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Despite similarities in the realms of geography, economy, ethnicity and culture, the South Asian region 
is perhaps the least integrated in terms of a regional vision and effort for common development of its 
people. Here I welcome the initiative of SAAPE in producing a series of reports that articulate the common 
survival issues facing an overwhelming majority of the people in south Asia. This report on Social Security 
focusing on inequality and vulnerability amply demonstrates not only the enormity of the challenges but 
also its commonality across the eight countries in the region that account for more than a quarter of the 
world population. Intended for both the lay readers as well as those in the academia- policy-making-and 
civil society spheres, the report has done a remarkable job in highlighting the major issues and possible 
remedial measures. I hope the report will get a wide dissemination across the countries and provoke the 
younger generation to fight for a set of humane social and economic policies with social security as its 
cornerstone.

K. P. Kannan
Honorary Fellow, Centre for Development Studies, Thiruvananthapuram, Kerala, India & 

Member of India’s Erstwhile National Commission for Enterprises in the Unorganised Sector (NCEUS), India

For all of us seeking policy interventions to stem the trends of inequality, poverty and hunger this report 
is more than clear, apt and appropriate. Reading through it with African lenses proved to be a rewarding 
experience- it spoke directly to the dilemmas facing the African Union and its regional development 
efforts even though there is a large Ocean between us!  The report invites us to also think of tangible 
alternatives instead of only reporting on the catastrophic consequences of our development paths. I was 
particularly pleased that it also contained a focus on the implications of COVID-19 in South Asia.

Ari Sitas
Director, Institute for African Alternatives (IFAA), Cape Town, South Africa

This critical publication by SAAPE comes when it is most needed.
Analytically brilliant, backed by data and statistics, this report is a must for policymakers, academicians, 
activists, and all others who strive for social justice in South Asia and beyond.

Éric Toussaint 
Spokesperson, Committee for the Abolition of Illegitimate Debt (CADTM), Belgium
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The SAAPE Triennial Poverty and Vulnerability Report – Social Security in South Asia 2024 is an invaluable 
contribution to this field, and a useful tool to anyone interested in social and economic rights and social 
protection in South Asia and beyond. The authors recite Kabir’s words “we are in a multitude but stand 
alone” and lead the readers through the experiences of the poor and working poor in South Asia, as they 
stand alone – without a social safety net - to face their risks and hardship. The report meticulously explores 
the social security deficits in an economy characterized by high levels of labor market informality, in an age 
of economic crisis, political instability, and in a post-COVID world. It reviews social security interventions 
in a neo-liberal era, and reveals with great sophistication the inadequate coverage and, when available, 
insufficient benefits accessible to the working poor. Looking beyond different layers of state provision, the 
authors explore the role of the private sector in social security provisions, and the innovative interventions 
of civil society. Covering issues ranging from forced migration, climate catastrophe, and the crisis of the 
moral economy, the report illuminates the fault-lines of the neo-liberal regimes, highlighting the possible 
role of civil society to lead the way for the public and private sectors towards a more secure and egalitarian 
future

Hila Shamir
Professor, Tel Aviv University, Tel Aviv, Israel & Visiting Professor,

Harvard Law School, Cambridge, MA, USA

This is an exceptionally important briefing, undermining any fantasy that post-Covid austerity – especially 
associated with Bretton Woods Institution influence – supposedly protects social policy. The pan-South 
Asia research into what are, in effect, tokenistic forms of state support feels very similar to South African 
experiences. We have common enemies, including ideologically, and this report helps to demolish many. 
But the hard work now will rely on activists shifting the balance of power.

Patrick Bond
Distinguished Professor of Sociology and Director of the Centre for Social Change, 

University of Johannesburg, South Africa
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FOREWORD
We plough and sow—we’re so very, very low 

That we delve in the dirty clay, 
Till we bless the plain—with the golden grain, 

And the value with the fragrant hay. 
Our place we know—we’re so very low. 

’Tis down at the landlord’s feet: 
We’re not too low—the bread to grow, 

But too low the bread to eat.

‘The Song of the Classes’, Ernest Jones

A group of people walked for more than five days, covering a thousand kilometres. These 
anonymous souls could only be recognised by their open wounds dotting the swollen legs created 
by burst blisters. They attempted to cover the lesions with Styrofoam scavenged from roadside 
trash. The makeshift dressing was enough to soak up the pus from the feet as they continued 
to hobble forward. These young migrant workers were only halfway home. Some might have 
eventually reached their homes, but the survival of people across the South Asian region, as a 
norm, involves such long and endless journeys towards nameless destinations.

As the COVID-19 lockdown closed down any prospect of income generation, the insufficiency of 
any meaningful official support exacerbated the plight. Thousands were forced to seek shelter in 
government-run relief camps for food and immediate shelter. Still, such provisions turned out to be 
inadequate, and millions of workers, faced with terrible insecurity and gripped by financial, mental 
and emotional agony, started migrating back to their native places. The anxiety and helplessness 
due to closed public transportation systems compelled these stranded creatures to set out on foot 
or bicycles, at most, to traverse thousands of kilometres. Many succumbed on the way, devoured 
by the travail. Life was also difficult back home for the lucky ones who made it to their destinations. 
A robust social security system might have reduced the hardship by providing coping mechanisms 
in such bleak times, but that was not to be the case.

An analysis of healthcare facilities in South Asia reveals that despite the crippling pandemic, 
public spending in the healthcare sector continues to remain abysmally low. Admission to any 
public hospital proved more than a lottery during the pandemic days. While the doors of private 
hospitals were partially open, the treatment costs were enormous due to rampant profiteering. 
Most South Asians depend on private healthcare services due to stagnant public investments in 
health. Except for Nepal, public expenditure on health is a little more than 1 per cent of the GDP. 
The inadequacy of public healthcare has pushed a growing number of people towards under-
regulated private healthcare systems, driving them towards destitution. Instead of paying urgent 
attention to the expansion of the public provision of healthcare and publicly funded medical 
education, governments across the region have happily opened the health sector for private 
profit. It is no surprise that South Asia, which accounts for the maximum out-of-pocket expenses 
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for healthcare, is only ahead of sub-Saharan Africa, a region synonymous with droughts, 
natural catastrophes, civil wars and open imperialist pillage and looting.

According to the press, India, the largest economy in the region, has the fourth-highest 
defence budget in the world and the fourth-lowest health budget in terms of GDP. Despite 
a debt of $125 billion, forcing the country to knock on the doors of the IMF, Pakistan’s 
defence spending was $8.52 billion in 2003, according to the Stockholm International 
Peace Research Institute. In contrast, the Federal Budget passed in June 2023 allocated 
PKR24.25 billion for health, a meagre 0.5 per cent of the GDP. Evidence from the third largest 
economy in the region, Bangladesh, is not that encouraging, where decades of chronic 
underfunding have brought the public health system to a collapse, leaving millions at the 
mercy of exorbitant private medical care systems.

According to UNICEF, more than 50 per cent of children in the region live in learning 
poverty—unable to read and understand a simple text by the age of ten. A staggering 
12.5 million children at the primary level and 16.5 million at the lower secondary level are 
out of school. Even before the pandemic, close to a third of the youth in the region did not 
have any form of education, training or employment. Once again, public expenditure on 
education remains below two per cent for the entire area. This low investment in education 
has resulted in a lack of qualified teachers and physical infrastructure like classrooms, 
libraries and laboratories. Nearly the entire budgetary allocation is spent on salaries for 
the teaching staff and others, leaving little for infrastructure or other materials. While 
acknowledging that the region’s poor education quality perpetuates inter-generational 
poverty, the World Bank has not hesitated to push for the privatisation of education. In June 
2020, the Bank approved a $500 million grant under the STARS (Strengthening Teaching-
Learning and Results for States) programme to six Indian states. According to Oxfam, the 
project risked a significant diversion of Indian taxpayers’ funds to an array of private actors, 
introduced the privatisation of education and changed the framing for the private sector’s 
engagement with education in India. 

The current edition of the SAAPE poverty report, the seventh in the series, notes with 
disquiet that a lack of social security for the bulk of the population places the region on 
the lowest ladders of human development indicators. It is no wonder that despite a multi-
trillion-dollar economy, the countries of the region rank between 78th and 182nd in the 
Human Development Index. One of the primary reasons for such a dismal picture is the 
huge gaps in social protection coverage, comprehensiveness and adequacy across all 
countries. These issues aggravate the existing deep-rooted inequalities and impede the 
region’s potential. 

The bulk of the region’s workforce lacks decent access to social security despite many 
progressive labour laws enacted in the area since the second half of the last century. Even 
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though states across the region legislated such provisions, they have, in practice, attempted to 
minimise the ‘beneficiaries’. Various studies indicate that the labour laws in the region have only 
included a tiny three per cent of workers under its coverage. With a rapidly disappearing formal 
employment mechanism and changing labour laws, an increasing number of people are being 
expelled from the ambit of the law. It is vital to remember that there is no informal sector sui 
generis, but a vast workforce is informalised to deny them proper remuneration and other legal 
benefits. Informal sector workers are genuinely a part of the core production system but are 
deliberately kept out of legal or other protections.

SAAPE believes that social security lies at the core of our quest for social justice. The absence of 
social protection is also intimately linked to poverty, inequality and social marginalisation. It has 
apparent linkages to the right to life as enunciated in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
and also upheld by the constitutions of the region.

The latest edition of the poverty report strives to analyse the above issues and also, in detail, the 
current predicament of social security across the countries of the region and the policies that have 
led us there. We strongly believe that all individuals have the right to social security, which cannot 
be substituted by schemes or entitlements, as is the current practice in the region. We are happy 
to advocate the dignity of human life instead of benevolence or compassion, even though we 
believe that the latter might be crucial in emergencies or under extraordinary conditions.

We are hopeful that this report will be helpful to people who would like to see a different world as 
opposed to this inhuman social structure that produces and consumes human lives as any other 
disposable commodities. As we strive to break the existing status quo, we comprehend more and 
more that the elimination of poverty and systemic inequalities is linked to the struggle against the 
dominant mode of production that is based on exploitation and profits.

We hope that the current edition of the poverty report will address relevant questions and stimulate 
debates across the regions in the milieu of students, academicians, activists, policymakers, civil 
society and others.

Sushovan Dhar
for SAAPE team
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South Asia, home to a quarter of the world’s population, has high poverty levels. 
Over the past few decades, countries in the region have experienced multiple crises, 
ranging from socio-economic to political and environmental to ecological, leading to 
further exacerbation of inequality and vulnerability. Social security benefits are crucial 
for coping with these difficult times; however, the retreat of states from providing 
these benefits has made it difficult for the working poor, largely engaged in informal 
sector activities, to sustain their lives and livelihoods. The state’s retreat in countries 
in the region is happening under a neoliberal ideology of economic governance that 
contributes to widening income and wealth disparities. This report aims to highlight the 
realities of the working poor forced to subsist on meagre earnings and state benefits, 
which are inadequate for their needs. We seek to discuss this issue and provide analysis 
for developing pro-people, people-centric social security policies in this report.

We dedicate this 7th edition of the South Asia Poverty and Vulnerability Report, titled 
‘Social Security in South Asia: Inequality and Vulnerability’, to all the SAAPE members 
who continued their fight for justice and freedom until their last breath. We remember 
our members and advisors, Sarath Fernando, Ram Bapat, Najma Sadeque, AKM 
Mustaque Ali, and Karamat Ali, who always remained an inspiration to us. Similarly, we 
remember Govinda Rizal, the country author of this report from Bhutan, who tragically 
died in an accident in Kathmandu on 5 May 2024. We feel honoured to have worked with 
Rizal, who was active in the fight for the rights of Bhutanese refugees and in academic 
research and writing.

SAAPE is a regional platform for like-minded civil society organisations, mass 
movements, individuals and groups in South Asia, formed in 2000 to focus on the 
relationship between poverty, politics, and human rights. Over the past 24 years, the 
platform has worked with regional groups in South Asian countries to raise issues 
concerning inequality, poverty, democracy and peace. One of SAAPE’s important 
initiatives has been producing a triennial Poverty and Vulnerability Report in South 
Asia, accompanied by Country Reports from all South Asian countries. Seven Poverty 
Reports have been published to date, starting with the first report in 2003. The Seventh 
Poverty Report focuses on issues of social security, with editorial participation from 
academics at Ambedkar University, Delhi; the Institute of Public Policy at the National 
Law School of India University, Bengaluru; and Gauhati University, Assam. The report 
covers eight South Asian countries: Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Maldives, 
Nepal, Pakistan and Sri Lanka.
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Executive Summary
There are common threads that join the political and 
economic trajectories of South Asian countries over 
the past three decades. These include embracing 
neoliberal policies that privilege the private 
sector, often at the expense of inclusion. The result 
has been deepened economic inequalities and 
increased precarity of society’s economically and 
socially most vulnerable sections. Major crises of 
the Covid pandemic and climate-related disasters 
accentuated the effects of these policy shifts.

Informal work arrangements have dominated 
employment patterns in the region. Informal 
workers have significantly lower access to 
regulatory protection; distressingly, they cannot 
claim guaranteed social security protection from 
those employing their services. The informal sector 
workers are forced to demand social security 
benefits from the state. However, neoliberal state 
policies push austerity in government spending, 
reducing state outlay for social security. Therefore, 
as the crises deepen, the working poor find 
progressive withdrawal of state governments 
from social sector spending. In this context, there 
is a need to re-examine existing paradigms of 
social security protection in South Asia, giving due 
attention to changing labour, livelihoods and state 
policy scenarios. Against this backdrop, the 7th 
triennial report of SAAPE on Poverty and Inequality 
attempts to do a detailed assessment of the Social 
Security Scenario in South Asia. This regional 
report has been prepared by integrating insights 
from 8 country-specific reports (on Afghanistan, 
Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, the Maldives, Nepal, 
Pakistan and Sri Lanka), which analyse the situation 
of livelihoods and social security in the respective 
contexts of these countries. While a broad template 
of the significant concerns to be addressed in 
the report was debated and finalised, with the 
involvement of several activists and academics 
from the region, each country author was allowed 

to freely traverse the template and focus on the 
most critical country-specific issues that emerged 
from their own experiences, and interactions with 
civil society actors.

The report essentially aims to use social security as a 
connecting theme that enables it to bring together 
several key aspects that are crucial in shaping the 
social security scenario in the South Asian region, 
with due focus on the central concerns of poverty 
and inequality. While discussing social security 
concerns, more attention is given to the needs of 
the most vulnerable and marginalised segments of 
the subcontinent.

Chapter 1 discusses the overall context of 
social security in South Asia.

It briefly discusses six central concerns that shape 
the social security scenario in the South Asian region, 
such as (1) the centrality of the informal sector, (2) 
the growth of precarious work, (3) the emergence 
of a neo-liberal state, (4) deepening economic crisis 
and political instability, (5) livelihood issues and 
(6) exclusionary trends and social security for the 
marginalised.

The chapter concludes by highlighting the need to 
promote worker solidarity, with due attention to the 
right to organising and collective bargaining. The 
need for initiating a discussion process among civil 
society actors, including activists in all the countries 
in the region is also highlighted for strengthening 
social security for the poor and marginalised in 
South Asia.

Chapter 2 discusses the social security 
concerns of the labouring poor in the 
informal sector. 

For informal workers, who constitute the bottom 
of the income and occupational hierarchy and 
are on a day-to-day, hand-to-mouth existence, 
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the social security concerns begin at the basic 
level of earnings and income insecurity. Their 
vulnerability is impacted by fluctuations in inflation 
and disruptions to livelihood access. In the current 
South Asian situation, with economies recovering 
from the depredations of the COVID-19 pandemic 
and economic downturn, this large majority of the 
working people are faced with severe challenges 
of precarity. This section of society is in the most 
urgent need of social security protection.

Given the absence of adequate and universal 
social security schemes in South Asian countries, 
most schemes are targeted, often using metrics of 
means testing to define beneficiaries. Therefore, 
the poor depend on the state’s definitions of who 
is poor. The statistic of the poverty line becomes 
an important marker in defining social security 
access. Similarly, the food basket and basket of 
commodities for determining consumer price index 
all become contested gatekeepers to the eligibility 
for coverage from social security schemes. In the 
context of neoliberalism, the state often works to 
drive down social security spending by increasingly 
more stringent definitions of poverty-linked 
eligibility criteria for the working poor.

The focus on reducing government spending in 
the name of fiscal discipline forces governments 
to create new forms of exclusion to restrict social 
security spending further. Forms of exclusion 
include gender, caste and religion, among others. 
Migration often creates yet another layer of 
exclusion, affecting the most vulnerable sections. 
The government targets these challenges with the 
mantra of ‘digital inclusion’, often resulting in only 
expanding the ambit of exclusion.

The emphasis of neoliberalism is on ‘ease of doing 
business’ or on increasing the capacity of the rich 
to increase their wealth. The corollary is to reduce 
direct taxes on the incomes of the companies and 
their owners while increasing indirect taxation 
on all goods and services. Further, the attempt in 
indirect taxation is to narrow the band between 
taxes on wage goods consumed by all and on 

conspicuous consumption of the rich. This further 
restricts the ability of governments to spend on 
social protection. The vicious cycle further renders 
the poor relatively poorer, exacerbating income and 
wealth inequalities. The resulting marginalisation of 
the poor leads to the growth of the right-wing and 
the politics of social division and majoritarianism. 
The spread of impoverishment results in reduced 
demand, resulting in stagflation in the economy. In 
this context, the chapter argues for an alternative 
political paradigm that prioritises greater equality 
and peace between countries as the way forward. 
It, therefore, equates the struggle for social security 
with the struggle for peace and democracy.

Chapter 3 focuses on some of the core 
determinants and defining aspects 
concerning social protection in South Asia 
to understand social security interventions 
in the region better. 

The chapter begins by discussing the poor 
performance of South Asian countries in terms of 
ratification and adoption of international codes of 
conduct, such as ILO conventions. It is pointed out 
that all the South Asian countries are lagging way 
behind in ratification/adoption of ILO conventions/
recommendations. Subsequently, the chapter 
highlights some of the striking commonalities 
among the social security scenarios of South Asian 
countries. None of the South Asian countries are 
reaching anywhere closer to providing universal 
social security to all their citizens. Accordingly, 
most of the existing social security interventions 
are targeted by strictly defining the eligibility 
conditions for beneficiaries. In terms of geographical 
coverage, too, many programmes are restricted 
to select regions/localities/categories of regions 
(e.g. rural versus urban) and/or are offered as pilot 
interventions. Another feature which is common to 
most South Asian countries is the predominance 
of protective measures of social security (which 
are mostly urgent interventions to address a 
contingency like an accident, sudden loss of job 
or death) over promotional measures (which are 
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interventions for bringing in long-term changes–e.g., 
long-term measures for providing education and land 
reforms). Further to this, there are issues such as poor 
implementation of extant schemes/provisions (e.g. 
`delivery leakages’, often owing to inept administration 
or corruption); different types of exclusions of the 
needy (based on nationality, migrant status, social 
groups etc.), including the digital exclusion or systemic 
exclusion. Based on in-depth discussions, it is pointed 
out that the social security scenarios of South Asian 
countries are found to be shaped by multiple factors, 
which include lopsided priorities in governmental 
spending, challenges raised by the dominant presence 
of the informal sector, the visible role of the private 
sector in social security provision and higher levels of 
dependence on external funding agencies.

The chapter also discusses various kinds of exclusion 
regarding access to (or provision of ) social security 
benefits, including region-based exclusion, exclusion 
of beneficiaries according to their employment 
status, and exclusion of marginalised groups. It also 
highlights a new form of exclusion, which can be 
termed as `technical’ or `digital exclusion’–in terms 
of access and delivery of social security benefits. The 
chapter also discusses some noteworthy social security 
interventions in South Asia to showcase them as 
compelling interventions/replicable models/success 
cases.

In brief, the chapter highlights the need for concerted 
and planned efforts to address the social security 
deficits in the region. It is pointed out that the 
governments of South Asian Countries need to address 
the social security concerns of the poor by allocating 
higher shares of public spending on social overheads. 
The chapter also emphasises the need for rights-
based social security, with due attention to principles 
of a progressive distribution pattern of benefits and 
inclusivity, without any exclusionary trends based 
on class, social groups, gender, regional or digital 
dimensions. The desirability of ratifying and adopting 
relevant social security conventions of ILO is also 
underlined in this chapter.

Chapter 4 enumerates the impact of neo-liberal 
policies on social security and the role of the 
State in South Asian countries.

The region of South Asia has been an experimental 
ground of neo-liberal orthodoxies for almost half a 
century now. Consolidating the neo-liberal regimes 
in the region has added new vulnerabilities to the 
lives of the commons. The inequality has multiplied, 
creating a multilayered state of deprivation. The neo-
liberal regimes have a broader alliance that includes 
the state, the military, the corporate world and religion. 
The economic policies are framed in accordance with 
the broad framework provided by the global financial 
institutions. Many experts in the World Bank and the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) have occupied 
positions in the core economic bodies like the central 
banks and the economic advisory councils of many 
countries.

There have been differences in degrees and strategies 
for implementing these neo-liberal policies. However, all 
countries in the region have followed and implemented 
the dictates of the global financial institutions in the 
domain of their economic policies. Two countries have 
been the forerunners in this regard–Pakistan and Sri 
Lanka. Both countries introduced these policies under 
military regimes. In India, the neo-liberal policies were 
introduced by an elected government. However, when 
introduced in Parliament in 1991, the incumbent 
government did not have a majority, which underlines 
the fact that there was a political consensus with the 
opposition in this regard. Subsequently, all successive 
governments in India have implemented neo-liberal 
policies aggressively. In Bangladesh, neo-liberal policies 
have passed through elected and military regimes. In 
Nepal, the donor agencies have implemented neo-
liberal policies in different domains, particularly in 
the agriculture sector. This has motivated a shift in 
agriculture from a subsistence mode of production 
to that of commercialisation. In this way, the Nepal 
economy is proposed to be integrated with the global 
economy. In Afghanistan, neo-liberal policies were 
imposed as a part of building peace in the country 
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by the Western powers after the former USSR had 
withdrawn itself from the country.

There have been disastrous fallouts of the neo-
liberal orthodoxies in all sectors. For example, these 
orthodoxies have created an alarming indebtedness in 
the region. A dataset on government debt from 1950 
to 2022 published by the International Monetary Fund 
(IMF) is a testimony to it. Afghanistan’s debt constitutes 
about 64 per cent of its GDP, the highest in the region. 
Bangladesh’s debt is the lowest, at about 28 per cent. 
In 2022, the debt scenario deteriorated to an alarming 
level. The debt of Bhutan, Sri Lanka and the Maldives 
had surpassed the GDPs constituting around 124 
per cent, 118 per cent and 114 per cent, respectively. 
Pakistan’s debt was around 76 per cent. India’s debt 
constituted around 55.4 per cent of its GDP. Only Nepal 
and Bangladesh had a healthier state of debt, at 39 
per cent and 43 per cent, respectively. The figure for 
Afghanistan for the year 2022 is missing.

With increasing debt comes increasing deprivations. 
With 51.7% Pakistan has the highest deprivations. In 
the case of Afghanistan and India, it stands at 48.6% 
and 43.9%, respectively. Afghanistan records as high 
as 18.1% population living in severe multidimensional 
poverty. The figure for Pakistan is 17.8%. In India, 22.5% 
of the population reportedly lived below $PPP 1.90 a 
day during 2009–19. 

To sum up, South Asian countries are a testament to 
many of the disastrous outcomes of the neo-liberal 
orthodoxies. Therefore, it is extremely urgent to review 
the fault lines of the neo-liberal regimes and to reverse 
them to ensure the safety and protection of both 
human lives and the ecology. The South Asian region, 
a repository of vibrant social movements, may take a 
lead in this regard.

Chapter 5 focuses on how South Asia falls 
behind in providing proper social security 
to women, especially working-poor and 
marginalised women in the region. 

It begins with a discussion on the narrow approach to 
protective social security where women are imagined 
as dependents and worthy of social security in case 
of sudden atrocities (widow pensions) and events, as 

well as social security that meets minimal levels for a 
standard quality of life (limited rations, cash transfers 
and others). We aim to broaden the discussion to a 
more holistic approach to social security–rights-based 
social security where the most vulnerable women in 
the region are included.

With this goal in mind, the chapter discusses five 
major themes identified as shared horrors and 
misfortunes that South Asian women face. First, a 
disproportionate share in ownership of land, property 
and resources. Second, the unpaid, underpaid, 
undermined and unrecognised labour provided by 
women, especially concerning their participation in 
the informal workforce, care and domestic labour. 
Third, addressing the inattentiveness towards women’s 
nutrition and healthcare, especially reproductive and 
maternal healthcare. Fourth, the realisation of the role 
of education in not just providing better employment 
opportunities but as a tool to better understand their 
rights. Fifth, understanding the vitality of women’s 
participation in politics and policymaking at local and 
national levels of governance. Simultaneously, we have 
used voices from the South Asian region to highlight 
specific and shared issues of the region (for instance, 
the crisis faced by women-headed households in 
Afghanistan, the abysmal working conditions and 
quality of life of domestic workers in Nepal, the impact 
on the climate crisis on Bangladeshi and Pakistani 
women and the frontline workers of the care economy 
in India who survive on an honorarium-basis) with 
attentiveness to the current trajectory that the South 
Asian region is influenced by. Eventually, the chapter 
also suggests some possible interventions for South 
Asia.

The concluding chapter discusses the possible 
ways to strengthen social security in South 
Asia.

It is highlighted in the chapter that social security 
concerns in South Asian countries are closely connected 
to the widespread conditions of poverty and precarity 
in employment and livelihood in the region. The 
countries in the region have experienced widening 
income and wealth inequality in the context of 
governments following a neoliberal economic agenda 
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in policymaking, favouring the private profit of the 
privileged few over the broader common good. The 
situation for the poor has worsened in recent times, 
with climate change, the ravages of the Pandemic 
and acute economic crisis in many countries in the 
region.

