migrant workers), fisherfolk, women, 
peasants, refugees, minorities, displaced 
peoples, and all other excluded peoples. 
The access of  youth to secure futures 
must be ensured. Travel within South Asia 
should be visa free. Our solidarity extends 
to people and movements worldwide.

We demand governments to recognise and 
support the emerging diverse development 
alternatives initiated by communities that 
have successfully incorporated principles 
of  gender justice, ecological sustainability 

and participatory democracy. Adequate 
resources must be allocated to implement 
these alternatives on a national and regional 
scale. The State must respect, protect and 
fulfil the basic legal, social and economic 
rights of  all citizens, including food 
sovereignty.  This will require increased 
prioritisation of  financial resources to this 
end.

The people of  South Asia are witness to 
the increased militarism and militarisation 
in the region, and the heightened arms 
race and trade, while poverty and 
destitution, civilian deaths, and insecurity 
are on the rise. There is a need for a 
collective action by South Asian States 
to combat extremism and to significantly 
reduce military expenditures.  South Asia 
should be declared a nuclear-weapons 
free zone. Security in the region can only 
be achieved by just and sustainable social 
and economic development. All disputes 
between South Asian countries should be 
resolved by transparent negotiations. The 
people of  South Asia deserve clean and 
people-friendly governments.

We resolve to struggle against all forces 
that create poverty, conflict and violence. 
Our governments must fulfil their 
Constitutional obligations to secure peace 
and social justice.
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Annex 6:

Kathmandu Declaration on Climate Crisis, 2011
Adopted in the South Asia Regional Conference on Climate Change, 1-2 January 2011

especially on our food sovereignty. 
South Asia is the region of  world highest 
number i.e., 40 % of  poor population, 
and is also highly conflict torn region. 
Though the regional per capita emission 
of  South Asia is around 0.2 to 10 tons; 
South Asia is the worse victim of  climate 
impact. According to the IPCC one third 
of  Bangladesh and all most all coastal 
area of  India will be lost due to sea rise. 
Himalayan glaciers has the probability 
to complete meltdown, which will create 
severe drinking water crisis over the entire 
region. Due to temperature rise and 
climate variability there will be 35 to 40 
% crop loss especially in rain fed regions. 
Displacement of  more than 50 million 
people mostly farmers and poor is also 
predicted. Economies of  the almost all the 
countries will be severely affected slowing 
down the rate of  growth and equitable 
development in the region. 

We have already observed the impacts 
in recent (2010) Pakistan floods, which 
affected all most half  of  the country and 20 
million people and their life and livelihood. 
Repeated cyclones in Bangladesh recently 
(cyclone Aila in 2007 and Sidr in 2009) 
caused loss of  4500 lives and damages 
amounting to USD 3 billions. We stand in 
solidarity to the people whose lives have 
been devaStated in these calamities.

We have also observed challenges 
presented by the climate crisis to the highly 
stressed food sovereignty situation in the 
region. Which will not only affect the 

We the representatives farmers’ 
organisations, political organisations and 
parties, civil society organisations and 
non-government organisations from 
Bangladesh, India, Sri Lanka, Pakistan, 
and Nepal having gathered at Kathmandu 
on 1st and 2nd January 2011, with the 
objective of  discussing multiple impacts 
of  climate change including its impact on 
food sovereignty in the South Asia express 
our deepest concern over the vulnerability 
of  the region to climate change, devastating 
impacts of  climate change on lives, 
food sovereignty, culture of  people and 
especially marginalised people and women, 
and voice our dissent in the strongest 
possible manner on the outcomes of  
ongoing UNFCCC negotiations, and 
lament lack of  serious and effective policies 
and steps of  our National governments to 
tackle this climate crisis. We also call upon 
UNFCCC, national governments in South 
Asia and other developing countries, 
regional Institutions like SAARC, and 
the civil society to lead expedited efforts 
to intensify the struggle for seeking pro 
people solutions to this crisis, based 
upon the principles of  common but 
differentiated responsibility, climate equity 
and justice and other principles enshrined 
in international human rights covenants 
including UNFCCC, and human rights 
based approach to development.

We express our grave concern on 
climate change impacts in South Asia, 
that it is already having serious impacts 