The widening economic gap has been accompanied 
by many region-specific concerns for the poor: a 
decline in access to traditional forms of livelihood, 
increasing informalisation of employment and 
earnings, and the creation of multiple levels of 
marginalisation in the population. In the face 
of political challenges from the marginalised, 
responses from South Asian governments have 
often been to adopt majoritarian politics, retaining 
political hegemony by sowing differences in 
society while outlawing ‘dissent’. This hinders the 
growth of democracy in society. Social security in 
this context also becomes a political issue. In the 
absence of universal benefits, and with reduced 
government spending on public goods, whom 
should the benefits from targeted schemes reach? 
Across Asian countries, with very few exceptions, 
government spending on social security has been 
less than 2 per cent of the GDP.

What is the way forward? While there can be no 
‘one size fits all’ prescriptions, some pan-South Asia 
issues must be highlighted. One focus has to be 
on government policies to address employment 
creation specifically. Can employment guarantee 
schemes and workfare programmes broadly 
designed after the MGNREGA in India be a demand 
from the governments in the region? Could there 
be a regional analysis of government policies in the 
context of climate change and environment-linked 
adverse impacts? Can there be a specific focus on 
the issues of the marginalised, including women 
who are the main victims of the deepening of 
right-wing politics and patriarchy? In this context, 
can a common demand be articulated for social 
security to expand  and cover the growing informal 
workers–a demand for universalism in social 
security backed by fiscal measures?

The political pressure to achieve these demands 
can finally come only from below. Building an 
alternative narrative has to be as much a political 
as an intellectual exercise–a Gramscian exercise of 
alternative development.



1Social Security in South Asia: Inequality and Vulnerability

1.1. The Context
During the second half of the previous century, 
South Asia could be characterised as a low-
growth region, where the concerns of poverty and 
inequality got some intervention from the policy 
planners. During this phase, in some South Asian 
countries, the national governments attempted to 
address the issue of poverty through redistributive 
measures (e.g. land reforms) and welfare initiatives 
emphasising the need for providing essential 
provisions such as health and education for the 
poorer segments of the society. This period, which 
retained some remnants of the erstwhile feudal 
and artisanal systems, was followed by economic 
liberalisation and privatisation of everyday goods 
and resources, resulting in widening inequalities 
since the 1990s. Traditional livelihoods declined fast, 
particularly in rural areas, and migration to urban 
spaces emerged as an important trend. The miseries 
of the poor in South Asia were accentuated after 
the adoption of structural adjustment programmes 
and liberalisation measures, which predominantly 
focussed on rapid economic growth without giving 
attention to distributive aspects, neglecting the 
welfare of the poor and marginalised.

There are commonalities and connecting threads 
while we go through the economic and political 
growth trajectories of various South Asian 
countries since the 1990s. Broadly, there have been 
visible shifts in state policies in all countries in the 
region, eventually deepening economic inequality 
in society and enhancing the vulnerability of 
the poor. Some of the visible signs of this trend 
include tax concessions to the rich with reduced 

Social Security in South Asia: 
A Prelude1

- Mohan Mani and Babu P. Remesh

direct taxation, axing the poor through indirect 
taxation, reduced government spending on social 
sectors, reduction of subsidies given to the poor, 
withdrawal of the state from measures meant for 
supporting poor, increased space provided to the 
private sector in the delivery and management 
of social/common goods such as education and 
health care. Instead of addressing these issues, the 
governments have resorted to ‘populism’.

Accordingly, in the recent past, almost all the 
countries in the South Asian region have been 
going through a severe economic crisis, with 
acute levels of stagflation, inflation, poverty, 
unemployment and inequality. In certain country 
contexts, mounting external debts have proved to 
be an unmanageable disaster. Other factors that 
intensified the economic crisis and vulnerabilities of 
the poor in the region include political instabilities, 
civil wars, debt crises, as well as gender exclusion 
and violence taking new turns with the onset of 
the neoliberal reforms. Climate crises became a 
grave concern with the growing nexus between 
governments and profit-seeking corporations.

The unprecedented advent and onslaught of 
the COVID-19 pandemic since early 2020 further 
exacerbated the poverty and inequality in South 
Asia, as the pandemic hit harshly on the lives and 
livelihoods of the poor. It is now widely understood 
that the death toll and health insecurities were 
strikingly severe in poorer countries in general and 
particularly so in South Asian countries. Apart from 
the damage caused to the lives and health of the 
poor, a situation of havoc also manifested in many 
ways, including massive unemployment, large-
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scale reverse migration of working poor, chaos related 
to rehabilitation and reintegration of unemployed, 
deterioration of labour standards (with a considerable 
decline in real wages and deterioration in working 
conditions). The pandemic also exposed the dismal 
state of the public healthcare system in South Asian 
countries, with a visible lack of basic medical facilities 
and acute vaccination inequality. Alongside this, it was 
also visible that the governments could not effectively 
provide even a modicum level of fall-back options 
for the poorest of the poor, whose lives, health, and 
livelihoods were severely affected during lockdowns 
and economic sluggishness resulting in the deepening 
of poverty and inequality in the region. Against this 
backdrop, the seventh triennial report of SAAPE on 
Poverty and Inequality attempts to do a detailed 
assessment of the Social Security Scenario in South 
Asia.

1.2. Social Security in South Asia: The Core 
Concerns

While conceptualising Social Security, a generic 
approach is adopted in this report where all the 
protective and promotive measures that contribute 
towards the welfare of poor and vulnerable sections 
of society are considered social security measures. 
Accordingly, the notion of ‘social security’ even goes 
beyond its conventional meaning; it is viewed as the 
protection the state provides its citizens in times of 
need, such as unemployment, sickness, old age, work-
related injuries, maternity, child care, etc. Thus, the 
concept of social security that is engaged in this report 
is more akin to the idea of ‘social protection’, where 
protection provided by non-state actors (employers, 
worker collectives or private agencies) is also included. 
Another core feature of this report is its bias towards 
social security for the poor in the informal sector of 
South Asian economies. Consequently, social security 
aspects of organised/formal sector employees are not 
given much attention, assuming that more stable and 
robust social security systems are available to this small 
population, who are covered by protective legislation 
and welfare programmes.

Essentially, the report focuses on six central concerns: 
(1) the centrality of the informal sector; (2) the growth 
of precarious work; (3) the emergence of neoliberal 
states; (4) deepening economic crisis and political 
instability; (5) livelihood issues; and (6) exclusionary 
trends and social security for the marginalised. The 
remaining sections of this chapter very briefly discuss 
these critical concerns.

1.2.1. The Centrality of Informal Work

Sab thor jamaat, hamari jamaat
Sab thor par mela

Ham sab maahin, sab ham maahin
Ham hain bahuri akelaa

(In all places, my community
In all places, I meet with them

I am in all, all are in me
I am alone and together)

Sant Kabir Das, cited from ‘Walking with Kabir’ 
(Shabnam Virmani, 2010)

In the South Asian context, the perspective of informal 
work is vital to understanding the everyday struggles 
of the working poor, including social security. Like 
the poem by the 14th-century social reformer and 
philosopher Kabir (a weaver by profession) states, 
‘In all places, my community, in all places, I met with 
them’, informal work and workers are omnipresent, yet 
invisible for the most part. Agriculture continues to be 
the largest sectoral employer in countries; employment 
in agriculture is almost all informal. Even within urban 
employment, a large proportion of employment is 
informal, with growing informality even in sectors 
that significantly employed formal workers in the past. 
New forms of employment, through supply chains and 
digital employment platforms, have and continue to 
increase the incidence of informal employment.

The proportion of informal employment varies 
between around 70% in Sri Lanka (Perera, 2023) to 85% 
in Bangladesh (Government of Bangladesh, 2017) and 
over 91% of all employment in India (Murthy, 2019).

As the term suggests, informal workers do not have a 
formal relation to the owners of capital. The absence 
of formality in work relations results in employment 
being poorly regulated in terms of wages and earnings, 
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work intensity and hours of work, or protection at the 
workplace and social security benefits beyond the 
workplace and working life for the worker.

Most informal workers come from the poorest and 
weakest sections of society – the socially oppressed, 
those belonging to minority communities, and women 
workers. They are poorly organised and lack the 
power to bargain with capital or the state. They are 
the most vulnerable to the economic shocks brought 
in by government decisions or crises in their personal 
lives. The result is that intergenerational poverty and 
vulnerability tend to be endemic among most informal 
workers. This situation defines most of the working 
population across South Asia.

While the informal sector in South Asia contributes 
substantially to the economy of their countries, there is 
no specific responsibility on owners of capital towards 
the social protection of these producers of value. The 
responsibility, therefore, falls on the state. The central 
issue in social security lies in the dichotomy where 
beneficiaries of informal labour are not obligated to 
share the responsibility for that labour.

Since work in the sector is loosely defined, the informal 
worker could be engaged in different activities at 
different times. They could be a rural worker for part 
of the year and then migrate to urban areas for the rest 
of the year in search of livelihood. On the same day, 
the worker could be a domestic worker for part of the 
day and a home-based worker rolling beedis for the 
remaining time. As for many domestic workers, there 
is often no clearly defined employer, as in the case of a 
street vendor or multiple employers.

The difficulty in establishing definite ‘employer-
employee relationships’ leads to a situation where 
the social security needs of the poor in the informal 
sector are left with the state. However, most of the 
labouring poor in the informal sector of South Asia 
are not covered under the provisions of the state-run 
social security measures or welfare schemes. There 
is a strong ‘dualism’, where the benefits of state-run 
social security measures are disproportionally skewed 
towards those employees who belong to the ‘organised 
sector’ or ‘formal’ sector, whose proportions in the total 

workforce are considerably small in all the South Asian 
countries.

The absence or inadequacy of protective legislations 
and universal schemes to address the social security 
concerns of poorer segments of the population is a 
striking common feature of countries in the South 
Asian region. Seeking an effective solution for this issue 
lies in how the governments can effectively tackle the 
concerns of the labouring poor in the informal sector.

1.2.2.	 Intensification of Informality and 
Growth of Precarious Work

Much of the social security provisions for the informal 
sector are targeted, in contrast to the universal social 
security cover for the formal sector. The targeting linked 
to income criteria means that sections of the poor are 
excluded from social security coverage. The definition 
of the poverty line, used as a standard for targeting 
social security coverage, varies across countries. It 
is subjected to review, often resulting in lowering 
poverty entitlements. The poverty line further does 
not measure the precarity that defines the existence of 
the majority of informal workers. The significant work 
of the Government of India’s National Commission 
for Enterprises in the Unorganised Sector (NCEUS) 
estimated 77% of India’s population as being ‘poor 
and vulnerable’; it further found a high congruence 
between this section of the population and the informal 
workforce (NCEUS, 2007). The vulnerability of falling 
into the poverty trap defines precarity in South Asia. 
It is likely that over three-fourths of the population in 
these countries are in this precarious condition.

The past few decades have seen a deepening trend of 
informalisation of work in South Asian countries, with 
discernible deterioration in the quality of jobs. Many 
factors intensified informalisation. The visible presence 
of self-employment in the South Asian region is a major 
factor contributing to informal sector activities. As per 
the available estimates, close to 70 per cent of South 
Asian employment can be viewed as self-employment. 
The majority of the self-employed in South Asian 
countries have deplorable labour standards akin to 
the wage workers in the informal sector. Striking social 
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security deficits also characterise these workers, as 
they are out of the purview of welfare measures from 
the state and protective labour laws. As they do not 
have any employer, most of the schemes designed 
with employers’ contributions are also not applicable 
to these ‘own-account’ employees. ‘Informalisation 
of erstwhile formal sector jobs’ is another significant 
aspect highlighted by the National Commission on 
Enterprises in Unorganised Sector. This penetration 
of informal traits into the formal sector has gained 
momentum. The past two decades have witnessed 
a massive proliferation of ‘unprotected’ contractual 
employment in place of regular and permanent 
employment in the so-called ‘organised sector’. 
The third important aspect that has intensified the 
informalisation process is the emergence of new jobs 
with inferior labour standards. Poor labour standards 
are manifested in many ways, including lower wages, 
longer hours of work, inadequate social protection, 
waning collective bargaining and social dialogue, and 
so on. 

New jobs created in the gig and platform economy 
are mostly ‘informal’ and ‘irregular’. These workers 
are mostly excluded from social security benefits for 
multiple reasons (including ambiguous employee 
status, absence of adequate regulation, lack of collective 
bargaining and absence of protective regimes of law 
and welfare). New forms of work organisation, such as 
work from home (remote-working), also added their 
shares into the informalisation process. Overall, there 
is a visible growth of precarious work in South Asia 
and an overall deterioration in employment quality 
and labour standards. All these developments, among 
other things, highlight the urgent need for revisiting 
social security in the South Asian context, with a special 
focus on the informalisation of the workforce and the 
growth of precarious work.

1.2.3. Neoliberalism and Social Security

South Asian countries at the time of independence 
around the fifties to the seventies were largely social-
democratic. They sought to pursue policies that spread 
the fruit of economic growth more evenly across all 
sections of society. Towards this objective, the state 

played an important role in directing and regulating 
economic growth and distribution of benefits. Welfare 
measures during the period sought to be broad-based. 
While the formal sector benefited from social security 
funded by mandatory taxing of employers, the state 
took on the role of social security for those left out. 
Both Pakistan and India, the countries with the largest 
populations in the region, had public food distribution 
systems maintained through government procurement 
of food grains. The Indian public health system 
was envisaged on the lines of universal health care 
protection recommended by the pre-independence 
Bhore Committee (Duggal, 1991). At the time of 
independence, Sri Lanka had underdeveloped formal 
employment; consequently, the country developed a 
citizenship-based, as opposed to an employee-based, 
social security system (ILO, 2016). 

However, since the eighties and nineties, with the 
adoption of neoliberalism by governments and 
under the dictates of the IMF-World Bank Structural 
Adjustment Policies that accompanied loans from 
these institutions, there has been a steady retreat of 
the state from the earlier practice of direct and broad-
based social provisioning. This meant the progressive 
weakening of social protection nets for the region’s 
largest sections of the population, those without 
formal employment relations. Neoliberalism dictated 
reduced direct tax rates, a retreat from progressive 
taxation ensuring the biggest gainers contributed less 
towards the common good of all, and the burden of 
state expenditure being progressively passed on to 
indirect taxes, leading to the burden of state expenses 
increasingly borne by ordinary people. 

Neoliberalism, as the ideology of state rule, spread 
across South Asian countries in the late eighties, 
replacing the earlier socialist framework. Neoliberalism 
is accompanied by widening income and wealth 
inequality, with most population losing out. Further, 
neoliberalism also meant the retreat of the state 
from the direct provision of social security. Universal 
social security is increasingly replaced by targeted 
provisioning, which excludes a sizeable proportion 
of the vulnerable or precarious population, further 
pushing them to poverty. Targeting the poor further 
results in poor quality services, given that the poor have 
less political reach in society (Dreze & Khera, 2016).
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Neoliberalism seeks to expand the market for private 
enterprise, hence crowding out public investment 
into key social security sectors, like health care and 
education, to be replaced by private provisioning. At 
times of high inflation, Pakistan and Sri Lanka face 
hyperinflation. Privatised social security provisions 
have recently been denominated as cash lost value. 
The poor have to bear the increasing cost of these 
services. They are left with paying more for services 
that are declining in quality.

Neoliberalism is accompanied by a clamp down on 
the freedom to organise and dissent by people while 
emphasising ‘ease of doing business’ for the owners of 
capital. The right to dissent in all forms has come under 
severe attacks. Trade union strength is already poor 
across the region, and more so for the informal sector, 
which faces further obstacles to effective functioning. 
The restrictions on dissent mean that broader alliances 
between workers’ organisations and other civil society 
organisations become more challenging to sustain.

Neoliberalism also creates divisions in society between 
classes and communities. It retains political power 
through the ‘othering’ of vulnerable sections. The 
scourge of majoritarianism has followed the spread 
of neoliberal ideology in the region. In South Asia, 
these are compounded by political upheavals – the 
unrest following the ouster of Imran Khan as President 
in Pakistan ( Meer Baloch & Ellis Peterson, 2022) and 
the Gotabaya brothers in Sri Lanka (The Associated 
Press, 2022) being some instances. South Asia is home 
to around a fourth of the global population and has 
a young population. The region has the significant 
advantage of a large age dividend. However, the 
political unrest and cross-border tensions ensure this 
population dividend is not fully exploited. 

1.2.4.	 Deepening Economic Crisis and Political 
Instabilities

Most of the countries in the South Asian region have 
been going through a severe economic crisis, with acute 
levels of stagflation, inflation, poverty, unemployment 
and inequality. In specific country contexts, mounting 
external debts has proved to be an unmanageable 
disaster. The debt crisis and reliance on international 
agencies have led to compulsions to cut subsidies to 
the poor and implement austerity measures. There 

have been situations where debts are taken to pay the 
interest on existing debts! 

The region is also marked by mounting political tensions, 
which are more visible and worrying in countries 
like Afghanistan. Recent developments in Sri Lanka 
and Pakistan also show the closely knitted linkages 
between economic crisis and political instability. The 
overall result of all these is a considerable decline in 
social security measures at a time when the numbers 
and proportions of internal migrants, refugees and 
have-nots are increasing at unprecedented levels.

1.2.5. Exclusionary Trends and Social Security 
for the Marginalised

The social security scenario in South Asia will not be 

fully understood if we ignore various exclusionary 

trends. This warrants us to have a closer look at 

exclusionary trends vis-à-vis marginalised groups (e.g. 

women, Dalits, minority communities, disabled and 

so on). Further to this, there are many other forms 

of exclusion, including region-based exclusion (e.g. 

differential reach of social security benefits between 

rural and urban areas), exclusion of beneficiaries 

according to their employment status (i.e. excluding 

temporary/informal workers, while permanent/formal 

workers are considered for a social security scheme). 

In the recent past, there has also been a new form of 

exclusion, which can be termed ‘technical’ or ‘digital 

exclusion’ - in terms of access and delivery of social 

security benefits. The neoliberal state has sought to 

reform social security to weed out inefficiency and 

corruption by moving to digital transactions. This 

approach has several drawbacks. First, digitisation also 

implies moving from social security in kind to cash-

based provisioning of services. Cash as a medium 

is susceptible to inflationary impacts and can result 

in actual benefits depreciating, particularly during 

periods of economic unrest and hyperinflation. Large 

parts of the region have faced this situation in recent 

times. Second, digitisation can result in various forms of 

exclusion, both because of technological inadequacies 

and deliberate data manipulation. Third, the digital 

medium weakens human contact and the ability of the 

ordinary person to exercise agency.
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1.1 Social Security for All
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1.2.6.	 Natural Calamities and Livelihood 
Issues

The economically disadvantaged bear the greatest 

burden during times of societal upheaval, as their 

daily sustenance is profoundly impacted. Informal 

labourers, in particular, face the brunt of disruptions 

in regular social interactions, as evidenced by the crisis 

experienced by migrant workers in India during the 

COVID-19-induced disruptions (Khanna, 2022). The 

informal sector is dependent on peaceful conditions 

to be able to access products and markets. Unrests 

percolate down in societies, deepening social divides 

and restricting market access. The absence of free 

movement of goods and services across national 

borders hinders economic growth, which could have 

benefitted from larger market access. Further, unrest 

also means increased spending on defence and internal 

security. The already constrained fiscal space available 

to countries gets further straitened, impacting the 

ability of governments to spend on social security. The 

poor are the losers in multiple ways. For them, peace is 

not just desirable; it is necessary for their occupations 

and livelihood. It is essential to their social security.

The elephant in the room is climate change and its 

environmental impacts. Across South Asia, extreme 

climate events have severely impacted the livelihoods 

of low-income people. In Pakistan, torrential rains and 

resultant floods affected an estimated 55–60 million 

people (Qamer et al., 2023). Many scientists have 

attributed the unprecedented rains to climate change. 

The decades to come are likely to witness many more 

extreme climate-related episodes, wreaking havoc on 

the economy and the lives of the poor. In such times, 

universal social protection for people becomes an 

urgent necessity. 

1.3. The Report: Premise, Focus and Process 
The line from Kabir, ‘Ham hain bahuri akelaa’ (quoted 
above), could be reinterpreted in a social context 
to read ‘we are in a multitude but stand-alone’, as 
describing the situation of the poor informal workers. 
The individual worker is alone and lacks a political voice 

despite being part of the majority. This alienation is 
what informality does to the worker - it robs them of a 
collective identity as workers with rights, including the 
right to organising and collective bargaining. However, 
this has not prevented informal workers from coming 
together in organised struggle at various epochs of 
history. 

The way forward, thus, has to be a struggle to reclaim 
political voice from the neoliberal capture of state 
power; it also has to be the coming together of 
positive voices experimenting with alternatives to the 
capitalist model of extractive unequal growth. This 
premise is the essence of this report on livelihood and 
social security in South Asia. The report does not aim 
to discuss all the extant social security programmes/
interventions in South Asian countries. Instead, it 
seeks to use social security as a connecting theme that 
enables it to bring together several key aspects crucial 
in shaping the social security scenario in the South 
Asian region, with due focus on the central concerns of 
poverty and inequality. While discussing social security 
concerns, more attention is given to the needs of the 
most vulnerable and marginalised segments of society. 
Thus, by design, the report does not elaborate on the 
social security provisions available to favourably placed 
segments (e.g. formal and protected jobs).

The report seeks a collaborative effort involving a 
country-specific analysis of livelihood and social 
security situation from regional country authors. 
While a broad template of the major concerns to be 
addressed in the report was debated among several 
activists and academics from the region, each country 
author was allowed to freely traverse the template and 
focus on the most critical country-specific issues that 
emerged from their own experiences and interactions 
with civil society actors within each country. 

Several rounds of discussion provided directions to 
the individual country reports and supported making 
a Regional Report. The process was kick-started 
in December of 2022 at a meeting of activists and 
academics in Bengaluru at the National Law School of 
India University (NLSIU), supported by the Secretariat 
at the South Asia Alliance for Poverty Eradication 
(SAAPE). Given the fractured political landscape of the 
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region, many discussions were only possible virtually. 

Despite these constraints, the effort was to ensure that 

the report did not become just another centralised 

collation of facts and figures from the region.

The journey, however, does not end with the bringing 

out of the Regional Report. It is meant to start a 

discussion process among civil society actors, including 

activists within each country in the region. It is hoped 
that the discussion can move towards extracting 
issue-specific portions from the report relevant to 
the various subaltern issues being addressed; some 
might even result in simplified material in the local 
languages. As Marx wrote in his ‘Theses on Feuerbach’: 
‘The philosophers have only interpreted the world in 
various ways; the point, however, is to change it’.
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2.1. Social Security Deficits and the Informal 
Worker
This oft-quoted principle on the virtue of living within 
one’s means describes the poor informal worker in 
South Asia, surviving precariously on the edge, with 
income barely adequate for daily survival in a hand-
to-mouth existence. The region, which accounts 
for a fourth of the global population, has among 
the highest incidences of poverty and the poorest 
indicators of global development. The ‘contribution’ of 
the region globally to those living below the poverty 
line (USD1.90 PPP per day per capita; the International 
Poverty Line at 2011 PPP) increased from 27.3% in 
1990 to 33.4% in 2013 (Finnigan, 2019). South Asia 
also has a poorly developed social security framework, 
with declining government spending towards social 
security. This situation is typical in the context of the 
sweep of neoliberalism as the dominant political 
ideology across countries in the region.

Poverty for those in the informal sector has further 
significance in the context of falling economic growth 
and high inflation rates – a situation of stagflation 
across the region. The economies of both Sri Lanka 
and Pakistan have faced hyperinflation. Sri Lanka, 
Pakistan and Bangladesh approached the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) in 2023 for loans, with underlying 
austerity conditionalities. The poor in these countries 

Poverty, Informal Employment and Social 
Security in South Asia2

- Mohan Mani 

are, therefore, faced with the double whammy of 
declining nominal wages, reduced government 
support under austerity conditions, and declining 
purchasing power for their earnings. Inflation rates 
in other countries in the region have also been high, 
influenced by global and local economic conditions 
and climate-related impacts that affect much of the 
subcontinent. High inflation rates directly affect the 
poor workers in the informal sector, given the absence 
of regulation of their wages and earnings. The market 
does not always, in a timely fashion or adequately, 
correct informal sector earnings for price increases and 
erosion of actual earnings. Government regulation of 
wages rarely covers the informal sector.

Micawber’s principle highlights one other important 
aspect of informal work. Given that the work is largely 
unregulated, the poor informal worker has no cushion 
to deal with crises. For instance, one critical health issue 
can set back the family’s economic status, particularly if 
the health issue involves one of the wage earners, and 
foregone wages compound the cost of health care. The 
rich have the cushion of savings and wealth to deal with 
these crises; this cushion is denied to the poor. In many 
ways, the most critical deficit for the informal worker is 
the absence of a fall-back safety net, either in savings 
and insurance or access to free public services. Often, as 
during the COVID-19 pandemic, the meagre handouts 
in the name of universal or targeted social assistance 
became the last resort for many in the working poor 
community. 

Annual income twenty pounds, annual expenditure 
nineteen nineteen and six, result happiness. Annual 
income twenty pounds, annual expenditure twenty 
pounds ought and six, result misery

- Micawber’s Principle in David Copperfield by 
Charles Dickens
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2.2. Poverty in South Asia: Measures, 
Indicators and Dimensions

This section attempts to provide an overall idea about 
poverty in the South Asian region by discussing 
national and international measures and alternative 
approaches in conceptualising poverty. Due attention 
is also given to linking the discussion to regional wealth 
inequality.

2.2.1. Variations in international and national 
measures for poverty estimations

Table 1 provides estimates of poverty incidence in 
the South Asian countries. The ‘Year’ column gives 
the dates of the estimates for the poverty headcount 
ratio as a proportion of the country’s population. 
The following three columns represent the official 
estimations according to the country-defined poverty 
line, estimations based on the international Poverty 
Line taken as US$ 2.15 (PPP 2017) per capita per day 
and estimations based on the Multidimensional 
Poverty Index.

Table 1: Poverty headcount ratio in South Asia

Country Year Poverty Headcount Ratio (National 
Poverty Line)

Poverty Headcount Ratio 
($2.15PPP/day 2017) 

Multidimensional Poverty Index 
Headcount Ratio

Afghanistan 2016/NA/20 54.5% NA 49.4%

Bangladesh 2016/16/19 24.3% 13.5% 24.6%

Bhutan 2017/17/17 8.2% 0.9% 5.8%

India 2011/19/21 21.9% 10.0% 16.4%

Maldives 2019/19/16 2.4% 0.0% 28.4%

Nepal  2010/10/19 25.2% 8.2% 17.4%

Pakistan 2018/18/18 21.9% 4.9% 38.3%

Sri Lanka 2019/19/19 14.3% 1.0% 16.0%

Source: World Bank, https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SI.POV.NAHC?locations=8S. Data for the multidimensional poverty index headcount ratio for Bangladesh, India and 
Pakistan are from UNDP and are available at https://hdr.undp.org/system/files/documents/hdp-document/2023mpireportenpdf.pdf.

The National Poverty Line for countries is based 
on respective country estimates of the minimum 
requirement for an individual to ‘survive’ in the country. 
While there are no unique standards for these estimates, 
they seek to evaluate monetary value based on 
country-specific factors. The data across the countries 
are not strictly comparable as the years of estimates 
vary; further, there would be a difference in country-
specific poverty parameters. Despite these limitations, 
it is evident that Afghanistan is an outlier in the region, 
with over half the population estimated as being below 
the poverty line in 2016. This is not surprising given the 
ravages of conflict the country has been subjected to 
over the past decades. The country further faces rising 
religious fundamentalism with the Taliban government 
coming in the wake of the sudden pull-out of the US 
government without any contingency plan for the 
chaos it left behind.

Interestingly, the data indicates that the international 
poverty standard of $2.15 PPP (2017) per person is 

lower than the country-specific standards in South 
Asia. With the exception of Afghanistan, the other 
countries in the region have a higher proportion of 
their population below the poverty line based on their 
respective national poverty measures compared to the 
international standard. In the Indian context, the lower 
estimate (halving) of individuals below the poverty line 
according to international standards could be partly 
attributed to the fact that poverty measurements 
using the National Poverty Standard (in 2011) and the 
international standards (in 2019) were conducted in 
separate years. Additionally, the country’s economic 
progress during this period may have contributed 
to poverty reduction. However, it is worth noting 
that poverty measures for the other countries were 
implemented during the same year using both 
standards. This raises questions about whether the 
international poverty norm is less stringent than even 
the national standards in the region or if the PPP 
conversion inaccurately reflects the commodity basket 
used by the poor. 
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The standard for the Poverty Line in different countries, 
devised as a measure of the monetary value for survival, 
is not always an adequate determiner of poverty. It fails 
to compare countries with varying degrees of public 
subsidies and does not fully consider the differences in 
the range of needs that the poor have across countries. 
The Multidimensional Poverty Index was created using 
a more holistic framework to address poverty. The index 

looks at three basic dimensions of poverty: health, 
education and living standards. The data in Table 1 
shows that countries in the region score substantially 
worse on this scale than the respective National 
Poverty Lines. We could reasonably conclude that the 
quality of social security in the countries is inadequate 
to provide reasonable education and health outcomes 
for the poor.

Box 1: Measurement of Poverty: The Indian Experience

Analysis of poverty measurement is critical, as many of the social security measures in the countries 

are means-tested and linked to the poverty line. The experience from India brings out the arbitrariness 

of national poverty line estimations. The country’s accepted poverty line measure was defined by 

the Tendulkar Committee in 2005, which the Planning Commission in India used since 2009 for 

government interventions. According to that definition, rural poverty is defined as those living on 

less than Rs. 22 per day. However, this conservative estimate sparked national outrage, prompting 

the Planning Commission to establish the Rangarajan Committee to review the methodology of 

the Tendulkar Committee and recommend a new methodology. The Rangarajan Committee, in its 

2014 report, proposed a new methodology that adjusted both the minimum calorific norms and 

the nutritional content for poverty estimation. This revised approach was validated through an 

independent large-scale survey conducted by the Centre for Monitoring Indian Economy (CMIE), 

which defined the poor as households unable to save money. As a result, the number of people 

below the poverty line in 2011–12 increased from 269 million (according to the Tendulkar formula) to 

363 million (according to the Rangarajan formula) – a 35% increase in poverty estimation (Jitendra, 

2014). However, the government continues to use the Tendulkar formula as its official poverty line 

measure, including defining the Below Poverty Line (BPL) category used for several social security 

entitlements. Significantly, the statutory minimum wage across several states in India is lower than 

the poverty line based on the Rangarajan Committee measure.

Sri Lanka provides an intriguing comparison of poverty 

line measures between 2016 and 2019. In 2016, the 

headcount ratio stood at 4.1%, as measured by its 

National Poverty Line (CEIC, 2021). However, by 2019, 

this ratio had increased significantly to 14.3% (see 

Table 1). The rapid rise in poverty incidence over this 

short three-year period predates both the COVID-19 

pandemic and the subsequent political crises in the 

country. This example underscores the economic 

precarity faced by countries in South Asia.

2.2.2. The food basket and the poor

Food is the most significant component of the basket of 
commodities for the poor. Low income directly impacts 
the adequacy and quality of nutritional consumption, 
which is reflected in childhood undernourishment and, 
in turn, impacts childhood development parameters 
across income strata. The FAO’s Annual Report on Food 
Security and Nutrition for the year 2023 brings out 
some startling estimates of the status of food adequacy 
across the world. The estimates for countries in South 
Asia are provided in Table 2.
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Table 2: Food Affordability across South Asia (2021)

Country Cost to Get a Healthy Diet ($PPP/person/day) Proportion of People Unable to Afford a 
Healthy Diet

Afghanistan NA NA

Bhutan 5.3 45.3%

India 3.1 74.1%

Maldives 4.1 1.2%

Nepal 4.6 76.4%

Pakistan 3.9 82.8%

Sri Lanka 4.3 55.5%

South Asia 4.1 72.2%

Source: The State of Food Security and Nutrition in the World, FAO, 2023 (FAO, 2023).

Across the subcontinent, the average cost of a healthy 
diet for the year 2021 was estimated to be $4.1 PPP per 
day per person. Shockingly, 72% of the subcontinent’s 
population could not afford this essential diet. It 
is important to note that this estimate excludes 
Afghanistan. In nearly every country in the region 
(except for the Maldives and Bhutan, which have smaller 
populations), over half of the population struggles 
to meet the basic minimum standard for nutritional 
food. The data from Pakistan, India, and Bangladesh 
– the most populous countries – underscore the dire 
nutrition situation faced by the poor in this region.

The National Commission for Enterprises in 
the Unorganised Sector (NCEUS), set up by the 
Government of India, estimated in 2007 that 77% of 
the Indian population could be categorised as ‘poor 
and vulnerable’; it further found these workers as 
mainly from the informal sector of Indian employment 
(Government of India, 2007). The estimates of food 
inadequacy in the country presented in the FAO 
data found three-fourths of the Indian population 
to be nutritionally vulnerable; this would appear to 
suggest that the actual poverty situation in India has 
not improved significantly since the NCEUS findings. 
A decade and a half of rapid economic growth under 
neoliberal governments might not have substantially 
improved the real poverty figures. The situation is likely 
similar to other countries in the region in the context of 
the pandemic and global economic trends.

The above data raises several questions about poverty 
measurement in the sub-continent and globally. First, 
does the National Poverty Line capture the people’s 
minimum needs within countries? A comparison of 
the headcount ratio based on the National Poverty 

Line and the Multidimensional Poverty Index shows a 
substantial divergence. Second, what is the basis for 
the global poverty line norm of $2.15PPP (2017 prices) 
per capita per day? The FAO report on food security 
and nutrition shows that $2.15 PPP is inadequate even 
to meet the basic need for adequate nutrition. Do the 
global agencies also seek to uphold the neoliberal 
agenda by pushing down minimum global standards? 
Third, in the context, are claims of poverty reduction 
with economic growth in the past two decades 
across the region contestable? Should poverty not be 
analysed along with measures of inequality in society?

The indices for poverty measures are primarily 
expenditure-based. They do not capture the lack of 
financial resilience of the poor to come out of a crisis. 
This lack of resilience was highlighted during the Covid 
pandemic, when workers worldwide could not access 
work; those without employment security and earnings 
were forced to fall back on their meagre savings or 
community support in the absence of fiscal measures. 
This situation was starkly visible in India, where the 
spectacle of migrant workers walking across the 
country in a desperate reverse migration made global 
news headlines. India alone added 75 million to the 
world’s poor in 2021 while slipping to 132 (out of 191 
countries) in the UNDP Global Human Development 
Index for 2021–22 (India report). Within South Asia, Sri 
Lanka ranked 73, Bhutan 127, Bangladesh 129, India 
132 and Pakistan 161. The absence of resilience among 
a growing section of the population in the region 
may be linked first to the growing wealth inequality 
and then to the dominant neoliberal ideology that 
prioritises GDP growth and incentives to business over 
its developmental agenda.
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2.2.3. Consumer Price Index and the measure of 
inflation

The measure of annual inflation has important 
significance for the poor. While these people lack 
bargaining power, their wages and access to benefits 
are linked to inflation, measured by the nationally 
determined Consumer Price Index (CPI). CPI measures 
depend on the basket of commodities; the basket often 
does not represent the actual monthly expenditure 
basket for many poor. It often fails to account for the 
changing reality of work situations. For instance, the 
weighted commodity basket utilised by the Central 
Statistics Organisation in India to compute the CPI 
gave a weight of 0% to house rent in rural areas. In 
comparison, the weightage was 22.5% for rental 
housing in urban areas (CSO, 2014). The Indian reality 
today includes significant rural-to-rural migration in 
search of work, with these workers forced to stay in 
rented accommodations. The CPI would be inadequate 
to capture the real inflation for these migrant workers. 
The concept of the CPI needs to be significantly more 
dynamic to address the changing pattern of work 
among the poor and informal workers. 

National CPI measures could further suffer from various 
infirmities, which can be seen as part of the neoliberal 
agenda of minimising fiscal support to the poor. In 
Brazil, the Inter-Union Department of Socia-Economic 
Studies and Statistics (DIEESE)1  significantly influenced 
inflation measures. Their intervention was an essential 
part of the political struggle that resulted in the pro-
labour government of Lula and the Workers’ Party (PT) in 
2003. This case exemplifies how civil society institutions 
can actively support liberal resistance against neoliberal 
government policies.

2.2.4. Regional wealth inequality 

Absolute poverty measures in terms of the poverty 
line tell only a part of the story of deprivation. Wealth 
inequality also significantly impacts the poor, in 
particular, their bargaining power and ability to come 
out of poverty. Table 3 illustrates the sharp inequality 
in the share of wealth between the poor and the rich 
in South Asia. The wealth owned by the richest 1% in 

1 The Inter-Union Department of Socia-Economic Studies and Statistics (DIEESE) is a 
research organisation founded in 1955, to support the struggles of trade unions in 
Brazil. Among its significant activities, DIEESE has independently tracked the cost of 
living index, as an alternative to the national index, supporting collective bargaining 
struggles of the trade unions. More details of DIEESE can be found at https://www.
dieese.org.br/materialinstitucional/aboutUs.html.

the country was between five to over eight times the 
wealth of the poorest half in each country. The most 
skewed wealth distribution was in the case of Sri Lanka, 
with a score of 8.4; that is, the richest 1% in the country 
owned wealth equal to 8.4 times the aggregate wealth 
of the poorest 50%. India and Pakistan came next on 
the inequality scale with a score of 6.

Table 3: Wealth inequality in South Asia

Country Top 1% 
Share

Top 10% Share Bottom 50% Share

Afghanistan 24.8% 58.6% 4.8%

Bangladesh 24.6% 58.5% 4.8%

Bhutan 24.6% 58.4% 4.8%

India 37.2% 64.5% 6.0%

Maldives 26.4% 60.1% 4.5%

Nepal 25.2% 58.5% 4.8%

Pakistan 26.1% 59.8% 4.6%

Sri Lanka 31.1% 42.2% 3.7%

Source: World Inequality Database,  https://wid.world/country/https://wid.world/
country/.

What does wealth inequality signify? First, the level of 
inequality mirrors the public policy in the country. It 
suggests that in South Asia, government policies tend 
to benefit the rich and sustain their wealth. Across the 
globe, governments have adopted neoliberal policies 
that directly oppose the interests of the poor while 
benefiting the rich; global multilateral agencies have 
sustained this ideology over the past decades. In the 
case of Sri Lanka, as discussed earlier, we saw that 
despite the high social indices measured by the poverty 
headcount ratio, the country saw a rapid decline in 
these indices from 2016 to 20192. The wealth inequality 

in the country highlights the impact of the Sri Lankan 

government’s neoliberal agenda. Second, money 

power is increasingly closely allied to political power 

in neoliberal regimes. The level of income inequality 

consequently also impacts democracy in countries. 

The poorest half might have the votes, but they do not 

often control the outcome of elections.

2.3. Rural Impoverishment and Urban-bound 
Migration
The rural sector remains a significant employer in South 

Asia; however, the share of rural income in the GDP has 

bee n declining. Agriculture contributes to around 74 

2  Note that the period of decline in poverty indices in 2016 to 2019 preceded the Covid 
pandemic which impacted economies globally. The severity of impact the pandemic 
had on Sri Lankan economy could be related to some of the government actions in the 
preceding period.	
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per cent of total employment in Nepal (Upadhyaya, 

2019). In India, for 2009–10, the agriculture and allied 

sector contributed 14.6 per cent of the Indian GDP 

while supporting 52.8 per cent of employment. The 

urban per capita GDP was around seven times the rural 

per capita GDP (Mani, 2016). In Pakistan, the agricultural 

sector contributed 20 per cent of the national GDP 

in 2016 while supporting 42 per cent of the working 

population. Therefore, per capita agricultural income 

was only around half of the non-agricultural per capita 

income (Nakhoda, 2016). Agriculture contributed to 

around 15 per cent of the GDP in 2017 while employing 

40 per cent of the workforce in Bangladesh (Akash & 

Akter, 2019); the per capita GDP consequently was 

around a third of the non-agricultural GDP. 

The unequal relationship between the rural and the 

urban economies results in endemic low rural incomes 

and rural poverty in South Asian countries. The situation 

is compounded by the dependence of agriculture on 

weather conditions in the subcontinent, which, in turn, 

is increasingly impacted by climate-related extreme 

weather events. Work in the rural economy is largely 

informal, lacking regulation of employment conditions 

and wages. Employment is often akin to forced labour 

conditions, with the worker tied to the employer by 

conditions of debt and oppressive social norms.

In South Asia, the unequal economic relations drive 

rural-to-urban migration—a phenomenon deeply 

ingrained in the region. Despite the pressure on rural 

workers to seek opportunities in small towns and large 

cities, the rural economy remains a source of home 

and security for a significant portion of the population. 

During the Covid pandemic in 2019–20, when cities 

suspended economic activity, informal workers without 

access to social security were compelled to return to 

their villages. Despite the hardships in rural areas, these 

villages serve as the last refuge for the urban poor. For 

migrants, the city offers little beyond the opportunity 

to be exploited by capital and earn meagre savings 

to send back to their families in the villages. Whether 

arriving alone or with family, migrants often grapple 

with privations. The poignant lyrics from the popular 

Bollywood movie ‘Gaman,’ set in 1978 Mumbai, depict 

the loneliness and precariousness of a migrant taxi 

driver who seeks livelihood in the city, leaving behind 

loved ones. It captures the worker’s struggle in a cold, 

unfamiliar urban environment, where survival becomes 

a solitary endeavour.

Seene mein jalan, aankhon mein toofan sa kyon hai?

Is shahar mein har shaksh pareshan sa kyon hai?

(Why is there this constant burning in my chest and 

raging storm before my eyes? Why is every person in 

this city so full of anxiety?)

The issues faced by the migrant taxi driver from nearly 

half a century ago have probably only increased, with 

longer working hours and a decrease in agency under 

the ubiquitous presence of the platform economy3  

and with the post-pandemic cities becoming even less 

welcoming to outsiders. 

2.4. Informal Employment and Poverty
The large majority of employment across South Asia 

is in the informal sector. In their 2017 Periodic Review, 

the CSCS concluded that almost 70 per cent of the 

workforce in Sri Lanka is in the informal sector (Iromi 

Perera, 2023). The Pakistan Labour Force Survey for 

2017–18 estimated that 71.7% of all employment 

outside agriculture was informal (ILO, n.d.-a). Over 

91% of all employment in India is informal (Murthy, 

2019). Bangladesh Labour Force Survey estimates 

the proportion of informal employment to be 85% 

(Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics, 2017). These workers 

have little access to employment regulations or social 

security rights. The absence of regulation also means 

they have no employment security or regular source 

of income. They are at the forefront of vulnerability 

during any economic downturn or disaster situation. 

The Covid pandemic or the economic crises in Pakistan 

and Sri Lanka impacted all working people. However, 

those in the informal sector were the worst affected. 

This is well brought out in the various Country Papers 

of the Poverty Report.

3 The platform sector exemplifies the effects of neoliberal policy, where formalisation of 
the economy has gone hand in hand with economic decline of the informal sector which 
earlier benefitted from being largely outside the taxation regime. Today in India, the taxi 
driver with platforms is covered by the indirect taxation regime; in return the driver does 
not get any benefit of social security or regulation of conditions of employment available 
to formal sector employment.
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Informality of employment also has substantial 

overlaps with other forms of social vulnerability. In 

South Asia, vulnerability strongly correlates with 

other fault lines like caste, gender and religion. The 

vulnerable are more likely to be poor and less powerful 

politically and socially. Further, in South Asia, inequality 

impacts intergenerational mobility (World Bank, 2023). 

That is to say, the poor and vulnerable are more likely 

to remain poor and vulnerable across generations. 

Analysis of databases across South Asian countries 

indicates that inherited circumstances explain 40 to 

60% of inequality in the distribution of consumption. 

Among the countries in the region, Pakistan and India 

had the lowest intergenerational mobility, followed by 

Nepal and Afghanistan with intermediate levels, and 

Bangladesh, Nepal and Bhutan with slightly better 

intergenerational mobility opportunities (World 

Bank, 2023). Factors such as caste, ethnicity and 

religion may partly explain the low intergenerational 

mobility in India. The Rajinder Sachar Committee 

Report (Government of India, 2005) addressing 

poverty in Indian society found that the incidence of 

poverty across the country is highest among the SC/

ST communities, followed by Muslim communities. 

As per government data, in 2004–05, the incidence 

of population below the poverty line poverty was 35 

per cent for the SC/ST communities and 31 per cent 

among Muslims; the corresponding average across all 

communities was 22 per cent.

Further, the participation of Muslim workers in the 

informal sector was significantly higher than for other 

sections of the population; 70 per cent of Muslim 

women were confined to working within their homes, 

compared to 51 per cent among all workers. These 

statistics are unlikely to have changed over the last 

two decades. In Bangladesh, gender disadvantage 

is reflected in employment opportunities, with 

informality among women workers at 92% in 2016–17 

being 10% higher than the proportion of informality 

among male workers (Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics, 

2017). These disadvantages will likely pass on across 

generations and perpetuate inequalities in income, 

wealth, and employment opportunities.

The country reports provide specific examples of 

structural factors influencing informality and poverty 

in employment across work categories, particularly 

impacting women workers. They also trace the more 

significant impact of the Covid pandemic on the 

marginalised sections of society in the region. In India, 

care workers (ASHA and Anganwadi workers) employed 

by the government were referred to as ‘scheme 

workers’ and were not even given the employment 

rights and protections applicable to other workers in 

the government sector. The ASHA workers were at the 

forefront of providing health care during the pandemic; 

they were even recognised with the WHO Director-

General’s Global Health Leaders’ Award. However, they 

continue to be denied the right to a fair employment 

contract or protections afforded under the Indian 

labour laws. These workers are mainly women from 

marginalised sections. In Pakistan, an estimated 12 

million women home-based workers were among the 

lowest paid with the least protection of employment; 

they were also among the worst sufferers during the 

Covid pandemic in the country. Bangladesh saw an 

increase in precarious conditions of employment 

during the pandemic. The pandemic also impacted 

employment in the garment and tea plantation sectors 

in Sri Lanka. There was an estimated 72% decline in 

regular employment in tea plantations. The sector 

employs mainly the minority Tamil community, with 

significant employment for women. These hill Tamils 

constitute 4% of the population in Sri Lanka and are 

among the country’s poorest and most marginalised 

sections (Dickoya & Hatton, 2017). Many women 

employed in garment factories lost their jobs and 

were stuck in boarding houses without government or 

industry support. Nepal had around 1.4 million women 

home-based workers catering to the export market; 

these workers were severely impacted by the global 

breakdown of trade during the pandemic. Afghanistan 

faces a decline in public sector employment in the 
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military, police, and administration, with those losing 

employment being pushed into informal work. The 

country faces rising unemployment, along with 

increasing restrictions on women’s participation in 

public life and employment, leading to increasing 

poverty and declining freedom in society.

The garment sector, in particular, exemplifies what 

Naomi Klein calls ‘disaster capitalism’. Across countries, 

the pandemic was used by brands to drive down 

sourcing prices; in turn, the local manufacturers in 

South Asia used the threat of brand pressure and flight 

of capital to restructure employment, with factory 

closures often occurring without full compliance with 

labour laws, leading to a decline in real wages within 

the sector. Recent struggles in Bangladesh for higher 

minimum wages and reports of brutal reprisal from 

employers and state apparatus (Begum & Ahmed, 2023) 

have highlighted the vulnerability of the poor, even 

when employed in the formal sector, at the bottom of 

the wage pyramid.

The Multidimensional Poverty Index considers access 

to education as a critical factor in determining poverty 

levels within a country. The Covid-19 pandemic 

highlighted the global disparities between social 

classes and urban-rural populations. As educational 

institutions shifted to contactless learning, relying 

heavily on virtual technology, economically 

disadvantaged children faced even greater challenges 

in accessing quality education. This exacerbation 

of educational deprivation likely contributes to the 

perpetuation of intergenerational poverty 

2.5. Informality and Social Security
Without an identifiable employer in the informal sector, 

the responsibility for social society provision falls 

on the state, which often results in a deficit in social 

security provision for the informal worker compared to 

the formal sector provision. 

The ILO prescribes nine essential branches for 

minimum social security provision: medical care, 

sickness, unemployment, old age, employment injury, 

family, maternity, invalidity and survivors’ benefits 

(ILO, n.d.-b). In India, the two flagship social security 

provisions under the Employees Provident Fund (EPF) 

and the Employees State Insurance (ESI) schemes cover 

all the nine ILO-mandated social security provisions for 

all formal sector workers earning below a particular 

wage ceiling. However, over 90% of the Indian workers 

are in the informal sector and dependent on state-

funded social benefits. There are no comprehensive 

social security provisions under the state-funded social 

protection schemes. These schemes are often targeted 

to poverty measures, resulting in the possibility of 

exclusion of sections of informal workers who are poor 

and in need of social protection from the ambit of the 

schemes. Further, the recent changes to tax regimes as 

part of the neoliberal agenda of the state to promote 

‘ease of doing business’ have resulted in the cessation 

of cess-based social security measures in informal 

employment sectors.

In Sri Lanka, after the Covid pandemic, social security 

reforms moved away to further targeting provisioning, 

claiming the previous schemes were inefficient and 

inaccurate in their coverage of the poor; the reasoning 

was that the post-pandemic recovery phase did 

not give the government adequate fiscal space for 

broader coverage. The World Bank and the Sri Lankan 

government introduced a new programme titled 

Aswesuma to create a digital registry of workers and 

target recipients for various schemes. The move has 

been criticised by many rights groups, which claim that 

targeting excludes sections of the population while all 

informal workers are uniformly poor and require social 

protection (Perera, 2023).

In Pakistan, the proportion of the population covered 

by at least one social protection provision (excluding 

health cover) was 9.2% in 2022, according to ILO 

estimates (Farooq Sulehria, 2023). The reason for 

inadequate social protection provisioning is seen as the 

constrained fiscal space resulting from the neoliberal 

policies that ensure most financial concessions are 
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directed towards the rich and powerful, including the 

Pakistan Military establishment (Farooq Sulehria, 2023). 

This cycle of political power favouring neoliberal policy, 

skewing income and wealth distribution, resulting in 

reduced fiscal space for supporting measures for the 

poor, is endemic to the region.

Collective bargaining for the informal sector is mainly 

with the state; it involves political bargaining. The nature 

of the society, the extent of freedom, and the political 

voice of the common people have become critical in 

this context. South Asian countries rank poorly on this 

count of democratic freedom. On the Human Freedom 

Index 2022 (Cato Institute, 2022) ranked by the USA-

based Cato Institute, the respective global ranks for 

the South Asian countries were 84 for Nepal, 110 for 

Sri Lanka, 112 for India, 139 for Bangladesh and 146 for 

Pakistan. This low ranking also negatively impacts the 

ability of the poor in these countries to bargain for their 

rights.

2.6. Neoliberalism, Majoritarianism and 
Poverty

South Asia is a medley of religions and languages, 

with concentrations of religion roughly defining 

geographical boundaries. While the religious divides 

might not have significantly impacted the social fabric 

in the countries during the previous millennium, over 

the past two decades, divides have been hardened 

along religious lines. These coincide with the growth 

of neoliberalism and World Bank/IMF-led external aid 

conditionalities that have created growing inequalities 

in the countries.

History has played a part in allowing the growth of 

majoritarianism in South Asia. The seeds of division and 

political strife in the region were sown in the creation 

of India and Pakistan in 1947. The two largest nations 

of the region in terms of size, population and resources 

were midwifed into independence in a crucible of 

hatred. The division of Bangladesh from Pakistan in 

1971 and the role played by India in this also would 

have fed into the enmity between the countries. The 

civil war within Sri Lanka caused further militarisation 

within the subcontinent, feeding into more tensions 

and political divisions. These political fault lines were 

fed back to the populations, feeding into an internal 

rhetoric of religious intolerance. 

War and hostile relations also impact regional economic 

development. Both India and Pakistan are nuclear 

power countries with bloated defence budgets. The 

defence spending cuts into the ability of countries 

in the region to spend on social security. War and 

hostilities feed into hyper-nationalism, strengthening 

divides along caste, religion and ethnicity. They aid 

the growth of majoritarian thinking in society and 

majoritarian politics as the ruling ideology. 

The COVID-19 pandemic exposed the shortcomings of 

neoliberal policies, as documented in country reports. 

In Bhutan, government assistance during this period 

overlooked a significant group of ‘refugees’—those 

who lost their citizenship due to the government’s 

decision to revoke Nepali-origin population status 

in 1989. Meanwhile, Nepal faced vaccine shortages 

despite having paid for them, as the Indian government 

belatedly addressed its own vaccination oversight. In 

India, the pandemic laid bare the disarray within the 

public health system. Even major cities like Mumbai 

struggled with understaffed public hospitals. The 

combination of economic disruption and fear of the 

virus prompted the reverse migration of the poor from 

urban centres to rural areas.
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Box 2: What is Neoliberalism

Neoliberalism is an economic and political ideology that sees government intervention in economic 
policies as inefficient and advocates privatisation of the economy. It fully equates economic growth with 
social good, without much concern for equitable distribution of economic benefits among all sections of 
the population. The state’s role in such a regime is limited to internal and external security; in the context 
of widening income and wealth disparities in society, the state’s role becomes controlling dissent and 
supporting the status quo, however unfair it might be. In promoting the private sector, the state curtails 
direct tax on individual incomes, shifting the burden to indirect tax on commodities and services, which is 
borne by all. This, on the one hand, results in goods becoming more expensive for the poor, while on the 
other hand, it limits the ability of governments to spend on social security. 

Neoliberalism gained impetus in the eighties under the Reaganite rule in the USA and the Thatcherite 
rule in the UK. With the collapse of the Soviet Union, it became the dominant economic ideology globally, 
backed by international financial institutions, including the World Bank and the International Monetary 
Fund (IMF). Neoliberal ideology was pushed in the South Asian countries as part of the regional structural 
adjustment loans governments were forced to take from the international financial institutions. Today, 
however, there is a growing global critique of neoliberalism. Even the World Bank and the IMF admit to 
serious shortcomings in their supported neoliberal policies under the structural adjustment programmes 
they push. 

The pandemic came at a time when both Pakistan and 
Sri Lanka faced economic crises. Pakistan was buffeted 
by climate-related disasters, as well as severe political 
instability. Inflation in Pakistan skyrocketed during the 
pandemic, with food inflation reaching levels as high 
as 24%. In Sri Lanka, the year-on-year headline inflation 
varied between 33.8% in April 2022 and 49.2% in 
March 2023, reaching a peak of 73.7% in September 
2022 (Central Bank of Sri Lanka, 2023). 

In the context of the financial crisis, Pakistan was forced 
to negotiate with the IMF for an economic bailout. The 
IMF conditionalities (IMF, 2023b) stressed greater fiscal 
discipline, which meant less government spending 
and widening the tax base, bringing the untaxed 
poor into the tax net through indirect taxes. Austerity 
measures included increased indirect taxes that would 
have directly impacted costs. Along with a decline in 
economic growth, the country faced a classic situation 
of stagflation (economic stagnation and high inflation) 
with a particular impact on the poor informal workers 
who had no protection in these conditions. Workers 
in construction and trade, the largest employers of 
informal workers, faced a nominal wage decline of 

around 20% during the pandemic. Sri Lanka also faced 
an economic crisis because of the mismanagement of 
the economy and political unrest, and it was forced 
to seek IMF relief. The IMF loans stressed ‘stepping 
up structural reforms to unlock the country’s growth 
potential’ (IMF, 2023a). The pandemic had already 
resulted in job losses and wage cuts in the country. 
The tea plantation and garment sectors, employing 
large numbers of women, faced job losses and wage 
declines. The IMF conditionalities would mean further 
depression of living conditions for the poor.

In Afghanistan, the pandemic coincided with the worst 
drought in 30 years, on top of political unrest and 
economic chaos. The country was the playground of 
global superpowers across the last four decades; it is 
now left to its devices after their withdrawal, leaving 
a fundamentalist state where women have few rights. 
Further, the country faces sanctions from the USA, 
freezing some US$7 Billion of Afghan assets in the USA 
(Mark Weisbrot, 2022). In the present situation, the 
sanctions have disastrously impacted the country’s 
already impoverished population. While the sanctions 
were meant to force the Taliban government to bring 
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in greater democracy and rights for women, they 
impoverished the people further while strengthening 
oppressive conditions for the vulnerable. Sanctions 
are an economic tool used by global powers to force 
local regimes to their way. However, the history of 
sanctions would indicate that they seldom have the 
desired positive effect of reform, instead strengthening 
repressive regimes while adding to the suffering of the 
poor.

Bangladesh also faced severe stagflation in the post-
Covid period. The neoliberal monetary policy resulted 
in double-digit inflation on imported commodities, 
including food and fuel. 

Inflation impacts informal workers the most, as their 
wages and earnings are not protected against the 
falling purchasing value of the currency. Over 2022–23, 
the Sri Lankan informal worker saw the actual value of 
her earnings decline by around 60%. For the poorest, 
this would have meant a contraction in consumption 
of bare essentials, including food and medicines. 

2.6.1. Neoliberalism and marginalisation of 
the poor

Within countries, regional underdevelopment and 
economic and political marginalisation could push 
them into a self-reinforcing cycle of conflict, resulting 
in further governance deficit and distancing the local 
population from the mainstream development or 
state-supported assistance measures. In an incisive 
analysis of Pakistan (Aziz Amin, 2023), an ex-bureaucrat 
with the previous president of Afghanistan, Ashraf 
Ghani, discussed the fostering of terrorist activities 
in the border districts of Balochistan and Khyber 
Pakhtunkhwa in Pakistan based on the marginalisation 
of the Baloch and Pakhtun communities. We might 
see similarities in the radicalisation among Sri Lankan 
Tamils supporting the earlier Civil War in the region or 
the development of what is termed the Red Corridor 
in India. 

The poor in both majority and minority communities 
are the biggest victims of the neoliberal economic 
policies that curtail government spending on social 
security measures and social agendas that weaken 
community links based on exclusionary norms. The 
informal sector, which depends on cooperation among 
the poor for their supply chain and markets, is the worst 

affected by these circumstances. The challenge is for 
the poor to comprehend the genuine reasons behind 
their miserable conditions. The challenge is for them 
to understand that exclusions and social divisions do 
not benefit the poorest, who traditionally depend on 
mutual aid and support as a way of life.

2.7. The Challenge of Social Security for South 
Asia

South Asia, home to a quarter of the global population, 

holds significant geopolitical importance. However, 

the region remains economically disadvantaged. In 

terms of purchasing power parity (PPP), South Asia 

contributes only 9.5% to global GDP. Additionally, the 

region grapples with acute debt constraints. As of 2023, 

gross government debt in the region reached 78.8% 

of its GDP (IMF, 2023c). The ability of governments in 

the region to increase spending would be severely 

constrained. The major economies in the region are 

wedded to neoliberal orthodoxy. They would be 

averse to deficit-financed spending that would be 

used to expand social security. Furthermore, Pakistan, 

Bangladesh and Sri Lanka would face IMF conditions 

due to having been forced to take loans that further 

emphasise austerity and ‘financial discipline’. In this 

context, the likelihood of state-funded social security 

for the poor seems unlikely in the foreseeable future.

The situation was very different in the late forties when 

over 90% of the population in the region shook off 

the yoke of colonial rule. After independence, India, 

Pakistan and Sri Lanka had regimes that sought to 

extend post-independence benefits to all sections of 

society. In the undivided, pre-independence India, the 

Bhore Committee recommended a comprehensive, 

universal health plan covering primary, secondary and 

tertiary care. The foundations for these were to be laid 

through a 3-tier health infrastructure (Duggal, 1991). 

This basic infrastructure continues to date in India, 

with its sub-health centres and primary health centres 

at the base, as well as district hospitals and specialised 

hospitals for tertiary care at the apex. However, the 

system is not uniform in its coverage across the country 

and has not received the same level of financial 



20 Social Security in South Asia: Inequality and Vulnerability

support across states. Today, when the government 

discusses universal health care, it is in terms of public-

private partnership, with government participation 

limited to subsidising health insurance. This situation is 

a far cry from the ideals of the Bhore Committee. India 

simultaneously created its two flagship formal sector 

schemes, the Employees State Insurance Corporation 

(ESIC) and the Employees’ Pension Fund Organisation 

(EPFO), which have stood the test of time. However, 

these also underscore the vast difference between 

employee-based social security cover for the formal 

sector and the much less effective universal/need-

based schemes for the poor in the informal sector.

Sri Lanka, in significant ways, presented a contrast. 

The foundations of the social security scheme were 

laid in the 1930s when the country gained the 

right to a democratically elected government with 

a universal franchise. At that time, the country did 

not have a developed formal sector. Consequently, 

social security measures, especially for education and 

health care, were linked to citizenship rights rather 

than employment status (Perera, 2024). The economic 

ravages of the pandemic and neoliberal policies in the 

country will likely result in the roll-back of some of the 

country’s social security measures.

With the deepening of neoliberalism in governance 

since the nineties, state support for social security 

measures has declined across the region, which is 

probably most visible in public health care measures. 

The Covid pandemic unravelled the shortcomings in 

the government health infrastructure. The pandemic 

also brought out severe limits to regional cooperation, 

with India’s inability to rise to the challenge of vaccine 

provision in the region.

Neoliberalism has resulted in the expansion of 

informality, driving down wages and access to good 

employment opportunities. The state’s response to 

the growing need for social security infrastructure is to 

push the sector toward public-private partnership. The 

severe economic crisis in much of the region would add 

the fetters of conditionalities for global aid. It remains 

to be seen whether the much-vaunted universal 

healthcare infrastructure of Sri Lanka will survive the 

IMF-imposed austerity measures and continue to serve 

as an example of what is possible in the region. 

We live in a world deeply riven by divisions: wealth and 

income divide, religious and ethnic divides and divisions 

of hostility across national boundaries. The weight of 

environmental disasters and climate change adds to 

this global burden of divisions and stress. The South 

Asian region also faces its share of strife and conflict. 

Conflicts drain the government exchequer, taking 

away resources that could be available to mitigate 

stress for the poor. Additionally, they also prevent the 

movement of goods and services. These conditions rob 

the most vulnerable of their earning capacity, and they 

prevent the provision of aid to people in need; they rob 

children of their most valuable periods in life. They are 

a drag on economic growth and human development 

indices. Social security in the context is a profoundly 

political agenda. The struggle for social security is, 

therefore, also a struggle for peace and democracy.
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1.2 Who takes the Highest Risk The Precarity of Informal Work
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3.1. Social Security Interventions in South 
Asia: An Overview

Most South Asian countries are either low-income 

or lower-middle-income, as defined in UN Security 

Council Resolution 1244 of 1999. The Maldives, 

categorised as an ‘upper middle-income country’, is 

the only exception (ILO, 2021). A visible implication 

of this backward positioning of South Asian countries 

in terms of income levels is their poor performance 

in offering effective social protection measures, 

especially those of a long-term and promotional 

nature.

As per the World Social Protection Report, 2020–

22 (Ibid.), most South Asian countries are found 

to spend only a tiny share of their GDP on public 

health and social protection expenditure. The total 

expenditure on social protection (excluding health) is 

extremely low in these countries: India (1.4 per cent), 

Bangladesh (0.7 per cent), Bhutan (1.0 per cent), the 

Maldives (2.9 per cent), Pakistan (1.9), Sri Lanka (3.2), 

Afghanistan (1.8), Nepal (2.1). As per the report, the 

Social Security Concerns and Interventions 
in the South Asian Context3

- Babu P. Remesh

Maldives and Sri Lanka are the two countries that 

spend more than 2 per cent of their GDP on social 

protection (excluding health). Nevertheless, it is 

quite assumable that the Sri Lankan situation must 

have changed considerably by now, owing to the 

ongoing acute economic crisis.

The poor performance of South Asian countries 

on the social security front is visible from the poor 

ratification status of international codes of conduct, 

such as ILO conventions. All the South Asian 

countries are lagging way behind in ratification/

adoption of ILO conventions/recommendations. 

Among the most relevant ILO conventions and 

recommendations (as listed below), only one 

convention has been ratified by at least a few South 

Asian countries. Convention No.118, Equality of 

Treatment (Social Security) Convention, 1962, was 

ratified by India (in 1964), Pakistan (in 1969) and 

Bangladesh (1972). Poor ratification/adoption of ILO 

Conventions/Recommendations is a strong indicator 

that shows how insecure and vulnerable the poorer 

segments of the population in these countries are. 
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Table 3.1: Major ILO Conventions/Recommendations Concerning Social Security 

– Ratification/Adoption Status

Notwithstanding the poor status of the ratification of 
ILO conventions, all the South Asian countries are found 
agreeing in principle about the importance of providing 
social protection to their population, especially those 
who are underprivileged, marginalised and poor. Some 
of these countries have constitutional principles that 
entrust the state to provide its citizens with a modicum 

level of security and protection. Accordingly, certain 
national-level laws and state interventions align with 
constitutional commitments (see Box 3.1). In certain 
countries (e.g., Pakistan), religious principles are valued 
and followed by the state while ensuring the social 
security of poorer segments of the population (see Box 
3.2). 

Convention No. Title Ratification Status
Ratified
Convention No. 118 Equality of Treatment (Social Security) Convention, 

1962

Ratified by India (in 1964), 

Pakistan (in 1969) and 

Bangladesh (1972)
Non-ratified
Convention No. 102 Social Security (Minimum Standards Convention, 1952 Not ratified by any of the 

South Asian countries
Convention No. 128 Invalidity, Old-Age and Survivors’ Benefits Convention, 

1967 

-do-

Convention No. 130 Medical Care and Sickness Benefits Convention, 1969 -do-
Convention No. 168 Employment Promotion and Protection Against 

Unemployed Convention, 1988

-do-

Convention No. 121 Employment Injury Benefits Convention, 1964 -do-
Convention No. 183 Maternity Protection Convention, 2000 -do-
Convention No. 157 Maintenance of Social Security Rights Convention, 

1982

-do-

Convention No. 191 Safe and Healthy Working Environment (Consequential 

Amendments) Convention, 2023

-do-

Convention No. 152 Occupational Safety and Health (dock work) 

Convention, 1979

-do-

Adoption Status of Relevant ILO Recommendations
Recommendation 

No.202

Social Protection Floors Recommendation, 2012 Not adopted by any of the 

South Asian countries
Recommendation 

No.68

Social Security Armed Forces Recommendation, 1944 -do-

Source: ILO (2021): World Social Protection Report, 2020–22.
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Box 3.1: Constitutional Mandates and Social Security Laws in South Asian Countries

Bangladesh: Articles 15(a), 15(b) and 15(c) of the country’s constitution state that it is the fundamental 
responsibility of the state to ensure the rights of food, clothing, shelter, education, medical care and 
security/protection for all. Additionally, article 15(d) of the constitution directs the state to arrange for 
social security for those suffering from undeserved want with no fault of their own.

Bhutan: The constitution of Bhutan mandates that the government endeavour to provide for the 
necessities of all citizens, including adequate food, clothing and housing. Accordingly, social security 
has been given attention in some of the Bhutan government’s acts. Civil Service Act of Bhutan, 2010 
(stipulating retirement benefits and pension for civil servants) and Food Act of Bhutan- 2005 (which 
regulates the food trade) are examples of this. 

India: Article 21 of the constitution of India underlines the protection of life and personal liberty and 
states that no person shall be deprived of his life or personal liberty except according to procedure 
established by law. This article has been interpreted by the Supreme Court of India broadly and 
creatively to include the right to livelihood. Part IV of the constitution, titled ‘Directive Principles of 
State Policy’, provides directions to the state to devise schemes that address issues of social justice 
and upliftment of the downtrodden based on principles of a welfare state. These include Article 38 to 
Article 43A. As labour is a subject in the concurrent list of the Indian constitution, all of India’s states and 
union territories have their state labour laws over and above the central laws. 

The Maldives: The constitution of the Maldives enshrines social protection as an enforceable right to 
be realised progressively within the limits of the state’s capacity and resources. Accordingly, the country 
has two core social protection laws: the National Social Health Insurance Act (2008) and the National 
Social Protection Act (2014).

Nepal: When the interim constitution of Nepal 2007 was introduced in 2007, the right to social security 
was accorded a fundamental right, giving due attention to social security concerns of women, people 
with disabilities, labourers, senior citizens, helpless and incapacitated citizens. The constitution of 
Nepal, 2015, which supplanted the interim constitution, also gave considerable prominence to social 
safety programmes, including insurance, subsidies, public works initiatives, cash or in-kind support and 
food assistance. Consequently, there are now about 80 social protection programmes in the country.

Pakistan: Pakistan’s constitution (1973) implicitly ensures social protection through its Article 38 (sub-
sections a-d), which holds the state responsible for the ‘well-being of people’ through ‘social security 
by compulsory social insurance’, the provision of ‘basic necessities of life’ to the impecunious, the 
disadvantaged and the socially excluded. 

Sri Lanka: Articles 27(2) and 27(9) of Sri Lanka’s constitution highlight the state’s responsibility to 
provide for basic living standards and ensure social security and welfare.

Sources: For Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Nepal and Pakistan, respective country reports – i.e., Akash (2023), Rizal (2023), Gothoskar (2023), Tuladhar and Anjali (2023) and 
Sulheria (2023) respectively; for Sri Lanka, Perera, 2018 and the Maldives, Alvarenga et al. (2021).
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Box 3.2: Religious Considerations in Social Security: Zakat, 
Ushr and Bait-ul-Maal in Pakistan

Under General Zia-ul-Haq’s military dictatorship, the Pakistani government set up the Zakat and Ushr 
departments in 1980, mandating a 2.5 per cent deduction upon personal bank accounts/deposits on the 
first day of Ramadan for poverty relief. As the titles suggest, Zakat and Ushr were based on Islamic concepts 
of charity. Pakistan Bait-ul-Maal (PBM), introduced by Nawaz Sharif in 1992, is also based on religious 
considerations. Bait-ul-Maal refers to the charity system established by the second pious caliph, Umer, in 
the early Islamic period. Accordingly, the PBM covers a variety of initiatives overlapping with zakat. The 
respective websites of the PBM, Zakat and Usher departments mention similar projects. For instance, both 
help patients with life-threatening illnesses, offer educational stipends or fund those in need. 

Source: Sulehria (2023).

Irrespective of the variations in their intent, nature and 
extent of coverage, almost all the countries in South 
Asia have their own national or sub-national laws and 
welfare schemes that are aimed at providing some 
amount of social security to those citizens who are in 
difficult situations, such as old age, unemployment, 
accident, medical exigency and so on. However, it is 
evident that the existing social security provisions in 
South Asian countries are far from what is required.

There are issues like scanty social security provisions 
and inadequate coverage of beneficiaries – mainly 
due to financial and resource constraints as expected 
in low-income countries. Without much exemption, 
in all South Asian countries, the social security nets or 
social protection measures are too narrow to cover the 
potential beneficiaries or people in need. For instance, 
Sulehria (2023) states that in Pakistan, where 40 per cent 
of the population is poor, only 9.2 % is covered by social 
security measures. Even when specific social security 
provisions are available, the allocation of resources 
to such interventions is often grossly inadequate. For 
instance, the World Social Protection Report 2020–22 
points out that though some South Asian countries 
provide non-contributory old-age pensions, the actual 
amount received by beneficiaries is strikingly low.

None of the South Asian countries are reaching 
anywhere closer to providing universal social security 
to all their citizens. Accordingly, most of the existing 
social security interventions are targeted by strictly 
defining the eligibility conditions for beneficiaries. Many 
programmes are restricted to select regions/localities/
categories of regions (e.g., rural versus urban) and/
or are offered as pilot interventions. Another feature 

which is common to most South Asian countries is the 
predominance of protective measures of social security 
(which are primarily urgent interventions to address 
a contingency like an accident, sudden loss of job, 
death and so on) over promotional measures (which 
are interventions for bringing in long term changes 
– e.g., long-term measures for providing education, 
land reforms etc.). Unfortunately, implementation 
issues persist, including delivery leakages due to 
administrative inefficiencies or corruption. Additionally, 
various exclusions—based on nationality, migrant 
status, social group and digital access—further 
compound the challenges.

Given this backdrop, to gain a more profound 
understanding of social security intervention in the 
South Asian region, it is imperative to closely examine 
various factors that shape the social security scenario 
of different countries in the region. Therefore, the 
remaining part of this chapter focuses on some of 
the core determinants and aspects concerning social 
protection in South Asia.

3.2. Social Security Interventions in South 
Asia: Determinants and Defining Factors
The social security scenarios of South Asian countries 
are found to be shaped by multiple factors, which 
include lopsided priorities in governmental spending, 
challenges raised by the dominant presence of the 
informal sector, the visible role of the private sector 
in social security provision and higher levels of 
dependence on external funding agencies. This section 
will briefly discuss all these influential factors/aspects.
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3.2.1. Inadequate Allocation of Resources and 
Lopsided Priority in Governmental Spending

In South Asian countries, social overheads, particularly 
social security measures, receive only a small 
proportion of their GDP. While social overheads such 
as health and education get meagre shares of the 
GDPs of these countries, there have been considerable 
and visibly higher allocations towards heads such as 
military expenses and subsidies/incentives given to the 
private sector (to ensure ‘ease in doing businesses’). For 
instance, in Pakistan, only 2.7 % of its GDP is allocated to 
social protection (while the global average is 11 %). At 
the same time, the economic perks received by military 
elites are $17 billion, more than eight times the funds 
allocated towards subsidies for the poor (only about $ 2 
billion) (Sulehria, 2023). This pattern is strikingly typical 
across most of the countries in South Asia.

Further to the issue of inadequate allocation of funds, 
in recent times, there has been a discernible trend 
of spreading austerity on the social security front. 
Following the economic crisis of 2008, many countries 
resorted to strict austerity measures, which led to 
a trend of reduction of social expenditure, growing 
debts and widening of social security gaps worldwide. 
Aligning to this global pattern, governments have been 
persistently cutting back on social security budgets, a 
trend that became visible even a decade ago (Chandoke 
and Agarwal, 2013). The manifestations of this shift can 
be felt in many ways, such as dips in the quantum and 
coverage of social security measures, tightening the 
eligibility conditions, increasing the number of years 
of contribution in cases of contributory social security 
programme, raising the age for retirement and so on. 
There has also been a visible shift towards promoting 
contributory measures for social security by steadily 
slashing the spending on non-contributory social 
security measures. 

3.2.2. Prominence of the Informal Sector and 
Its Implications for Social Security

The prevalence of the informal sector is a defining 
trait across all South Asian countries. In these nations, 
a significant proportion of the population depends on 
informal sector jobs, often exceeding 90 per cent, as 
evident in countries such as India. Unfortunately, these 
informal jobs are marked by abysmally low wages, 

substandard working conditions and precarious work 
environments, leading to noticeable gaps in social 
security provisions. 

Significant proportions of the populations in 
these countries work in agriculture and other rural 
occupations (including plantations, weaving, fisheries, 
and rural non-farm jobs) without any major social 
security programmes addressing their specific needs. 
In urban areas, too, informal workers constitute larger 
shares of the workforce, with considerable employment 
of unorganised labour in both industrial and service 
sector jobs. Even the erstwhile organised and regular 
jobs in South Asian countries (e.g., regular, salaried 
employment) show a visible trend of deepening 
informalisation, with a considerable increase in casual 
and contractual jobs for the past few decades. Along 
with this, there has been a massive expansion of 
subcontracting arrangements in the manufacturing 
sector of all South Asian countries. All these added 
to a swelling of informal sector employment without 
adequate social security.

Furthermore, new forms of informal jobs are emerging, 
strikingly characterised by social security deficits. The 
gig and platform economy workers in urban areas are 
the best examples of these newly emerged informal 
sector jobs. Notwithstanding this predominance of 
informal jobs, most of the social security provisions in 
these countries largely skewed those working in the 
organised sector (i.e., in regular employment with the 
government or private sector). Such a situation leaves the 
majority of the population without any modicum level 
of social security. None of the South Asian countries has 
effective acts/national laws on social security that cover 
the entire workforce engaged in the unorganised sector. 
Though India has moved considerably in this direction 
by passing the Unorganised Sector Social Security Act, 
2008 in parliament, it was largely ineffective in realising 
its stated objectives. It has been widely pointed out 
that this act does not truly and fully capture the essence 
of a draft bill outlined by the National Commission on 
Unorganised Sector Enterprises (NCEUS), which did 
insightful analyses and conceptualisations on social 
security concerns of informal sector workers and 
drafted a promising prototype for right based provision 
of social security to all unorganised sector workers (see 
Box 3.3 for NCEUS’s contributions to social security for 
informal sector workers).
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Box 3.3: NCEUS and the Draft Bill on Unorganised Sector Workers’ Social Security, 2005

In 2004, the National Commission for Enterprises in the Unorganised Sector (NCEUS), appointed by the 
Government of India, made significant contributions by analysing and conceptualising informal sector 
work. The commission drafted a bill to provide universal minimum social security coverage to all workers in 
the unorganised sector.

NCEUS’s estimations about unorganised sector occupations, especially its conceptualisation of ‘informal 
work in the formal sector’, attracted considerable attention from researchers and policy planners alike. The 
commission submitted its report on Unorganised Sector Workers’ Social Security in 2006, which proposed 
legislation for universal provision of a modicum level of social security for all unorganised workers. The 
report provided the required backdrop for enacting the Unorganised Sector Social Security Act 2008, which 
the parliament eventually passed. However, the latter is considered a much-diluted version of the NCEUS’s 
draft bill. Even the act passed in 2008 could not bring much difference in India’s social security scenario, and 
it eventually became redundant and is now submerged in the newly introduced Social Security Code.

Sources: PIB (2010); Kannan, K.P. (2007); Saxena, K.B. (2009).

Informal sector work has even penetrated heavily 
into the so-called ‘formal/organised sector’ in these 
countries. This phenomenon was highlighted by the 
NCEUS in India as the ‘informalisation of formal work’. 
Gothoskar (2023) highlights the case of ‘scheme’ 
workers such as Anganwadi workers in India, almost 
all women, who are still not recognised as ‘workers’ 
and are considered merely as ‘volunteers’ working for a 
paltry honorarium (Remesh, 2017).

3. 2.3. Social Security Challenges for the Self-
Employed

Social security becomes particularly complex when 
significant portions of the population are self-
employed. For self-employed or own-account workers, 
the responsibility of providing social security cannot be 
assigned to any specific employer. In India, for example, 
the percentage of self-employed individuals was 55.8 
per cent in 2021–22. This trend is also prevalent in most 
South Asian countries. According to a recent study by 
the ILO, South Asia leads in terms of the share of self-
employment in total employment, accounting for 67 
per cent, followed by Sub-Saharan Africa (50 per cent) 
and the Middle and North Africa region (44 per cent) 
(ILO, 2019a).

3.2.4. Implications of the Expanding Role of 
the Private Sector in the Provision of Social 
Security

In most South Asian countries, the private sector plays 

a crucial role in the provision of social security, along 
with the public sector. Some of the interventions in 
the health sector can be seen as the best examples of 
this. Lately, however, a policy shift has given greater 
importance to private players in health services. The 
introduction of massive health insurance programmes 
in p-p-p mode was evident in countries like India. 
Programmes like Rashtriya Swasthya Bhima Yojana 
(RSBY) and Ayushman Bharat are testaments of the 
crucial roles attached to healthcare providers in India. 
Here, it needs to be noted that during COVID-19, when 
Indian Air Force and Navy helicopters showered flower 
petals on select hospitals as a gesture of gratitude for 
the health warriors on the frontline fighting the virus, 
some of the private hospitals were also included in the 
list of institutions identified by the central government.

The active presence of the private sector in health 
services can be viewed as a positive aspect, as its 
involvement leads to the flow of more resources 
and the creation of a more extensive infrastructure 
to ensure more effective health security for the 
population. However, unregulated or inadequately 
regulated private sector health provision services 
can lead to unintended consequences, where these 
perceived benefits may be replaced by intensive 
levels of social exclusion—especially the exclusion of 
the marginalised segments and economically weaker 
sections of society. Given that health is a public good, 
it is crucial to establish effective mechanisms for 
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monitoring and regulating private sector activities. 
These mechanisms should align with a nation’s overall 
vision and values. Already, there are reports which 
substantiate that out-of-pocket (OOP) expenditure on 
health services has been rising in countries like India 
and Bangladesh, where the private sector has been 
dominantly present in health provision. At the same 
time, appropriate social protection mechanisms from 
the state are inadequate (World Social Protection 
Report 2022: 197).

3.2.5. Inadequate Coverage and Insufficient 
Benefits

Even when social security programmes are in place, the 
eligible segments of the population are not adequately 
protected as either the interventions have not reached 
them (inadequate coverage) or the amount of support 
received is insufficient to support the intended 
beneficiaries adequately, for instance, as per World 
Social Protection Report 2022, non-contributory old-
age pensions as a percentage of the national poverty 
line are abysmally lower in countries like Bangladesh 
(17 per cent), which leaves even the beneficiaries 
of such social security programmes vulnerable to 
exploitation by money lenders and spurious micro-
credit organisations.

3.2.6. Socio-Political and Economic Crises and 
their Social Security Implications

Some of the South Asian countries are currently going 
through a period of acute socio-political crises. The 
political turmoil in Afghanistan is the most striking 
case, where the social security requirements of the 
people have increased significantly at a time when 
considerable restrictions and impediments hinder 
adequate provision of social security. These constraints 
include a lack of effective mechanisms, withdrawal 
of social security providers and funding agencies 
(especially international donors) and implementational 
issues. Due to the absence of reliable data and the 
prevailing uncertainties, it is not easy to have a realistic 
assessment of the country’s social security scenario. 
Nevertheless, available limited evidence suggests that 
the social insecurity of people in Afghanistan (and 
those Afghanistan nationals scattered over different 
countries as refugee populations) is in an all-time 

worrying phase. There are also reports stating that the 
governmental spending on general social heads, such 
as education, has also declined considerably in recent 
times, with the Taliban government’s adamant stands 
like banning the education of women (see Box 3.4 
below), which will have severe implications for long-
term nature.

Box 3.4: Banning of Education of 
Afghan Women

In December 2022, the Ministry of Higher Education 
of the Taliban government in Afghanistan 
decided to formally shut down public and private 
universities and higher education institutions for 
girls. Now, women from Afghanistan are banned 
from schools, universities and all other educational 
pursuits. 

Source: UNESCO (2023).

In Sri Lanka and Pakistan, political tensions have been 
mounting for the past few years, and there are clear 
indications that these countries are going through 
an acute economic crisis. Increased dependence on 
international financing agencies is a worrying common 
trend for South Asian countries. As per the WSPR 
report, except for Nepal, all the South Asian countries 
increasingly depend on international financing 
institutions such as the International Monetary Fund, 
Asian Development Bank or WB (WSPR, 2021). Sri 
Lanka has been going through an unprecedented 
crisis for the past few years, and the country is deeply 
in a severe debt trap. While providing social security 
is essential to protect vulnerable segments of the 
population, especially during a period of crisis, the 
prevailing situation in Sri Lanka does not promise any 
major role for the government in effectively addressing 
its population’s social security requirements. As per 
the SAAPE country report for Pakistan, in recent years, 
the country’s external debt has been deepening over 
the years (Sulehria, 2023), which has debilitating 
implications for social security for the poor in the 
country. It is also believed that setbacks faced by the 
export-led growth models followed by some of the 
South Asian countries (e.g., Sri Lanka) also added 
to the challenges on the social security front. In 
Afghanistan, where foreign aid is a significant source 
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of social security and social security funding, the ‘not 
yet officially recognised’ status of the present regime 
has severely affected the social security scenario (Dalili, 
2023).

3.2.7. Natural Calamities and Environmental 
Factors

South Asia is inherently susceptible to a range of 
natural disasters and environmental challenges. Quite 
frequently, calamities such as floods, earthquakes and 
droughts result in livelihood disruptions and economic 
crises for populations in most of the countries in the 
region. The Maldives is perennially facing the threat 
of submersion by the surrounding ocean, whereas 
countries like Bangladesh and India are facing acute 
livelihood issues due to acute climate change and global 
warming in certain areas (e.g., Sunderbans), which 
have made thousands of inhabitants ‘climate refugees’ 
(Jayati, Nag, 2023). Further to this, there is a growing 
stock of reports that suggest that the countries in the 
South Asian region are already facing considerable 
levels of crop loss and livelihood deterioration for 
thousands of people who rely on farming and natural 
resources for their livelihood.

Earthquakes in Nepal have devastated livelihoods 
and caused economic hardships. Similarly, natural 
disasters like droughts, cyclones and earthquakes 
have led to significant resource losses in neighbouring 
countries within the region. Consequently, addressing 
the needs of ‘climate victims’ has emerged as a pivotal 
consideration in designing social security programs. 
Despite some existing interventions aimed at internally 
displaced persons and climate refugees, it remains 
evident that these efforts fall woefully short of the 
necessary level.

3.2.8. Exclusionary Trends in Social Security

In the context of South Asia, a comprehensive discussion 
on social security must address the various forms of 
exclusion related to accessing or providing benefits. 
These exclusions encompass region-based disparities 
(such as differential coverage between rural and urban 
areas), exclusion based on employment status (where 
temporary or informal workers are often left out while 
permanent or formal workers are considered) and 

the marginalisation of vulnerable groups (including 
women, Dalits and people with disabilities).

In terms of social security access, regional disparities 
are prevalent. For instance, although health insurance 
coverage exists for the poor, many struggle to access 
it due to the considerable distance from empanelled 
hospitals. An ILO report highlights that in rural India, 
the average travel distance for medical treatment is 30 
km (ILO, 2019: 88). Similarly, Bhutan’s Country Report 
on Social Security (2023) reveals that districts where the 
royal family resides experience greater development 
and broader social security coverage compared to 
other areas (Rizal, 2023).

In all South Asian countries, organised sector workers 
and regular employees in public/private enterprises 
enjoy better social security coverage than their 
counterparts in the informal sector or irregular 
employment. 

Exclusion of informal/migrant workers from social 
security protection measures is blatantly visible in 
most of the South Asian countries. As the workers 
in South Asian countries are primarily engaged in 
informal work arrangements, they are often excluded 
from social insurance (arranged by the employer or the 
government). In most developed countries, workplace 
accidents and injuries are covered through social 
insurance or as employers’ mandatory liability per the 
extant regulatory legal framework.

However, due to the predominance of informal work 
in the region, neither social insurance nor employer 
provision is found to work effectively to ensure a 
reasonable level of social security. For instance, 
consider the 12 November 2023 episode of entrenched 
tunnel workers in Uttarakhand, where 41 migrant 
workers were trapped under the earth for 17 days. 
As these workers are mostly migrant and informal 
workers, by default, they were out of the benefits of any 
assured social security schemes meant for injuries and 
accidents at the workplace. There is also little scope for 
getting a right-based, legally backed compensation, 
which is adequate to meet their actual requirements, 
as the existing legal measures, such as the Interstate 
Migrant Workmen Act 1979, are entirely insufficient to 
address the social security concerns of accident victims 
(Srivastava, 2023). Apart from the immediate ex gratia 
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allowance announced by the government (e.g., the 

Chief Minister of the state of Uttarakhand announced 

Rs 1 lakh each as compensation to workers and also 

offered medical facilities, free of cost), these workers 

may not be getting any other major payments timely, 

as there is no specific act or welfare scheme for covering 

accidents at workplace. Due to technical hurdles and 

implementation issues, the eligible ex gratia allowances 

or social insurance benefits often do not promptly 

reach the beneficiaries. The following case (see Box 

3.4) explains the multiple layers of exclusion of ‘eligible’ 

beneficiaries in the case of the rain flood victims of the 

2021 Raini flash floods.

Box 3.5: Multiple Layers of Exclusion/Discrimination: The Case of Compensation for Victims of 2021 Raini 
Flash Floods, Uttarakhand, India

The compensation packages announced for the families of the deceased in the 2021 Raini flood disaster 
explain various kinds of exclusions and discriminations in the provision of social security benefits to 
accident victims in a construction site for a governmental project. This mishap took the lives of 204 workers 
(who got buried under a tunnel of a hydel project on the Alaknanda River. Of the deceased, 11 were from 
Nepal, and they did not qualify for any ex gratia payments from the governments, which can be viewed as 
a case of exclusion based on the nationality of the migrant worker. From the remaining eligible cases, 140 
families were eligible to get Rs 20 lakh compensation from National Thermal Power Corporation (NTPC); 
their deceased family members were on the rolls of this public sector company. The other 53 families (of 
the non-NTPC employees) were eligible only for the generic compensation announced by the national/
state governments and/or for some eligible insurance payments. The disparity in compensation shows how 
formal sector employees are treated differently from informal sector employees when it comes to providing 
social security benefits. Some of these deprived families have yet to receive insurance payments of Rs 10 
to 15 lakhs from private insurance firms. It is reported that availing the compensation has become such a 
tedious and expensive affair, especially for those from other states of India, that some even relinquish some 
ex gratia payments. This issue of non-realisation of eligible benefits by the families of migrant workers can 
be viewed as a de facto discrimination of migrants from social security benefits.

Another kind of exclusion in this episode of ex gratia payment is the delay in awarding the benefits due 
to procedural matters. So far, only 131 families of the 140 deceased workers have received Rs. 20 lakhs 
compensation from NTPC. The other nine families did not get any compensation even after 2.5 years, as they 
could not obtain death certificates from authorities, which is a pre-requisite for availing the compensation. 
This is another aspect of exclusion at the implementation level.

Source: Times of India (2023).

At times, exclusion from social security benefits can 
result from norms rooted in religious or community-
based considerations. In some cases, specific segments 
of society receive social security benefits because they 
belong to a particular community, while others are 
intentionally excluded due to their ‘outsider’ status. For 
instance, Pakistan’s Zakat scheme does not cover non-
Muslims, whereas another similar program called PBM 
serves all citizens regardless of their faith (Sulehria, 
2023).

3.2.9. Digital Exclusion and Social Security

Recently, a new form of exclusion has emerged, often 
referred to as ‘technical’ or ‘digital exclusion’, specifically 
related to accessing and delivering social security 
benefits. In such cases, beneficiaries can only access 
social security benefits after linking their identity details 
or mobile numbers. In India, recent social security 
schemes require beneficiaries to link their Aadhar cards 
or mobile numbers, ostensibly to enhance efficiency 
and prevent leaks and corruption. However, this 
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practice has inadvertently led to increased restrictions 
on accessing social security.

This phenomenon of technical or digital exclusion is 
now being observed in South Asia, where economically 
disadvantaged individuals who lack digital connectivity 
are often left outside the scope of social security 
programs designed to support them. For instance, in 
Afghanistan, where only about 12% of the population 
has internet access (primarily concentrated in urban 

areas), linking welfare schemes to the government’s 
electronic national identity cards (e-NIC) has hindered 
many potential beneficiaries from accessing eligible 
benefits.

Another notable case in India highlights how linking 
identity cards has resulted in unintended exclusion 
rather than improving benefit delivery efficiency. This 
specific scenario is detailed in the box below (Box 3.6).

Box 3.6: Adverse Implications of Linking Identity Cards for Accessing Social Security: The Case of Aadhar 
Linking to MGNREGS

Recently, the government of India began linking its flagship employment guarantee scheme, MGNREGA, 
with Aadhar, the unique personal identification card issued by the government. This linking of Aadhar to 
the delivery of various welfare schemes is expected to bring many benefits, including removing duplicate/
fake beneficiaries and the effective transfer of payments to eligible beneficiaries. A recent study, which 
examined the efficacy of linking Aadhar to MGNREGS by gathering data from 3,000 beneficiaries in 
Jharkhand, revealed that the exclusion error of this act is far more than the reduction in inclusion errors. It 
also added that the savings the government made by this linking accrued largely through denying wages 
to genuine workers.

Source: Bhaskar et al. (2024).

Often, the digital exclusion of beneficiaries is an 
outcome of interventions meant to reduce leakages 
and enhance the efficacy of social security provisions. 
Adopting new technologies brings counterproductive 

results by creating further hurdles for eligible 
beneficiaries while accessing available benefits (see 
Box 3.7).

Box 3.7: ‘Digital Exclusion’ of Food Card Beneficiaries in Telangana

The adoption of digital technologies for tagging beneficiaries in welfare schemes has resulted in the 
wrongful removal of thousands of eligible applicants for food security cards in Telangana, India, from the 
subsidised food to be provided as per the food security law. In 2016, the government of Telangana started 
an algorithm-based system for the consolidation of citizens’ data, which was against the conventional 
system of field visits and direct physical verification of documents of eligible beneficiaries. In the new 
digital-based system, physical verification was also required. However, checking whether the algorithmic 
system approved the applicant’s eligibility became the first step of the filtering process. Subsequently, 
lakhs of existing food card beneficiaries became ‘ineligible’, mostly due to bad data and faulty algorithmic 
decisions. In 2022, based on a case initially filed by SQ Masood, a social activist working against the digital 
exclusion of eligible beneficiaries for subsidised food, the Supreme Court of India ordered a re-verification 
of rejected food cards. Within the first three months (i.e., from April to July 2022), more than 15,000 rejected 
applications were approved (around 7.5 per cent of wrongfully rejected cards).

Source: Tapasya et al. (2024).
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3.2.10. Social Security Challenges Due to 
COVID-19 Pandemic

The COVID-19 pandemic has added new dimensions to 
the social security scenarios of South Asian countries. It 
is evident that, during the past few years, governments 
of South Asian countries implemented various social 
security measures to address the challenges thrown by 
the pandemic, which included food aid, cash transfers 
and special support for vulnerable groups. There are 
apprehensions that though these interventions were 
intended to support the poorest of the poor or the 
most marginalised segments in society, often there was 

unequal distribution of benefits, favouring the already 
better-off segments of the population. Pre-existing 
socio-economic inequalities were found to prevent 
the poorest strata of the population from accessing 
and realise the social protection measures. At the same 
time, the same factors facilitated the well-off to access 
larger portions of the social security pie easily. Given 
this, it is essential to have a detailed understanding of 
the efficacy of governmental interventions in the realm 
of social security in response to the unexpected advent 
and onslaught of the pandemic. The following box 
provides a glimpse of the impact of COVID-19 on the 
poor and vulnerable in Bhutan (Box 3.8).

Box 3.8. Impact of COVID-19 on Poor and Vulnerable People in Bhutan

In Bhutan, the unexpected onslaught of the COVID-19 pandemic led to economic disruptions, including 
business closures, job losses, and reduced incomes. All these eventually resulted in increased poverty as 
people struggled to meet their basic needs. Vulnerable groups, such as daily wage workers, informal sector 
workers and tourism industry workers, were particularly affected. Their incomes were severely impacted, 
pushing many into deeper poverty. The pandemic widened the rural-urban divide. Rural areas, where 
poverty rates were already higher, faced challenges in accessing healthcare, education and economic 
opportunities, worsening poverty levels. COVID-19 affected food security, with disruptions in supply 
chains and increased food prices. Many vulnerable households faced difficulty accessing nutritious food, 
further aggravating poverty and malnutrition. School closures and the shift to remote learning had a 
detrimental impact on education, especially for children from low-income families. The lack of access to 
online education widened educational disparities and could have long-term effects on poverty. All these 
prompted the RGoB to implement various social protection measures to mitigate the impact of COVID-19 
on poorer segments of the population, including cash transfers, food aid programs and support for the 
vulnerable in the country.

Source: Rizal (2023).

3.3. Towards Strengthening Social Security 
Provisions

Many noteworthy social security interventions in 
South Asia need to be highlighted and showcased as 
effective interventions for strengthening the provision 
of social security for the needy segments of society. 
This section of the chapter attempts to discuss some 
of these crucial interventions, replicable models and 
success cases.

3.3.1. Social Security and Non-Governmental 
Agencies 

When the state fails to support the needy and 
marginalised segments of the population through 
effective interventions, it often leaves space for 
non-governmental agencies to take a leading role 
in providing social security. Dalili (2023) reports 
an important example of a crucial social security 
intervention carried out by non-governmental 
institutions (Box 3.8).
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Box 3.9: Cash and Voucher Scheme (CVA) in Afghanistan: 
Interventions of Multiple Humanitarian Organisations

When the political crisis in Afghanistan became acute by the end of 2021, 38 humanitarian organisations 
had to step in to provide cash and voucher assistance (CVA) to ensure vital support to individuals in 
need. These CVA programmes enabled the population to access bare essentials and maintain a minimum 
standard of living. Despite many challenges (including currency fluctuations, cash flow issues, suspension 
of loan agreements by international financial institutions, and freezing of the Central Bank’s financial 
assets), CVAs remain Afghanistan’s most crucial relief intervention. Humanitarian organisations’ assistance 
is now expanding in volume and geographical area coverage (i.e., from 271 districts to 401). Citing various 
sources, the SAAPE’s country report on Social Security, 2023 (Dalili, 2023) explains the commendable 
performance of multiple non-governmental, humanitarian organisations. By 2023, the Cash and Voucher 
Working Group (CVWG) gave $3.76 million in cash or vouchers to 575,000 people providing vital support 
to vulnerable communities.

The World Food Programme (WFP) is expected to assist over a million individuals as part of their 
interventions. By March 2022, WFP had provided food assistance for assets to 24,717 people and vocational 
skills training to 74,543 persons. Similarly, the Food Security and Agriculture Cluster (FSAC) gave cash-
based assistance to 85,515 people during the first quarter of 2022, 49% of whom were women and girls. 
CARE is yet another prominent organisation which undertook an emergency funding activity in 2021 as an 
immediate response to the crisis in the country and distributed cash to 522 homes in Kabul and Kandahar, 
75% of which were women-headed.

Source: Dalili (2023).

3.3.2. Promotion of Right-based Social Security

Social security provisions in South Asian countries are 
often designed as support systems for those affected 
by certain unforeseen mishaps or exigencies (e.g., those 
affected by accident, illness or job loss). Accordingly, 
these measures often assume the form of charity or 
ex gratia interventions. Though such interventions 
are effective, their impact is found to be short-term 
and thus not sustainable. As against this, by now, it 
is widely understood that social security needs to be 
promoted as a ‘right-based’ support from the state and 
other concerned stakeholders. In South Asia, there are 

successful models for right-based interventions on 
the social security front at the behest of the state. The 

employment security provided through the Mahatma 

Gandhi Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA), 

2005 in India can be seen as a classic example of a 

right-based social security (see Box 3.7). Here, the 

beneficiaries can demand particular employment from 

the state, as a national law backs this benefit. Remesh 

(2018) explains MGNREGA as a ‘social protection floor’ 

under the relevant ILO convention on Social Protection 

Floors.

Box 3.10: MGNREGA, 2005: A Right Based Employment Guarantee

India has a history of implementing a successful employment guarantee/public work programme, 
MGNREGA, benefiting the poor. This flagship programme is often hailed as one of the country’s most 
influential social protection floors, which aligns with the ILO recommendations on Social Protection Floors 
(Remesh, 2018). The success of this programme, to a greater extent, belongs to its right-based nature. The 
programme is backed by a national law passed by the Parliament of India. Due to this feature, the country’s 
people have a legitimate right to demand employment guarantees assured by the MGNREGS.

Source: Remesh (2018).
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3.3.3. Enabling Institutional Arrangements for 
Facilitating Social Security Interventions

Social security provisions often falter due to poor 

implementation or low beneficiary participation. The 

inability of vulnerable individuals to access available 

social security measures significantly hampers their 

effective implementation. To address this issue, specific 

institutional mechanisms are necessary to facilitate 

social security programmes. The Akshaya centres 

in Kerala, India, serve as a commendable example 

of state-initiated facilitation systems. These centres 

assist beneficiaries in registering for various social 

security schemes and obtaining essential supporting 

documents, such as the Aadhar Card. Notably, these 

institutional systems play a crucial role in bridging the 

digital gap for those who face resource constraints, 

limited education, and digital literacy challenges (see 

Box 3.8).

Box 3.11: Akshaya Centres: An Effective Intervention to Enhance 
Beneficiary Participation

Setting up of ‘single window services’ or ‘one-stop-service centres’ to effectively reach the targeted 
beneficiaries is found to be an effective measure in some of South Asia. The ILO (2019) especially notes 
India’s performance in facilitating access to social protection (especially for rural populations) through 
such systems. In this context, the Akshaya centres of the Southern State of Kerala in India need a special 
mention. These centres facilitate potential beneficiaries of the welfare schemes by obtaining important 
documents (e.g., Aadhar, passport, ration cards for public distribution system) and facilitating the 
smooth delivery of public services through technology-aided service delivery channels. This act of 
bridging the gap between ‘information-rich’ and ‘information-poor’ and ensuring delivery services at 
local levels (through public-private partnership) has considerably improved beneficiary participation 
in the functioning of various social security schemes (including pension schemes, scholarship schemes 
and delivery of services of occupation-based welfare boards. Various assessment studies have 
acknowledged the efficacy of Akshaya centres in promoting access to public services with ‘low cost, 
time and effort’.

Sources: Sheedhal & Moulya (2002); Saranyamol (2021).

3.3.4. Supplementary Social Security 
Interventions by Other Stakeholders

From South Asian countries, we can see many 

examples of alternative or supplementary social 

security interventions designed and instituted by 

non-governmental agencies, such as trade unions and 

workers collectives. These include providing self-help 

in emergencies (e.g., accident, death) and offering 

micro-credit services. The social security interventions 

of the Self-Employed Women’s Association (SEWA), 

a trade union for women in the informal sector, is 

an example worth mentioning (see Table 3.12). The 

Mathadi Boards in Maharashtra is a shining example 

where tripartite collaboration (of workers, governments 

and employers) resulted in effective social security 

outcomes for the working poor in the informal sector 

(Marshall et al., forthcoming). There are also recent 

episodes of collective action of self-employed women 

from economically weaker households, such as the 

Kudumbasree Mission in Kerala (India), which proved 

to be improving social dignity, living conditions and 

social security in a broader sense (Kannan & Raveedran, 

2023).
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Box 3.12: Social Security Interventions of SEWA, a Trade Union of 
Informal Workers in India

By now, the Self-Employed Women’s Association (SEWA) in India has made commendable interventions to 

strengthen and widen social protection for their members, who are women workers in the informal sector. 

The organisation’s thrift and credit initiative, SEWA bank, has successfully been functioning in Gujarat and 

has provided a prototype for planning credit and thrift cooperatives in other states (e.g., Madhya Pradesh). 

SEWA has been successfully running creches and partnering with the government to run about 100 

Integrated Child Development Services (ICDS) centres, aiming at childcare and women’s welfare. It has also 

initiated the Mahila Housing SEWA Trust (MHT) to ensure women’s access to a Pukka (permanent dwelling) 

home. MHT has reached out to 1.7 million people in nearly 1,000 communities.

Source: Jhabwala and Nangalia (2023).

3. 4. Conclusion

The discussions in this chapter underscore the 

significant social security gaps across South Asia and 

within individual countries in the region. Concerted and 

strategic efforts are essential to address these deficits. 

South Asian governments must prioritise social security 

for their most vulnerable populations, allocating a 

greater share of public spending to social welfare. 

Emphasising right-based social security, with active 

involvement from all stakeholders, is crucial. Social 

security systems should also adhere to progressive 

benefit distribution and inclusivity principles, avoiding 

exclusion based on class, social group, gender, 

region, or digital access. In parallel, ratifying and 

adopting relevant social security conventions from the 

International Labour Organization (ILO) would further 

enhance regional efforts.
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1.3 The Dilemma of Digitalisation of Social Security Benefits
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4.1. Introduction
Neoliberalism, with its different incarnations in 
different contexts, emerged as the new paradigm 
of development and social security across almost all 
countries of the world. In theory, neoliberalism stands 
for total freedom of the individual mediated through 
the market. The market is projected as the primary 
driving force of development. In practice, however, 
neoliberalism promotes a top-down development 
paradigm dictated by global financial institutions. The 
nation-states implement them without popular verdicts 
and mostly against the people’s will. Neoliberalism 
has an inherent coercive character. Many regions, 
including South Asia, have experienced these coercive 
manifestations. It is relevant to point out that both in Sri 
Lanka and Pakistan, neoliberal policies were introduced 
by military regimes. Neoliberalism does not reduce the 
power of the states. Instead, the more significant social 
and political equations undergo dramatic changes. 
Accordingly, state policies are re-oriented towards 
meeting the priorities of the neoliberal development 
model. Liberalisation and privatisation of the economy 
and community resources are core requirements 
under such a development model. The aim of such an 
economy ‘is to bring everything under the sun within 
the reach of private business, turn every activity into 
something for profit, and open every public space and 
property for corporate interests. In the hegemonic 
ideology, this is pushed as “efficient and rational”!’ 
(Muhammad, 2015).

Neoliberalism projects the market as the mediator 
of economic growth and social security. The market 
is also presented as a non-partisan domain that 
supposedly ensures transparency and efficiency in 
the development process. However, in practice, the 
market has been relegated to orthodoxies. In a series of 
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writings, reputed liberal economist and Nobel laureate 
Joseph Stiglitz asserts that the global economy has 
assumed an illiberal character under neoliberalism. The 
former chief economist of the World Bank, Stiglitz, has 
also pointed out that the primary attributes of a liberal 
economy, like competitiveness and transparency, have 
disappeared under neoliberalism, and the economies 
are under the grip of global monopolies. The market has 
assumed a fundamentalist character. The state becomes 
an agency for promoting the interests of the corporate 
capital. It also represses people’s discontent by using 
both legal and coercive means. The state develops an 
enduring alliance with regressive forces like religious 
and social feudalism. The labour laws are amended or 
newly enacted to do away with the bargaining powers 
of the labour unions. Such transformations pose new 
challenges to the social security requirements of the 
commons. 

The region of South Asia has been an experimental 
ground of neoliberal orthodoxies for almost half a 
century now. Consolidating the neoliberal regimes in 
the region has added new vulnerabilities to the lives of 
the commons. The inequality has multiplied, creating 
a multilayered state of deprivation. The neoliberal 
regimes have a broader alliance that includes the state, 
the military, the corporate world, and also religion. The 
economic policies are framed per the broad framework 
provided by global financial institutions. Many experts 
in the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund 
(IMF) have occupied positions in many countries’ core 
economic bodies, like the central banks and economic 
advisory councils. In Latin America, even the finance 
ministry was also under those institutions’ grip. 

The following sections discuss the nature of the 
neoliberal regimes in the region and their implications 
on social security. 



42 Social Security in South Asia: Inequality and Vulnerability

4.2. Shifting Development Paradigms: The 
Neoliberal Regimes
In South Asia, all countries have grappled with 
neoliberal orthodoxies. While there are variations 
in the degree and strategies of implementing these 
policies, a common thread emerges: adherence to the 
directives of global financial institutions in shaping 
economic policies. Notably, Pakistan and Sri Lanka led 
the way, introducing neoliberal reforms during military 
regimes. India embraced these policies in 1991, and 
subsequent governments have consistently followed 
them. Bangladesh has also seen elected and military 
regimes adopt neoliberal measures. In Nepal, donor 
agencies have driven policy changes, particularly 
in agriculture, shifting from subsistence farming to 
commercialisation. The goal is to integrate Nepal’s 
economy into the global framework. Meanwhile, 
Afghanistan experienced neoliberal policies as part 
of post-USSR withdrawal peace-building efforts by 
Western powers. These trajectories shed light on shared 
patterns and unique paths in the region’s neoliberal 
development journey.

4.2.1: Neoliberalism in Pakistan

Since Pakistan achieved independence, it has always 
been indebted to global financial institutions. The 
country had as many as 13 programmes sponsored 
by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) since 1950. 
These IMF loans have entrapped Pakistan’s economy 
into ‘a never-ending debt trap’ that the country is still 
grappling with. According to the State Bank of Pakistan, 
the country’s total public debt stood at 45.7 trillion 
($275.7 billion) in June 2021 (Syed, 2023: 17).

Syed has also pointed out that Pakistan’s debt-to-gross 
domestic product (GDP) has increased alarmingly over 
the years. It was 72% in 2017 and increased to 87% 
in 2020. Except for one or two governments, all other 
governments—whether democratic or military—took 
loans from the IMF, making the country’s economy 
completely debt-fuelled. Pakistan also relies heavily on 
aid and loans to import energy and fuel, which requires 
foreign currency reserves, for which the country is 
dependent on loans (ibid). 

The most striking feature about Pakistan is that 
the neoliberal regime has a direct connection with 

the military. Many have, therefore, called it military 
Neoliberalism (Ahmed, 2023). After Zia-ul-Haq had 
deposed the elected government and imposed military 
law in 1977, the economy came under the full grip of 
the military. Zia assumed the presidency in September 
1978. Before that, the military also owned many profit-
making industries. However, these were limited in 
number. The World Bank estimated that by the time 
Zia-ul-Haq assumed power, the total assets controlled 
by the Pakistan army stood at $32.7 million, according 
to Ahmed (2023). Since the 1980s, every sector of the 
economy has been under the grip of the military. The 
military indeed hijacked the process of privatisation 
in the country. By 2017, the worth of the military-
owned industries and corporations was estimated 
at $10 billion. In addition, the military also managed 
additional assets worth $10 billion in the major cities of 
Pakistan, primarily in the real estate sector. 

Throughout the 1990s, a consensus emerged 
between the political parties and the military about 
the inevitability of neoliberal policies. With all these 
developments, the state’s capacity as a regulatory 
authority has eroded fast. The state has lost its power 
to control and regulate the core sectors such as 
transportation, electric power, finance and urban 
development. These sectors have passed into the 
hands of private agencies (Ahmed, 2023).

4.2.2: Neoliberalism in Sri Lanka

As the severest form of economic crisis unfolded in Sri 
Lanka in recent years, the neoliberal elements within 
the government and the opposition came out with an 
agreement justifying why Sri Lanka should seek aid 
from the IMF. With tacit support from the opposition, 
the government argued that the country needed the 
IMF’s support to stabilise foreign exchange reserves 
as Sri Lanka faced a macroeconomic adjustment 
crisis (Gunawardena & Kadirgamar, 2023: 35). Such 
a consensus on the need for IMF support to rescue 
the crisis-ridden economy of Sri Lanka suggests the 
stronghold of neoliberalism in the country. Otherwise, 
the country would have looked for an alternative path 
of development during this unprecedented economic 
crisis, which provoked millions of its citizens to come 
onto the streets. 
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Like Pakistan, Sri Lanka has been the poster child of 
economic liberalisation since the late 1970s. With advice 
from the IMF and the World Bank, Sri Lanka undertook 
major economic reforms in 1978. Such reforms forced 
the country to go in for reducing import tariffs, slashing 
various social welfare initiatives, including downsizing 
food subsidies. The country’s economy was opened for 
international trade and commerce. Ironically, it was the 
elites in the country who demanded all these changes. 
These changes occurred during the global economic 
crisis of the 1970s. The IMF-led structural reforms were 
initiated and implemented under the authoritarian 
regime of President J R Jayawardene. Jayawardene 
replaced the Westminster model of parliamentary 
government with an Executive President. He crushed 
organised labour and pursued repressive measures 
like the Prevention of Terrorism Act (PTA) of 1979 (ibid). 
There were fundamental changes in the economy.

One among them was the deficit-financed infrastructure 
projects. That deficit was filled up by inviting foreign 
contributions. This vicious cycle increased the net cash 
budget deficit of Sri Lanka from 32.5% in 1976 to 70.4% 
in 1980 (ibid). Even though it did not immediately 
start the austerity programmes, there was a shift in 
priority in the economy. The accelerated Mahawerli 
programme involving dam construction was an early 
manifestation of it. These initiatives had an immediate 
impact on the poor people, forcing them to send their 
children to newly established industries such as the 
export garment sector. Gradually, infrastructure and 
settlement projects emerged as the priority of the Sri 
Lankan state. It paved the way for the developmental 
hegemony of Sinhala Buddhist nationalism. Critics have 
pointed out that the outbreak of the civil war in 1983 
had its roots in the changing political economy that 
had built the Sinhala Buddhist nationalist hegemony 
in the economy. The war economy helped the IMF and 
the World Bank to tighten their hold on the economy. It 
forced the government to go in for further privatisation 
by cutting down the consumer and producer subsidies. 
In post-war Sri Lanka, the model of neoliberal reforms 
took a new turn.

The Mahindra Rajapaksa government defeated the 
Liberation Tigers of Tamil Elam (LTTE) in 2009. With 
this victory, Sri Lanka set itself on the path of further 
integration into the global economy and entered a 
new phase. In the initial phase of liberalisation, cheap 
labour attracted foreign investors. In the new phase, 
the driving force of liberalisation was the speculative 
capital, which was dominated by finance capital (ibid). 

The Sri Lankan economy depended heavily on tourism 
and the remittances from outbound international 
migrants. The COVID-19 pandemic severely blew it, 
pushing the economy to a more profound crisis. The 
halt in peoples’ mobility suddenly impacted the foreign 
reserve. This made the country incapable of importing 
essentials like diesel fuel. As the country moves out of 
the immediate political crisis, the economy’s future still 
appears extremely vulnerable. 

The Sri Lankan economic establishment’s ideological 
framing is an extreme market-oriented vision. 
Technocratic think tanks insulated by donor funding 
are divorced from people’s suffering. Although the 
country is already undergoing severe duress, the 
economic establishment only offers people more 
pain, claiming that this strategy will contribute to the 
country’s macroeconomic stability (ibid: 39). 

Global financial institutions are still pushing for further 
structural reforms in the Sri Lankan economy. In the first 
half of 2023, as per the World Bank report of October 
2023, Sri Lanka had shown initial signs of stabilisation. 
However, the state of the overall macroeconomic 
outlook was still fragile. The bank asserted that the 
country could recover from such fragility only with 
further debt restructuring and structural reform (World 
Bank, 2023). 

These observations show that Sri Lanka will not be 
able to escape its unprecedented economic crisis soon. 
The neoliberal development model shows no path 
of immediate recovery of the economy. It does not 
promise social security for the ordinary citizen in the 
near future. 
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Box 4.1: Economic Growth vs. Wealth Inequality

The World Inequality Report 2022, published by the World Inequality Lab in 2023, highlights a significant 
issue: while we are inundated with data on various topics, we lack essential information on inequality. 
Governments worldwide frequently release reports on economic growth, but these reports often overlook 
how that growth is distributed—specifically, who benefits and who does not. This information is crucial for 
the health of democracy.

Income and wealth are vital components of growth, but addressing socio-economic disparities, including 
gender and environmental inequalities, is even more critical. Readily available and reliable data on 
inequality is essential for the global public good.

The report has pointed out that global wealth inequality is more pronounced than income inequality. It 
notes that the poorest half of the global population owns as low as just 2% of the global wealth. In contrast, 
the wealthiest 10% owns 76% of all wealth. 

Source: World Inequality Lab, 2023: World Inequality Report 2022, p. 10. 

4.2.3 Neoliberalism in India

India is currently the world’s fifth-largest economy. 
However, its performance in indices related to hunger, 
nutrition, worker security, and similar areas has been 
very poor. While the Indian economy has not faced 
the instability and crises experienced by Pakistan 
and Sri Lanka, its poor performance in critical human 
development indices reveals a deeper economic crisis. 
The structural adjustment programs launched to help 
India overcome the foreign reserves deficit of the late 
1980s and early 1990s and to achieve spectacular GDP 
growth have not necessarily addressed the growing 
vulnerability of the general population.

Prabhat Patnaik (2022) pointed out that India adopted 
a dirigiste regime after it achieved independence. This 
regime empowered the state to control the economy 
in many ways. The state controlled the cross-border 
capital flows and guarded the economy against 
foreign commodities. The state ensured patronage 
of the production sector, including agriculture and 
industry. The state was pivotal in building a robust 
public sector (Patnaik, 2022). The state took initiatives 
towards the extraction of natural resources. The 
public sector played a very significant role in laying 
down the infrastructural capacity of the primary and 
heavy industries. The private capital in the country 
was in no position to undertake such responsibility. 
Technological know-how was urgently needed to break 
the monopoly capital’s stranglehold over the national 

economy. The state tried to achieve this by establishing 
control over technology (ibid). Most importantly, the 
banking and insurance sectors were brought under 
the control of the government through nationalisation. 
The state launched the Green Revolution in the 1960s, 
which helped India overcome its food deficit. The 
nationalisation of banks helped offer credit to farmers.

It cannot be argued that this regime brought about 
solutions to the massive challenges posed by poverty 
and unemployment. Nevertheless, it had several 
positive dimensions. Patnaik has pointed out six of 
those dimensions: (a) displacement of the foreign 
capital from the dominant position of the economy; 
(b) improvement of per capita food grain availability; 
(c) protection of the petty production and the peasant 
agriculture from encroachment by both metropolitan 
capital and big domestic capital; (d) prevention of 
regressive shift in income distribution; (e) improvement 
of self-reliance in the economy; and (f ) nurturing a 
broad democratic political framework. 

With the onset of the neoliberal structural reforms in 
1991, these positive dimensions of the dirigiste regime 
were turned upside down. 

Agriculture was one of the crucial sectors adversely 
affected by liberalisation and privatisation policies, 
which received a significant blow. There has been a 
steep decline in public investment in agriculture, which 
is directly related to liberalisation and privatisation 
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policies. This decline has been witnessed in the post-
liberalisation phase in terms of budgetary and plan 
allocations and public investment in agriculture as a 
percentage of GDP. The cumulative impact of all these 
has been extremely worrying. The figures showing 
the gross capital formation in agriculture (GCF) in the 
post-liberalisation phase are testimony to it. In the 
post-liberalisation period, ‘the gross capital formation 
has sharply declined from 14.81 per cent in 1981–82 to 
10.01 in 1991–92 and further to 6.72 per cent in 2007–
08’ (Singh, 2010: 93). 

The Down To Earth (December 2019) reported that the 
decline of agricultural productivity over the decades 
made the peasantry ‘cash-strapped, distressed and 
without resilience to cope with any more adversaries’.

The distress in the agricultural sector has pushed 
towards outward migration from the rural areas, 
creating new forms of vulnerability. The urban centres 
have been relatively insensitive and intolerant towards 
migrants, forcing them to live in a continuous state of 
anxiety and insecurity. Urban categories like the urban 
street vendors face regular eviction, which makes their 
sources of livelihood entirely unsustainable. 

India has witnessed many developments under 
neoliberalism. Privatising shared resources has taken 
a serious turn, with resource inequality multiplying. 

Along with this, democratic processes have faced lots of 
challenges. One of the distinct features of neoliberalism 
in India is competitive populism. Competitive populism 
and targeted schemes have been the new twists in 
Indian polity under neoliberalism. This is evident from 
the series of schemes announced and implemented 
by the Union and the state governments. These 
populist and targeted schemes do not address the 
structural issues concerning poverty, inequality or 
social insecurity. Their target is the immediate political 
mileage that the respective regimes gain from such 
schemes. 

In other South Asian countries, the neoliberal 
development model dictates the overall course of the 
economy. Under neoliberalism, for example, a massive 
part of the economy of Bangladesh has gone into 
the hands of the underground economy. The figure is 
alarmingly high. Studies show that a minimum of 40 
to 50 per cent and a maximum of 83 per cent of the 
country’s GDP are under the grip of the underground 
economy. The significant components of the 
underground economy include bribery, crime, arms 
trade, corruption, resource grabbing and trafficking 
of women (Anu Muhammad, 2015). Muhammad also 
asserts that privatisation of the economy helped 
the superrich and the mafia lords to grab common 
property. 

Box 4.2: Debt Dynamics in South Asia

A dataset on government debt from 1950 to 2022 published by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) 
shows an alarming picture regarding the indebtedness of South Asian countries. Afghanistan’s debt 
constitutes about 64 per cent of its GDP, the highest in the region. Bangladesh’s debt is the lowest, i.e. about 
28 per cent. In 2022, the debt scenario deteriorated to a dismaying level. The debt of Bhutan, Sri Lanka and 
the Maldives has surpassed the GDPs, constituting around 124 per cent, 118 per cent and 114 per cent, 
respectively. Pakistan’s debt is around 76 per cent. India’s debt constitutes around 55.4 per cent of its GDP. 
Only Nepal and Bangladesh have a healthier state of debt–39 per cent and 43 per cent, respectively. The 
figure for Afghanistan for the year 2022 is missing. 

The World Bank reported that the average debt-to-GDP ratio in South Asia has risen to around 86 per cent. 
The figure is much higher than the global average of 60 per cent. 

Source: Nischal Dhungel, 2023. ‘Debt dynamics in South Asia 2023’, The Kathmandu Post, 6 October. Available at https://kathmandupost.com/columns/2023/10/06/debt-
dynamics-in-south-asia.
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4.2.4: Sanctions on Afghanistan: Inherent 
vulnerabilities of a donor-dependent economy

The neoliberal development paradigm also glorifies 
the role of global financial institutions and donor 
agencies in the growth and prosperity of a nation’s 
economy. The recent experience of Afghanistan shows 
the inherent vulnerabilities of such donor-dependent 
economies.

After the US withdrew, the Taliban took over Afghanistan 
in August 2021. Immediately after that, the country was 
trapped in a deadly humanitarian crisis. The country 
was pushed to a state of acute malnutrition that forced 
95 per cent of households in the country to suffer from 
insufficient food consumption and food insecurity 
(Human Rights Watch, 2022).

Sulaiman Bin Shah, who served as the Deputy Minister 
of Industry and Commerce until 15 August 2021, 
asserted that the collapse of Afghanistan’s economy 
was inevitable due to its heavy reliance on international 
aid for nearly two decades. The economy collapsed as 
soon as the money vanished due to the suspension of 
aid by international donor agencies (Ibrahim, 2021).

The economic collapse plunged nearly the entire 
population into severe hardship. However, women 
and girls have been the hardest hit. The Taliban’s 
policies, which bar them from paid employment, 
have exacerbated their vulnerabilities. A World Food 
Program survey from February 2022 reported that 
‘nearly 100 per cent of female-headed households 
have been facing insufficient food consumption and 85 
per cent are taking “drastic measures” to obtain food’. 
(Human Rights Watch, 2022). 

The deepening of the crisis in Afghanistan is the fallout 
of the collapse of the country’s economy. It has been 
pointed out that several factors caused the collapse of 
Afghanistan’s economy. Most important among them is 
the sanctions imposed by the US and the International 
Financial Institutions on the Taliban regime. Human 
Rights Watch pointed out that as a part of the 
sanctions, the support for essential salaries and large-
scale poverty alleviation food security mechanisms 

was withdrawn. Even before the withdrawal of the US, 
Afghanistan’s economy was 75 per cent dependent on 
foreign aid. After the Taliban had taken control of the 
economy, the US came down heavily on the country. 
It instructed the World Bank to cut off about $ 2 billion 
in assistance that the bank had been dispersing under 
the Afghanistan Reconstructive Trust Fund (ARTF) 
towards the payment of salaries of millions of teachers, 
health workers and other essential workers, as well as 
through projects which were funded by International 
Development Association (IDA) (ibid). 

What was more alarming was that the US, the World 
Bank, and many other governments had revoked the 
credentials of the Afghan Central Bank. This made the 
bank unable to ‘interact with the international banking 
system, international financial institutions (World Bank, 
IMF, ADB and others), and many countries’ domestic 
banking system’ (ibid).

4.3. Inequality, Multidimensional Poverty 
and Hunger

The growing social insecurity in South Asia is closely 
connected with the unprecedented inequality 
perpetuated by the neoliberal development 
regimes. Neoliberal regimes are obsessed with 
‘growth’. Such obsession completely undermines the 
distribution issue, resulting in loss of livelihood and 
unemployment. It also pushes ordinary people towards 
multidimensional poverty, resulting in chronic hunger.  

4.3.1: Growing inequality and 
multidimensional poverty

There are disagreements among different agencies 
concerning the intensity of inequality among different 
strata of society in South Asia. However, all studies 
indicate a growing trend of wealth concentration in the 
hands of the richest few. The concentration of wealth 
is also the outcome of the state-corporate nexus. It is 
also closely connected to the taxation policies of the 
respective neoliberal regimes. Reduction of corporate 
tax and imposition of tax like GST in India has widened 
the gap between the rich and the poor. 
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Table 4.3: Income Share by Percentage

Countries HDI Rank Poorest 40%(2010–21) Richest 10%(2010–21) Richest 1% GINI Coefficient

Sri Lanka 73 17.9 32.6 20.6 39.3

Maldives 90 22.1 23.3 13.3 29.3

Bhutan 127 17.5 27.9 14.2 37.4

Bangladesh 129 21.0 26.8 16.3 32.4

India 132 19.8 30.1 21.7 35.7

Nepal 143 20.4 26.4 13.9 32.8

Pakistan 161 22.7 25.5 16.8 29.6

Afghanistan 180 - - 15.3 -

Source: UNDP HDR 2021–22, Uncertain Times, Unsettled Lives, p. 284, Table 3.

The Oxfam Inequality Report shows enormous 

inequality in resource distribution. The 2023 Inequality 

Report on India reveals that the richest one per cent 

owns more than 40 per cent of the country’s total 

wealth. The report also shows that the bottom half 

of the population shares only three per cent of the 

national wealth (The Hindu, 2023). Pakistan performs 

the worst in all regional inequality parameters 

(Burki, 2023). Inequality in the share of wealth has 

an immense bearing on multidimensional poverty. 
The multidimensional poverty index has a broader 
understanding of poverty than the traditional monetary 
poverty measures. It focuses on actual deprivations 
on people in health, education and living standards. 
MPI has three broad parameters: nutrition and child 
mortality within health; years of schooling and school 
education within education; cooking fuel, sanitation, 
drinking water, electricity, housing and assets within 

living standards. 

Table 4.4: Multidimensional Poverty in South Asia

Estimates based on year of surveys for 2009–2020

Country Intensity of 
deprivation

Population in Severe 
Multidimensional Poverty

Population Vulnerable to 
Multidimensional Poverty

Population Living Below Poverty Line

National Poverty 
Line (2009–19)

PPP $1.90/day 
(2009–19)

Afghanistan 48.6% 24.9% 18.1% 54.5% -

Bangladesh 42.2% 6.5% 18.2% 24.3% 14.3%

Bhutan

India 43.9% 8.8% 19.3% 21.9% 22.5%

Maldives 34.4% 0.0% 4.8% 8.2% 0.0%

Nepal 42.5% 4.9% 17.8% 25.2% 15%

Pakistan 51.7% 21.5% 12.9% 24.3% 4.4%

Sri Lanka 38.3% 0.3% 14.3% 4.1% 0.9%

Source: UNDP HDR 2021–22, Table 6, pp. 296–97.

All the countries of South Asia record immense 

amounts of deprivation. With 51.7%, Pakistan has the 

highest deprivation rate. In the case of Afghanistan 

and India, it stands at 48.6% and 43.9%, respectively. 

Afghanistan records as high as 18.1% of the population 

living in severe multidimensional poverty. The figure 

for Pakistan is 17.8%. In India, 22.5% of the population 

reportedly lived below $PPP1.90 a day during 2009–19. 

The disaggregation of the multidimensional poverty 

index into the contributions of different sets of 

deprivations makes us understand the precarious state 

of social security in South Asia. Except for Pakistan, in the 

case of all other countries in the region, deprivation in 

the standard of living contributes the highest towards 
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the multidimensional poverty index in the region. It 

suggests that the level of deprivation in the domains of 

daily essential needs and the basic services of human 

sustenance, i.e. cooking fuel, sanitation, drinking water, 

electricity, housing and assets, are alarmingly high in 

Table 4.5: Contributions of Deprivation in Dimensions to Overall 

Multidimensional Poverty

Country Health  Education Standard of Living

Afghanistan 10.0% 45.0% 45%

Bangladesh 17.3% 37.6% 45%

India 31.9% 23.4% 44.8%

Maldives 22.0% 22.4% 55.6%

Nepal 23.2% 33.9% 43.0%

Pakistan 27.6% 41.3% 31.1%

Sri Lanka 32.5% 24.4% 43.0%

Source: UNDP HDR 2021-22, Table 6, pp. 296–97.

4.3.2: Hunger and nutritional deficit

South Asia recorded the world’s highest hunger level 
in the Global Hunger Index 2022 report. The region 
also recorded the highest child stunting rate and the 
highest child wasting rate among any region in the 
world. The 2023 report shows no improvement in this 
regard. It has also been reported that the region is far 
off track to achieve SDG 2, i.e. zero hunger. What is more 

South Asia. These deprivations are directly linked to the 

neoliberal developmental regimes in the region that 

facilitate the withdrawal of states from the essential 

services to the ordinary people and the transfer of 

community resources to the corporate.

alarming is that over the past five years, rather than any 
improvement, the number of undernourished people 
and those who have been facing severe food insecurity 
has increased substantially. The Global Food Policy 
Report (GFPR) 2023, published by the International 
Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI), reported that 
the cumulative impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, the 
Ukraine-Russian war and the frequent natural disasters 
have worsened the food security system in South Asia.

Table 4.6. Global Hunger Index in South Asia

Country
Undernourishment 
(% of population)

Child Wasting (% of children under 
five years old)

Child Stunting (% of children under 
five years old)

Child Mortality (% of 
children under five years 
old)

14–16 20–22 13–17 18–22 13–17 18–22 2015 2021

Afghanistan 21.3 30.1 9.5 3.7 40.4 44.7 7.0 5.6

Bangladesh 14.8 11.2 15.6 11.0 32.7 23.6 3.8 2.7

Bhutan - - 3.1* 2.6* 25.3* 18.3* 3.3 2.7

India 14.0 16.6 18.0 18.7 38.3 35.5 4.4 3.1

Maldives - - 9.1* 9.3 15.3* 15.3 1.1 0.6

Nepal 6.3 5.4 11.5 7.7 37.2 24.8 3.6 2.7

Pakistan 12.1 18.5 10.5 7.1 45.0 37.6 7.6 6.3

Sri Lanka 9.1 5.3 15.1 13.1* 17.3 13.1* 0.9 0.7

Note: Data underlying calculation of the years 2015 & 2023.
Source: 2023 Global Hunger Index, Appendix B, pp. 42–43.

4.4. Climate Catastrophe and Forced 
Migration 

World Meteorological Organization (WMO) asserts 
that climate change has pushed humanity to a state of 
unprecedented planetary threat. By 2021–22, climate 

change reached an all-time high record on all four 
standard indicators of climate change (Sharma 2023: 
22). The indicators are increasing greenhouse gas (GHG) 
concentration, rising sea level, soaring ocean heat and 
growing ocean acidification (ibid). Quoting Rossi-
Hansberg (2022), Sharma pointed out that climate 
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change will adversely affect the world’s economic 
geography, altering global production, GDPs and 
welfare. Climate change will hit the poorest countries 
in Asia, Africa and America the hardest. Whereas the 
developing countries attribute the climate crisis to 
industrialisation, colonisation and hyper-consumerism 
steered by the developed countries, the Southern 
countries are trapped in all these trends. 

Countries in South Asia now face unprecedented heat 
waves and unpredictable weather calamities. There is 
hype around infrastructure projects, broadening roads 
and building flyovers. Felling trees and destroying 
water bodies have been part and parcel of these 
infrastructural obsessions. The states of Northeast 
India, which used to be a region of moderate weather, 
now face unusual heat and rainfall.

The Southern countries have been the worst victims of 
climate change. In 2019, South Asia constituted 38.9 
per cent of the total displacements in the world, and 
the region was named a disaster hotspot. The primary 
factors behind the disaster displacement are monsoon 
rains, floods and tropical storms. There are alarming 
reports regarding the impact of climate change on 
South Asia. In a World Bank report of 2018, it was 
pointed out that by 2050, the living standards of 800 
million people, i.e. almost half of the total population 
of South Asia, will worsen due to the impact of rising 
temperatures and unpredictable precipitation due to 
climate change. The number of climate refugees in the 
region may rise to an alarming figure of 100 million 
to 200 million by 2050 (Chandrarathna et al. 2020: 2). 
UNICEF has also warned that the region will face havoc 
due to climate change. Heat waves have already made 
urban lives miserable. The temperature has gone up in 
an unprecedented way. It has touched or crossed 50 
degrees in many parts of the region. Glaciers continue 
to melt both in Pakistan and Bhutan. Landslides have 
taken unusual turns in Nepal. The rising sea level has 
threatened the very existence of the Maldives (UNICEF 
2022).

Let us look at some alarming figures. It has been 
reported that 59 per cent of the Afghani population 
has been adversely affected by climate shocks, while 
19 per cent are suffering from security-related shocks. 
In the country, the recurrent natural disasters, on 

average each year, push around 4,00,000 people to 
vulnerabilities. About half of Afghanistan’s districts 
have also been reported to be hazard-prone (Spink 
2020: 11).

The World Health Organization (WHO) reported that 
over 7.1 million people in Bangladesh were displaced 
by climate change in 2022. By 2050, the figure may 
reach 13.3 million out of the total population of 168 
million. The country was ranked seventh in the Global 
Climate Risk Index 2020 (Sakib 2023). 

Sri Lanka also faces severe challenges due to climate 
change, mainly due to rising sea levels. Around 25 per 
cent of the country’s people live within 1 km of the 
coast. The challenges posed by climate change include 
but are not limited to, shoreline erosion and saltwater 
intrusion into groundwater aquifers and agricultural 
areas. The latter adversely affects the quality of drinking 
water and the livelihood sources of the farming 
community. The coastal and fishing communities face 
the threat of forced migration due to the consequences 
of climate change (Chandrarathna et al. 2020: 7).

A significant increase in the annual intensity and 
frequency of rainfall fluctuations and a rise in extreme 
weather events pose severe threats to Pakistan. 
Between 1998 and 2017, the country reportedly 
experienced 145 extreme climate events, averaging 
five such events per year (Eckstein et al. 2019). The 
unprecedented flood in 2010 displaced around 20 
million people and caused approximately USD 10.5 
billion in losses, including restoration costs (Salik et al. 
2020: 8). 

The largest country in the region, India, also 
encountered many severe threats caused by climate 
change. From 2008 to 2019, there was a displacement 
of around 3.6 million people each year, according to 
government reports. The East Coast alone experienced 
200 cyclonic storms in 42 years, from 1970 to 2012 (Garg 
et al. 2021: 5). The Centre for Science and Environment 
(CSE) reported that in the first year nine months of 
2022, India witnessed localised climate disasters almost 
every year. ‘The country experienced extreme weather 
events on 241 of 273 days till 1 October, which claimed 
2,755 lives, affected 1.8 million hectares of crop area, 
destroyed 416,667 houses and killed 69,007 livestock’ 
(Nandi 2022). 
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There is also a significant gender dimension to the 
climate catastrophe and forced migration. It has been 
pointed out that the female labour force in South Asia, 
comprising female smallholder farmers who work 
independently or as unpaid family workers, constitutes 
around 50% of the total labour force in the region. They 
lack land ownership, productive assets and access to 
credit facilities. All these make them highly vulnerable 
to crop failures or other climate-related impacts (ibid).

4.5: COVID-19 Pandemic and the Crisis of the 
Moral Economy

The catastrophe created by the COVID-19 pandemic 
was not confined to the health sector alone. It also 
created a crisis of the ‘moral economy’, as K. Ravi 
Raman (2023) argues. Reflecting on the impact of the 
managerial failure on the part of the Indian state to 
deal with the pandemic, Raman writes:

One of the most critical lessons learnt from the 
pandemic is that it is not only a public health or 
epidemiological crisis but a “moral economy” crisis 
of monstrous proportions, raising serious existential 
and political questions for the country. This is 
precisely where India as a state seemingly fails. The 
consequences of its strategic failure with respect to the 
marginal sections of the populace have been harsher 
than the disease effects of COVID-19 itself. (Raman 
2023: 13) 

Raman discusses at length the coercive measures the 
governments adopt to deal with migrant labourers. He 
points out that the pandemic affected every section 
of society—irrespective of class status. However, it 
was the migrant workers who faced the most coercive 
and agonising effects, with their minimal fundamental 
rights violated. Raman also argues that neoliberal 
orthodoxies manifested their inherent aggressive 
character during the pandemic, and the corporate bias 
of the state was also explicit. Amidst the pandemic, the 
corporate tax was reduced. New labour codes were 
introduced that violated the long-drawn labour rights. 

COVID-19 also facilitated wealth inequality in the 
country and added billionaires. 

...[O]ver the COVID-19 lockdown, India’s billionaires 
increased their wealth: in 2020, India’s top 10%, 

almost all from caste-Hindu background, held close to 
45% of the country’s total national wealth; the country 
which has 27% of its population below the poverty line 
now has more billionaires than France, Sweden, and 
Switzerland combined; there has been a 39% increase 
in the number of billionaires in India in 2021. (Ibid: 15)

Farooq Sulehria, the country author of the SAAPE 
Pakistan Report on Social Security (2023), points out 
that apart from the health hazard due to the COVID 
pandemic that killed over 23,000 people, the country 
suffered massively on the economic front. An estimate 
for 2020 revealed that the loss was to the tune of 2.5 
trillion Pakistani Rupees. Sulehria has also pointed 
out that in the 2020–2021 financial year, the economy 
registered 0.5 % negative growth, the first time since 
1952. Unemployment went up from 4.5% to 6.2%. 
The concentration of debt, as a percentage of GDP, 
increased from 85% to 87%. The government even used 
the pandemic as a pretext to introduce IMF-dictated 
austerity measures. ‘The price for a combination of 
bad economic policies (besides the economy’s chronic 
problems) coupled with the pandemic plunged millions 
more into poverty and vulnerability. In a labour force of 
61.7 million (23.8 million in the agriculture sector, 37.9 
in non-agriculture sector), 27.3 million lost jobs. Over 
10-year of age working population consisted of 55.4 
million and 20.6 million (37%) of them lost jobs while 
another 6.7 million (12%) experienced reduction in 
their income’ (Sulehria 2023). On the food security front, 
the pandemic left behind a massive trail of disaster. 
Severe food insecurity increased from 3% in 2018–19 
to 10%, while 30% of households reported moderate 
food insecurity compared to 13% in 2018–19 (ibid).

There are two aspects related to the Covid pandemic 
that deserve critical scrutiny. Firstly, the class nature of 
the so-called Rs 1.2 trillion relief package, out of which 
only 12.7% (Rs 203 billion) was disbursed among low-
income families. It was also reported that almost 80% 
of unregistered labour workers failed to receive social 
protection during the pandemic. 

In the case of Sri Lanka, apart from the death toll and 
joblessness, the COVID-19 pandemic pushed fiscal and 
current account deficits to an unmanageable level. Like 
other South Asian countries, Sri Lanka also introduced 
tax sops in the form of tax cuts, which widened the 
fiscal deficits to 12.8% of GDP in 2020 and 11.4% of 
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GDP in 2021. It has been pointed out that the increase 
in the fiscal deficit raised public debt above 100% of 
GDP. The pandemic took a massive toll on the tourism 
sector, too. Over the decades, tourism has emerged as 
one of the prime sectors contributing to the country’s 
economy. However, ‘…with the drying up of tourism 
during the pandemic, Sri Lanka’s current account deficit 
also became unmanageable…The pandemic caused a 
substantial deterioration in the current account deficit; 
it is projected to go as high as 7.1% of GDP in 2022’ 
(Abraham & Ray 2023: 25–26). The COVID-19 pandemic 
fuelled the extraordinary economic crisis. The 
pandemic thus became a profiteering ground for the 
corporate and consolidating ground for the neoliberal 
orthodoxies at the cost of the lives and livelihoods of 
the ordinary people. South Asia is a testimony to it. 

Conclusion

The whole world has been struggling to come out 
of immense miseries and vulnerabilities confronted 
by the common people. In the immediate context 
of the collapse of socialist regimes, including the 
erstwhile Soviet Union in the early 1990s, it was 

thought that the time was ripe for transforming the 
idea of development and social security. The state was 
identified as the core hurdle, and national self-reliance 
was obsolete. Accordingly, the market was perceived 
as the appropriate alternative to the state and global 
interdependence as the new framework for pursuing 
growth and prosperity. Indeed, growth was projected 
to guarantee social security. All these constituted 
the core of neoliberalism. However, three decades of 
neoliberal orthodoxies have brought about immense 
disaster rather than liberation and security for the 
ordinary people. Inequality multiplied, ecological 
crises deepened, and whatever minimum human 
security was achieved during the post-Second World 
War period was gradually dismantled. Many countries 
witnessed a happy marriage between military regimes 
and neoliberal orthodoxies. The countries of South Asia 
are testimonies to many of these disastrous outcomes. 
Therefore, it has become extremely urgent to review 
the fault lines of the neoliberal regimes and to reverse 
them to ensure the safety and protection of both 
human lives and the ecology. The South Asian region, 
a repository of vibrant social movements, may take a 
lead in this regard.
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1.4 Shifting the Blame for Ecological Crisis
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The State of Social Protection for Women in 
South Asia5

- Indu Tuladhar & Anjali Sharma1 

5.1 Introduction
Before considering interventions towards social 
security in South Asia, it is crucial to understand the 
prevailing notions and ideas surrounding it. To set 
realistic expectations for social security interventions, 
we must first recognise who is deemed deserving 
of social security and who is not. This selection is not 
natural. It results from existing structural hierarchies 
such as patriarchy, capitalism, racism, casteism, and 
others. These hierarchies often intersect and reinforce 
each other, making it easier for new hierarchies to 
exploit existing ones. For instance, capitalism benefits 
from patriarchal norms, the caste system and racism.

This chapter aims to examine one such hierarchy — 
patriarchy — and its impact on the reality of South 
Asian women. Social protection schemes are essential 
for supporting the economic empowerment of a 
region or nation (UN Women, 2024). They strengthen 
a nation’s economy by reducing poverty, especially 
for vulnerable groups such as women, economically, 
socially and culturally marginalised communities, 
and LGBTIQ+ populations. These groups often lack 
alternative retirement savings and rely heavily on social 
security to sustain their lives (Romig, 2024). According 
to ILO conventions and UN instruments, social security 
and protection are fundamental human rights, and 
everyone should benefit equally (ILO, 2012).

However, we are in times where patriarchy and its 
friends often pit women, especially working-poor 
and marginalised women, against other groups and 
ultimately justify a significantly minuscule percentage 
of women to have access to social security. Patriarchy 
also influences state policy, often making men the sole 
bearers of rights in the family while excluding women 
from policy benefits. Admittedly, social security is 
enjoyed by a smaller portion of the world’s population, 
and women fall short here, too. Women comprise only 
1 Preparartion of this paper was assisted by Prakriti MC, Mijala Chitrakar and Sunraker 
Karki.

26.5 per cent of Social Security recipients, compared 
to 34.3 for men. Social protection programmes in 
developing countries often fail to protect women 
adequately, and due to the social norms and 
reproductive role, it limits their opportunities for formal 
employment. In South Asia, over 80 per cent of women 
in non-agricultural jobs are in informal employment. 
Many women work in informal jobs such as unpaid and 
underpaid care labour, domestic labour, street vendors 
and daily wage labourers, which do not prioritise social 
security benefits. 

South Asia grapples with deeply entrenched gender 
inequality (Hasan, 2023). Women struggle to obtain 
basic rights, which then restricts their access to social 
security programmes. Patriarchal norms heavily 
influence how policies are made and implemented. 
Beyond patriarchal structures and social norms, there 
are additional factors specific to each of the eight 
South Asian countries that hinder women’s access to 
social security protections. These countries also vary 
in their efforts to establish new programs that address 
these needs.

5.2 A Brief: The South Asian Scenario
Kaminibai: ‘Women here have to do double [English word] 
work! We have to do the housework, and when the housework 
is finished, we have to do fieldwork, and when the fieldwork is 
finished, we have to take care of the children, we have to do all 
the work. Suppose someone is thinking like this, some reader-
and-writer, let him sit down and write an account: what sort of 
work has to be done, what sort of work the men do. I am ready 
to tell you. What do men do? They get up, they take a bath, they 
eat some bread and go to the fields. But understand what their 
duty is: they only do the work that is allotted to them in the 
fields. They only do one sort of work.’

In an interview with a Dalit woman in the fields of 
Maharashtra, Omvedt captures, in a plain sailing yet 
honest and brutal way, the reality of Dalit women in the 
subcontinent, a reality shared by a large section of the 
working poor women in South Asia (Omvedt, 1979). A 

- Indu Tuladhar and Anjali Sharma1
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reality out of which an escape proves unimaginable, 
yet the imagination of any social security for this reality 
has been crafted by persons who share neither their 
experience nor reality.

Any persuasion towards providing any social security 
proves to be protective. The understanding that 
women deserve any form of social security is primarily 
imagined from the perspective of meeting needs and 
requirements in a crisis. The vision is restricted to widow 
pensions, limited healthcare as a beneficiary, food 
ration for sustenance, etc. It is a constant run to escape 
the lens of pity, charity, disgust, and disposability 
to a different lens that envisions the fundamental 
rights and demands of all to be met by providing 
considerate and much-deserved social security. This 
demand for a just social security has transformed over 
the years in many ways, but a push for promotional 
social security is desperately needed. In this context, 
it is crucial to highlight the lens with which social 
security for women, especially working poor women, 
despite progressing over time, continues to have a lens 
in relation to the presence and absence of men and 
family as dependents and not independent beings. To 
truly understand obstacles in the region that threaten 
women’s social security in the subcontinent, we discuss 
identified themes briefly in this section.

5.2.1 Unpaid, Underpaid, Unrecognised, 
Forgotten yet Crucial Labour Provided by 
Women

The previous chapters discuss the massive presence of 
informal workers and the intentional ways of furthering 
contractualising and informalising workforces to rid 
themselves of the responsibility of providing social 
security. The scenario of women and their presence in 
the informal sector is of great importance, too. Many 
crucial social security schemes are only available in the 
formal sector, leaving out a large portion of women 
who work informally (UN Women, 2016). This lack 
of tailored programmes means these women, and 
vulnerable populations in general, often rely solely on 
basic government allowances, which are insufficient 
to meet their needs. Women constitute nearly half the 
population, 48.85 per cent, and dominate informal 
work at 64 per cent compared to 54 per cent of men (UN 
Women, 2016). Historically, women’s labour has been 
undermined and neglected. Working-poor women in 

South Asia face a double threat as their labour is first 
dismissed as ‘non-profitable’ and outside the periphery 
of the formal and informal workforce. Further, because 
their care, domestic and feminine labour is classified 
as ‘unskilled’ or ‘menial’, the labour they perform 
as a part of the informal workforce (as domestic 
workers, agriculture workers, plantation workers and 
factory workers, among others) is undermined even 
more. Women’s labour force participation has been 
persistently low, and this can be attributed to the 
fact that the majority of the economically inactive 
population is involved in unpaid care work (Women & 
Media Collective, 2024). 

To discuss how the state determines the worth and 
role of governed care labour, let us consider the role 
played by approximately 13 lakh Anganwadi workers 
(AWW)2, 10 lakh ASHA (Accredited Social Health 
Activists) workers3  and 11.8 lakh helpers in India. 
Firstly, they are denied the title of workers and given 
the title of volunteers instead. This matches with them 
receiving honorariums instead of proper wages. It is 
crucial to note that ASHAs served as frontline workers 
during COVID-19, risking their lives in the middle of 
the pandemic to be only underpaid and unrecognised. 
Secondly, instances where they are recognised and 
appreciated come from visiting their work as social 
service with the a-pat-on-the-back-is-all-they-need 
narrative. WHO recognised ASHA workers with the 
Global Health Leaders Award in May 2022, but their 
accounts highlight their own unmet healthcare needs. 
Thirdly, a depressing contradiction can be noted when, 
in 2024, ASHA workers took to the streets to protest for 
better wages and social security, and they were met 
with disappointing neglect and retaliation. To shed 
light on how poorly their honorarium is calculated, 
Kiran Moghe, Secretary of the ASHA Workers’ Union in 
Pune, revealed that they were incentivised with a paltry 
of Rs. 8 for every card they helped issue and processing 
each card takes at least 30 to 45 minutes. So those 
awarded for being the backbone during the collapse 
of the weak neoliberal healthcare model during 
COVID-19 are considered unworthy of even minimum 

2 Anganwadi workers and helpers operate Child Care Centres all across India as a 
part of the Integrated Child and Development Services (ICDS). Their role includes 
monitoring children below 6 years and pregnant/lactating mothers’ supplementary 
nutrition, health check-ups, pre-school education and so on. Read more at https://wcd.
delhi.gov.in/wcd/services-under-integrated-child-development-services.
3  ASHA workers are local health educators who create awareness concerning nutrition, 
maternal health, child health, primary healthcare and so on, especially in rural and 
remote areas. Read more at https://nhm.gov.in/images/pdf/communitisation/task-
group-reports/guidelines-on-asha.pdf.
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wages. The word ASHA translates to ‘hope’ in English, 
and it points to the apparent irony of how all women 
can receive for their hard work and back-breaking 
labour, is a philosophical title that exonerates states 
of the responsibilities of meeting the social security of 
these and other women whose labour is unrecognised, 
undervalued, unpaid and underpaid.

According to the Department of Census and Statistics, 
women in Sri Lanka represented 36 per cent of the 
total labour force in 2017, of which 64 per cent were 
in the informal sector (Madhurawala, 2019). Women 
are significantly involved in the informal sector across 
rural, urban and estate settings, but their wages are 
relatively low. Also, with factors like career breaks, fewer 
work hours, unstable jobs, and unequal pay, women 
participate less in the workforce, leading to lower social 
safety net coverage (FCEJ, 2022). 

The economic crisis squeezed the Sri Lankan women 
even harder, forcing them to balance paid work with 
all the unpaid chores (domestic or otherwise). Despite 
relying heavily on women’s labour in sectors like foreign 
remittances, plantations and garment industries, the 
country fails to support these women adequately. 
This emphasises the contrast between the economic 
dependence on women’s work and the lack of social 
programmes that address their needs.

In 2019, the female employment share in senior and 
middle management was just 4.2 per cent. Based on 
an ILO report in 2018, Pakistan’s pay gap in hourly 
averages was 34 per cent, the highest among more 
than 70 nations and twice the global average (ILO, 
2018). This report added that 90 per cent of the bottom 
1 per cent of wage earners were female, which shows a 
discernible and disturbing imbalance. 

Box 5.1: Domestic Workers or Bonded Labour Bound in Servitude?

Sitoula and Basnyut highlight the exploitation of 250,000 domestic workers in Nepal, primarily women and children, who 
continue to slave for underpaid wages, long working hours and terrible working conditions. Live-in domestic workers 
are not even paid minimum wages as employers justify their payment by providing meals, accommodation and meagre 
amounts for emergencies or travel. Live-out domestic workers work in multiple households and are paid minimum wages 
by overworking themselves for strenuous hours.

This situation highlights not just what Nepali women domestic workers face but domestic workers in South Asia where, 
despite constitutional values, laws and provisions for the protection of all are firmly placed, the absence of proper 
inclusion of women’s underpaid domestic and care work and at the same time, hold the unrealistic expectation that 
women in these sectors will serve with servitude and fulfil their roles as ‘nurturers’ as a favour to society for which an 
applause must suffice.

The WIEGO report on Domestic Workers in Nepal reveals that over 80% of domestic workers lack written contracts, a plight 
common across South Asia. These workers face numerous challenges, including low remuneration, poor occupational 
health and safety, and various forms of workplace violence (sexual, physical, and verbal). Additionally, they suffer from the 
absence of maternity and sick leave, lack of recognition as workers in urban areas, and caste discrimination, particularly 
affecting Dalit and Indigenous workers, who make up around 55% of the domestic workforce. These issues are especially 
troubling given that they are constitutionally guaranteed rights. Another significant concern is the lack of pension access; 
most domestic workers do not have pensions, and those who do typically receive them through a spouse or family 
member.

Glimpses of hope are the attempts by the Home Workers Union of Nepal (HUN) in collaboration with the International 
Domestic Workers Federation (IDWF) to organise and create political pressure to cater to the following legit demands:

-	 Proper registration and issue of ID cards with local authorities
-	 Coverage under minimum wage legislation
-	 Inclusion in the formal social security system and ease of access to social security benefits
-	 To tackle child labour and ensure the employer’s contribution to social security, proper audit and labour inspection mechanisms must be 

implemented

With COVID-19 introducing a new set of challenges, HUN has recommended several measures to address emerging 
needs. These include creating home-based employment opportunities, providing food assistance and offering support 
with rental accommodation, among other essential services. These demands popped due to the pandemic and must be 

addressed.

Source: WIEGO and IDWF (2020).
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5.2.2 Ownership of Land, Property and 
Resources

Agarwal (1994) contends that the disparity in property 
ownership and control between men and women 
in South Asia is a pivotal factor contributing to the 
gender gap in economic, social, and overall well-
being. She highlights that, despite the existence of 
legal provisions for land ownership and equitable 
shares for women in some South Asian countries, 
there is significant opposition. This resistance is 
often rooted in the perception that such changes 
threaten traditional kinship and family structures. She 
emphasises how detracting from this tie is dangerous 
as this link advocates beyond what powerful men 
are comfortable with (for instance, the demand for 
better healthcare, window pension and such, which 
hold great importance too but only make women’s 
insecurities slightly better from a ‘welfare’ perspective) 
and proves that advocating for better land and resource 
ownership rights are not a coincidental component 
in alleviating women’s position and providing social 
security in actuality (Agarwal, 1994). Even in countries 
where legal entitlements are in place, there is ample 
evidence in South Asia that cultural and social norms 
(an extension of patriarchal norms) dictate women’s 
fate and curb women’s rights to land ownership to 
ensure their dependability on male family members.

It becomes vital to note that independent ownership 
creates more impact than joint ownership. The presence 
of independent ownership over resources and property 
reduces the possibility of meeting an atrocity (sexual 
abuse, domestic violence, malnourishment, restriction 
on education and proper healthcare, decisions related 
to children’s lives and household expenditure). If met, 
the ownership alleviates their bargaining position and 
decision-making power and holistically makes room 
for a more socially secure life. A quick look at women 
in Afghanistan being robbed of their land and land-
owning rights reveals that despite the already dire 
situation the country is facing, worrisome is that 100 
per cent of women-headed households have been 
categorised in dire need of humanitarian aid for their 

and their family’s survival (Dalili, 2023). Reliant on 
husbands, sons and other male members for tenure 
security, women are deliberately pushed towards 
vulnerability. This interferes with their livelihoods most 
intimately, making it harder to speak against abuse 
and violence. Even before the Taliban came into power, 
less than 5 per cent of land-owning documents had a 
woman as an owner (Reuters 2021).

Most South Asian economies are heavily reliant on 
agrarian activities. The often neglected care and labour 
provided by women in the agricultural sector make 
it evident that these neglected women, too, depend 
on the most valuable asset required for agricultural 
work- land. Their survival and development rely on this 
source more than any other. For instance, in Pakistan, 
a strong positive correlation has been found between 
women’s land ownership and the nutritional status 
of women and their children, including a promising 
reduction in incidences of child wasting and stunting. 
Evidence also points towards better food security 
when agricultural land is owned by rural women 
(Rehman, Ping & Razzaq, 2019). Despite more than 40 
per cent of women being involved in agricultural work 
in South Asia, rural and marginalised women benefit 
the least, including access to other resources like water, 
technology, credit, influence and knowledge, a crucial 
factor behind this limited access to these resources 
and others mentioned above ties with an unfair share 
in land ownership (IFPRI, 2024).

With a just share in land ownership, especially for 
rural and marginalised women, communities can also 
welcome environmental benefits and boost community 
resilience by utilising and preserving the land they own 
(Vina, 2021). Nepal’s Banpale Community Forest User 
Group in Gandhaki Pradesh is a case in point. Here, an 
increased land ownership of indigenous women led to 
women running small enterprises with men, and the 
community benefitted from the profits. The women’s 
vision for fruitful allocation of these funds helped 
the whole community as they improved schools, 
constructed roads and created better water pipeline 
mechanisms (Vina, 2021).
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Box 5.2 No Escape from Crisis, No Escape from Sexual Abuse in the 
Aftermath of the Crisis

A predictable yet depressing reality of women already struggling because of a lack of social security 
and protection is the encounter with physical, verbal, mental and sexual harassment that they face. This 
is exasperated by their weak agency and bargaining position, inherited by their weak socio-economic 
background. For instance, this is evident in the ready-made garment sector workers in Bangladesh and 
domestic workers in Nepal, India and across the subcontinent. What makes the already disturbing situation 
much worse are the noted experiences of women in Bangladesh, Sri Lanka and Pakistan who are trying to 
cope with their lives withering as a result of the climate crisis and its impact on them. Women face violence 
and abuse even within shelters as governments take little to no initiative to solve the crisis and reach out 
to the survivors. Out of the fire and into a frying pan, single women and their children reach out to shelters 
and relatives in the absence of a systemic state mechanism to provide social security in the form of ration, 
shelter and support for livelihood and face harassment of all kinds.

Several accounts of Bangladeshi women capture this, as one woman states:

Going to a shelter does not mean moving to a safe place. Shelters are not safe, no women want to live there 
because of various hazards.

Another single woman notes: 

There is no point in going to shelters, most of them were flooded. If we have to stay in the water, it is better to 
stay in the water at home. That would be less risky for women at least! It is more frightening for girls to be in a 
shelter than floodwater. You cannot be safe if you have strangers around, and some men always walk around 
the girls.

The statement points out that for marginalised and working poor women, it is a battle against both the 
calamity and the abuse they will be met with when they fetch for themselves. 

Dealing with the climate crisis deepens the pre-existing resource and social protection black hole. 
Researchers have noted an increase in child marriage, transactional survival sex and domestic and intimate 
violence as pressure erupts over increasingly scarce resources. Another survivor of Bangladesh’s cyclone 
Sidr, staying in fragile and small tents typically shared by 2 to 3 families, reported:

After Sidr, we stayed in a tent for a few months. Then my mother was very worried about my security and 
quickly married me just after one month of Sidr, I was only 14!

Unfortunately, the women in Pakistan who were escaping the floods faced similar problems. A single 
woman with three children taking shelter in a camp after her house submerged in the Sindh Province 
stated:

Men, everywhere in the camps, stare at us. They stare at us for no reason. We’re living in this hell. Diseases 
are spreading, our kids are getting sick, and we urinate and relieve ourselves in the water. We live on the road 
amongst stray dogs like stray dogs. Even out of the disastrous calamity, women and girls are not safe.

Amidst challenges such as insufficient rations, unwell children, highly unsanitary conditions and the 
apparent lack of proper state initiatives to address the needs of victims, one can observe women’s struggle 
to escape a system that fails to recognise their need for social assistance in various spheres of life.

Sources: Fatema S. R., East L., Islam S. & Usher K. (2023); Kabir, H., Maple, M. & Fatema, S. R. (2018) & Wolfe, L. (2024).
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5.2.3 Nutrition and Healthcare: The State of 
Maternity Policies

South Asia continues to have a wide syllabus to cover 
when considering women’s nutrition and health. It 
has failed this exam, time and again, despite some 
efforts to study and prepare for it. The Sub-Saharan 
African region, known to have the worst rates of 
undernutrition, has fortunately improved. In contrast, 
South Asia now holds the record for the largest number 
globally in absolute terms, with around 255 million 
undernourished people. The figures for wasting, 
stunting and chronic undernutrition in children are 
also the highest for South Asia, with 33.2 per cent and 
14.9 per cent for stunted children and child wasting, 
respectively. It also performs the poorest concerning 
the prevalence of low-birth-weight children (Manjula, 
2021). The question of why child nutrition and health 
indicators are tied to women’s health has an obvious 
answer. The responsibility for the well-being of children 
and the burden of performing all care labour related 
to children falls by and large on women. The high 
incidence of poor nutritional status of children is an 
extension of poor nutrition of pregnant and lactating 
mothers. In South Asia, it is common for women and 
young girls to be expected to eat the least and eat the 
last. Unfortunately, this expectation is often fulfilled. 
Food insecurity and the responsibility of caring for 
household members, whether professionally or 
domestically, disproportionately impact women. In 
the process, women’s health and nutrition often take 
a backseat in the South Asian household. This can also 
be linked with why we must advocate for universal 
social security instead of an employment-based or 
categorical selection one. Notably, women in South 
Asia quit the workforce (informal as well as formal) to 
be primary caregivers of their children; this points to 
the need for proper access to healthcare even in the 
absence of any form of employment for their survival. 
South Asia also disappoints its adolescents and young 
women with the highest cases of anaemia (49 per cent 
as the regional average). India, Pakistan, the Maldives 
and Afghanistan perform notably poorly (more than 
40 per cent) (Manjula, 2021).

Even when we consider the provisions for social security 
for mothers in South Asia who do not quit any form of 
employment altogether, the situation needs attention 
and reparations. The Maternity Benefits Act is a vital 
social safety net in India but has shortcomings. Firstly, 
it only covers establishments with 10 or more workers, 
leaving out a vast majority of women employed in 
small businesses, home-based work, or domestic work. 
Secondly, there is no provision for paternity leave, 
even though childcare is increasingly seen as a shared 
responsibility. The Act offers only 12 weeks of leave 
for adoption or surrogacy and in case of a third child, 
despite the equal need for care regardless of family 
size. Despite Nepal’s significant budget allocation, a 
large portion of the population, especially informal 
workers and children, lack coverage. Even though 
formal sector jobs (private or public) are mandated 
to offer maternity benefits, including 90 days of leave 
with 60 days paid, as the Labor Act 2017 proclaimed, 
many women are denied these benefits by their 
employers. Understandably, they end up quitting the 
workforce. There are no adequate community-based 
childcare centres or workplaces as envisioned by the 
laws. Nepal’s single women and disability allowance 
programmes offer crucial support, helping recipients 
meet basic needs and survive. However, the current 
allowance amounts might not be enough to ensure a 
truly secure livelihood (KC, 2020).

The Maldives’s social protection programmes lack 
proper evaluation mechanisms, particularly Single 
Parent Allowance (SPA) and Foster Care Allowance 
(FCA). This makes it difficult to assess their effectiveness 
for improvement (Drucza & Tran, 2021). The National 
Social Protection Agency (NSPA) has not reviewed 
program results or public perception. As UNICEF points 
out, the Maldives lacks a clear definition of social 
protection and falls short of a well-coordinated social 
welfare system. An over-centralised approach worsens 
this fragmentation. Programmes are managed from the 
capital, and there is no proper way to deliver them to 
local islands. Despite decentralisation efforts, the NSPA 
cannot administer programmes at the local level. This 
leaves island councils and citizens without the support 
they need.
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Box 5.3: Maternal Health of Sri Lankan Women

According to the World Health Organisation, maternal nutrition is the primary determinant of proper 
foetal growth and infant development. Poor maternal health, especially those struck with anaemia, can 
cause malnourishment of the mother and the child. Sri Lanka’s current economic crisis has resulted in an 
unprecedented increase in the rates of medicines, nutritional foodgrains, vegetables and meat (and food 
in general), cooking gas, electricity and total household expenditure. A report by Amnesty International 
highlights the suffering and nutritional crisis faced by pregnant and lactating mothers and their children. 
Here is an account of a single mother with her fifth baby:

Since I have separated from my husband, it’s very difficult. I stay at my mother’s place here. Since I am pregnant 
people help me. Those days [before the economic crisis] you could eat even four or five meals. Those days there 
was a vegetable, mallum [a sambol made of green leaves] and fish. Now it will be parippu [dhal], a small piece 
of dried fish. We eat fish/meat around once a week. Before, we used to consume fish/meat every other day.

Others report how families are skipping meals and opting for pre-packaged cheap substitutes as these 
carbohydrate-heavy and protein-poor packets are cheaper than buying groceries and preparing food at 
home. Colombo Urban Lab has noted that there are no queues for gas cylinders and that availability does 
not translate to affordability in the country.

A midwife commented:

Forget about nutrition, their focus is to fill their hunger. Although we recommend having fish, meat, and eggs, 
they can’t afford these. They cry sometimes saying they can’t buy food. When we speak to the husbands, they 
say they don’t have work. Only if there’s work do they get paid.

Further, young mothers rely on Thriposha, a state-produced nutritional food supplement distributed since 
1973. This supplement and the 2015 food voucher-based programme that allocated SLR 2,000 for 10 months 
to all pregnant and breastfeeding women provided social security. However, the successful sustenance of 
the programmes is questionable. Despite allocating 12 billion SLR and 11 billion SLR to Thriposha and 
food vouchers in the 2023 budget, respectively,  and increasing the food voucher to SLR 4,500 per month, 
women have reported barriers in availing both. The budget needs to be increased further as the current 
allocation can cover around 10,400 women at best. The Sri Lankan government has recently introduced the 
Aswesuma Welfare Benefit Payment Scheme, but this monthly allowance scheme has been criticised for 
not being universal. The ‘hit or miss’ approach requires serious re-evaluation. Ensuring access to nutritious 
meals for vulnerable women, children, and families who regularly skip meals due to rapid inflation is vital. 
Additionally, the state must commit to prioritising basic human rights over debt obligations in Sri Lanka.

Source: Amnesty International (2023).

Despite a significant proportion of South Asian 
women being involved in agricultural work, their 
ownership is largely limited to underpaid or unpaid 
farm-related work. Their decision-making power, 
managerial positions, access to productive resources 
and technology, and collective agency remain 
questionable. For instance, male operational holdings 
in Bangladesh and Pakistan are twice the size of those 
owned by women. Even when women own land, 

whether independently or jointly, patriarchal norms 
often prevent them from having complete control over 
these resources.

5.2.4. Education

When viewing education’s role in enabling South 
Asian women to be a step closer to striving for better 
social security, it is imperative to view education as a 
tool to alleviate livelihoods rather than the narrow but 
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crucial lens of acquiring employment (jobs) (Kabeer, 
2024). Needless to say, this should not indicate any 
importance of a better or ‘more dignified’ and better-
paid employment that comes via education must 
be undermined. The vitality of access to education 
means a better understanding of our own individual 
and collective rights and moving towards access to 
knowledge about the pre-existing social security nets. 
This also means access to better tools and language 
to articulate the reasonable demands of working 
poor and marginalised women, the much-needed 
opportunity to oppose those despite constitutional 
guarantees, and weaponise language and jargon 
against women’s social security. Given this context, it 
should scare us that the region has the most out-of-
school girls worldwide (Swainson, 2006). Like all other 
social development indicators, education is intrinsically 
linked with health, wealth, overall well-being and 
quality of life for women. Despite countries like India 
and Bhutan committing to free education for children 
up to a certain age, the quality and accessibility of 
education are grave concerns in the region. The 
existence of free education in theory and the lack of it in 
reality persists (Oxfam, 2006). The Maldives falls behind 
in the region in terms of constitutionally guaranteeing 
education. Parents turn to private partners who leave 
a hole in their pockets when the state fails to provide 
quality education. An evident pattern in resource 
allocation in South Asia signals that only male children 
are given preference when it comes to shouldering the 
financial burden of their private tuition and education. 

The recent situation in Afghanistan (see Box 5.4) is an 
example of the fragility of women’s rights in the region.

There have also been some controversial attempts to 
keep marginalised women from educating themselves 
and having access to educational institutions. One 
such attempt was witnessed in Karnataka, India, in 
2021, where young girls and women were barred from 
schools and colleges for wearing hijabs by providing 
an ill justification that religious attires in institutional 
spaces were unacceptable (Bakshi, 2023). In December 
2023, the newly elected government revoked the ban 
and stated that control over attire attacks an individual’s 
fundamental right to freedom of expression. Another 
attempt in Bangladesh is barring Rohingya children 
from educational institutions (Field, 2022). As explained 
in Chapter 3 (Box 3.4), the restrictions on Afghan 
women accessing education are quite disturbing. It is 
pertinent to note that arbitrary restrictions like these 
push girls into child and early marriages. In contrast, 
the absence of such attempts and genuine political 
will to improve access to educational institutions can 
result in strengthening women’s positions and striving 
for better social security. Access to quality education 
translates to a better understanding of reproductive 
rights, health literacy in terms of nutrition, some escape 
from child/ early marriage and related reproductive 
atrocities (in turn, not relying on another man to 
provide any sense of financial and social security at 
a formative age) and an increased chance of overall 
collectivisation for demanding better rights as well as 
securing and fighting against those who strategically 
snatch them from women.

Box 5.4  When will Young Girls Return to Schools in Afghanistan? 

When asked about the future of young girls in Afghanistan in 2022, a nurse reported to VICE:

In 24 years of my life, I have not seen a single girl/ woman happy here. Every day I pray that I do not deliver 
another girl in this country. 

Afghanistan's position as 'the most dangerous country for a woman' comes as a result of the ITA and its 
deep-rooted prejudice that threatens women's survival and will to survive daily. With 100 per cent women 
headed households facing food insecurity and instability, an expected outcome of the oppressive ban 
on women working outside domestic spaces, what is revolting and needs immediate intervention is the 
persistent presentation of ITA leaders as a body that 'respects women' and has a willingness for inclusivity. 
Despite ITA's assertion that the US and NATO Allies are responsible for Afghanistan's Food Crisis, a question 
that arises is who remains accountable for the conditions and brutalities that Afghan women face.



63Social Security in South Asia: Inequality and Vulnerability

In 2021, the ITA replaced the Ministry of Women’s Affairs with the Ministries of Prayer and Guidance and the 
Promotion of Virtue and Prevention of Vice. The dismissal of all women from decision-making positions. At 
the same time, while the Ministry of Education asked boys from grades 7 to 12 to return to school along 
with their male teachers, education continues to be forbidden for young girls and female teachers.

Feminist voices in Afghanistan, finding it harder than ever to sustain have expressed how betrayed they 
have felt by both, the International Community that pretended to be concerned for these women and run 
programmes via a previously corrupt Afghani government in power and by the ITA. Ayesha, previously a 
journalism student, notes her hopelessness in a poem: 

My country is tired, 
Tired of betrayal.
My country, you are songless and voiceless.

The situation in Afghanistan and what the masses, especially women, face is a depiction of yet another case 
where the exclusion of women from public spaces, public domains, political involvement and decision-
making, and policy formulation. The fate of these women completely lies in the whims of powerful persons, 
mostly men. The focus and interest of those in power, whether from a messiah perspective or a moralistic 
and authoritative perspective, do not even help women see survival as a possibility. As hopeless as Ayesha’s 
poem is the thought that the hope of any substantial social security for women and their families, let alone 
promotional or holistic social security, is marking its creepy absence in the country every day.

Source: Leclerc, G., & Shreeves, R. (2023), Shah, K. (Aug 2022) & Vice News. (July 2022).

5.2.5 The Role of Women’s Participation in 
Politics and Policy Making

Unsurprisingly, the region also performs poorly in 
terms of women’s representation in leadership roles in 
the state machinery. The Progress of World’s Women: 
Access to Justice Report 2011–12 (UN Women) notes 
the questionably low representation of women in 
Parliament and National Assembly in Bangladesh (18.5 
per cent), Bhutan (8.5 per cent) and Sri Lanka (5.8 per 
cent). The underrepresentation is not limited to these 
countries. Afghanistan’s current position reminds 
us of an absence of women from all the powerful 
positions altogether (see Box 5.4). Nepal and India have 
reservations for women candidates in their parliament, 
but there are no reservations based on caste and for 
marginalised communities. The emphasis, like the 

previous sections, is not just on the inclusion of women 
but the inclusion of marginalised women in the region. 
The report states that, on average, women acquire 
7 per cent of ministerial positions and 15 per cent in 
national parliaments.4 

The region is currently in the grip of neoliberalism, 
as Chapter 2 highlights. Considering a climate where 
states support capitalists and profit-mad individuals 
and an environment where poverty, climate crisis, 
inflation, the dire situation of nutrition, healthcare and 
education, as well as distribution of resources affects 
women the most, their participation is imperative in 
policymaking and political decisions to if not be able 
to improve, at least voice their reality.

4 This average includes nine countries from South Asia, the ninth one being Myanmar.
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Box 5.5: Bhutanese Folktale to Make a Case for Women’s Representation in 
Politics and as Policymakers

Although Bhutan’s global perspective remains to be a country filled with peace, prosperity and 

happiness as the much celebrated and overrated development indicator of Gross National Happiness 

perpetuates, Penjore reveals a contrasting aspect of old Bhutanese folklore and culture–dissent of the 

masses and delusion of the powerful. ‘The Lazy Boy and The King’ from the Wamling village delights 

us with the tale of a lazy lad who poses simple questions to the King that unfold the unrealistic living 

conditions, realities and expectations that the rulers have from the masses.

The tale, as narrated by Wangchunk and studied by Penjore, depicts the massive inequality in standard 

of living, including housing, health, nutrition, availability of resources and access to those resources, 

which make the lad seem ‘lazy’ and determines his choice to stay the same. Let us revisit the Bhutanese 

tale using this instance:

He sends for a search in Bhutan for a partner that does not fart, and as inevitably the King’s guards 

fail, he exclaims, ‘Then our king is the only person who never farts!’ 

‘Did I tell you so? Of course, I fart like any other person,’ the king admitted.

‘If even the king himself farts, for what crime am I imprisoned?’ Olo Nyilo asked the King.

The expectations placed on the poor and vulnerable to qualify for social security and the subsequent 

burden of managing their lives and decisions once they gain access, are highly controversial. Viewing 

the state, capitalists, and policymakers as powerful entities akin to kings, it becomes clear that the 

basic needs of those at the top of the hierarchy should also be recognised as essential for those at 

the bottom. Furthermore, from a different perspective, we must acknowledge that women fart too. 

Here, obviously, farting is the act of farting. It translates into how women also have basic needs and 

insecurities. Like men, women require the same understanding and levy that Kings and the Lads are 

given.

Here, another argument must be made about the heavy amount of unpaid work performed by women 

remains their burden and out of the realm of work performed by the King and the Lad. This could 

include, as it does in the case of not just Bhutan but, by and large, South Asia, care work, domestic 

and care labour. If the kings who set societal norms had never performed this labour, it suggests 

that improving women’s lives could be achieved by advocating for more women from marginalised 

sections to participate in political decision-making.

Bhutanese politician and filmmaker Kezang Chuki Dorjee also expressed her concerns, stating:

The socio-cultural perception that a women candidate isn’t capable of serving the people, they are 

only for the kitchen and social service, and general myths like Bhutanese women aren’t interested in 

politics restrict their participation, and when people come with preconceived notions, it becomes very 

difficult for people to accept a woman as a candidate.

Sources: Penjore, D. (2010). & Sharma, M. & Zangmo, D. (2018).
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5.3 Conclusion & Recommendations: Why 
Call for a Constant and Consistent Push?
Understanding the layers of patriarchy with its endless 
combinations and ties with pre-existing and emerging 
forms of discrimination and exploitation in South Asia 
and simultaneously identifying strategies and systemic 
attempts that keep women’s position suppressed is an 
activity akin to tasting a complicated and finely blended 
spice mix from the subcontinent and identifying/
naming all the spices in it. The region is brimming 
with legitimate narratives of working-poor women’s 
weak bargaining position and the absence of agency 
and possibilities of a better future for women, as can 
be marked by numerous women’s struggles and the 
solidarity of these struggles with their allies. However, 
the region continues to have Kings in charge who 
not only hold power but have been blinded by neo-
liberalism and its allies that benefit from delegitimising 
women’s reality. In this context, the suggestions for 
better social security for women, especially working 
poor women in the region, emerge from strongly 
advocating for a rights-based social security approach 
and for working poor women to be given a seat at the 
table for which they have toiled to prepare the food for 
long. We note that South Asian countries have different 
focuses on gender-based social protection in their 
constitutions. Countries like Nepal, India, Bangladesh, 
Pakistan, and Sri Lanka have implemented progressive 

social protection measures for women.

Nevertheless, to say that there is room for improvement 
is an understatement, especially regarding LGBTIQ+ 
rights.5  The Maldives does have a provision for 
gender equality, while Bhutan lags and Afghanistan 
takes many steps backwards. South Asian countries 
are increasingly recognising social protection as 
a fundamental right. Nepal leads the way with its 
constitution explicitly guaranteeing social security 
for women and marginalised groups. India and 
Bangladesh have broader social protection provisions, 
but the assertion of those provisions in women’s reality 
is questionable. Pakistan allows for special protections 
for women and children, while the Maldives, Bhutan 
and Afghanistan face challenges in enshrining social 
protection rights. The countries with social security 
protection mechanisms mostly overlook informal 
workers, and existing programmes often do not 
consider women’s specific needs. Additionally, due to 
the weak monitoring system, the programmes lose 
effectiveness and transparency. Funding limitations 
restrict the reach of social security programmes and 
depth in almost all South Asian countries, whereas the 
crisis in Afghanistan highlights the fragility of progress.

5 It is imperative to acknowledge that the chapter does not dwell into a deep 
discussion about the rights and social security scenario of LGBTQIA+ community. This 
is a limitation of the chapter and restricts us from extensively pointing towards the dire 
need for attention here.

Box 5.6: What Works Then?

The design and implementation of a few programmes introduced to help with employment, child nutrition 
and education may not be directly linked with women’s social security. However, they have proved to 
help working poor women get closer to a sense of social security. The first model that pops up is the 
employment guarantee scheme offered under the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee 
Act (MGNREGA/ NREGA) in India. This flagship programme is much celebrated as it guarantees 100 days of 
work for minimum wage in rural areas where agriculture remains the primary and only source of income.

Taking the Wrong Direction, Intentionally!

In the Union Budget of 2023, a 32 per cent reduction in the allocation of funds to NREGA was noted. The 
2022–23 budget witnessed a 25 per cent cut. During COVID-19, NREGA acted as a reliable source of income 
for rural women and their households. Starting April 2023 to May 2023, Delhi’s Jantar Mantar witnessed a 
60-day-long struggle by NREGA workers, led by women from several states of India, to demand their rightful 
payment. The demands of the workers also included liberation from constant digital surveillance via the 
National Mobile Monitoring System (NMMS) introduced in January 2023 (daily digital attendance) that is 
glitchy and results in loss of wages, Aadhar-Based Payment System (ABPS) filled with digital discrepancies 
and the untimely payment as well as theft of wages.
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An account of Manuja from Rajasthan at the protest reflects the situation of many workers undergoing 
theft of their wages via different means. She states:

Forget the guarantee of 100 work days, workers are heavily exploited and not paid even the stipulated wages 
of Rs 231 a day. Women workers who are not a part of any union get paid less for the same work, around Rs 
100-Rs 150.

Unfortunately, what was supposed to be a more prolonged demonstration ended on day 60 as women 
could not afford to protest, had to return to ‘their’ household duties, and search for other sources of 
survival and income as they were already coping with the non-payment of their rightful wages for work 
done as a part of NREGA and Delhi’s heatwave during May 2023, extending to June certainly did not make 
things easier. The inability of mainstream media in India to report this serious issue, efforts from several 
workers and activists stretched through days and the intentional strategy to demonise protesting women 
whenever they decided to report left little hope to continue the protest. The programme is facing several 
challenges, including defunding. During the protest, rural women also shared their fears of not just a loss 
of income that would translate into poor nutrition and health of their children and family but a return to 
their previously decided bargaining power and agency in household decisions and income of the family 
that would affect them and in turn, their families. 

Source: Bhaumik, A. (2023), Bhutani, A. (2023) & Pailath, S. & IndiaSpend (2024).

The grim tone of this chapter is a result of the shared 

horrors and misfortunes of the innumerable obstacles 

and cases where the absence of proper access and 

implementation of social security provisions, in 

countries where they exist indeed, has proven to be a 

barrier for better livelihoods and lives for South Asian 

women. Nevertheless, the grim tone is not to set a 

fog of hopelessness. The recognition and unsettling 

digestion of these gendered issues have given birth 

to programmes, struggles, solidarity and resilience 

movements. What must be feared is the direction that 

South Asia is headed towards concerning marginalised 

and working-poor women’s livelihoods despite 

successful and unsuccessful isolated attempts to 

improve women’s livelihoods; some of these have been 

noted in this chapter. The snatching of women’s rights 

in Afghanistan and increasing cases of suppressing 

women’s and working-poor women’s protests in India 

and Bangladesh make it evident that even after the 

realisation of rights legally, women in South Asia need 

to toil constantly and pushback patriarchal and neo-

liberal capitalist forces. 

Box 5.7: Is the Maldives Taking a U-Turn?

Historically, the Maldives has showcased overall better indicators for a gender-egalitarian society 
concerning gender differentials than its counterparts in the subcontinent. However, recent concerns over 
growing conservatism and orthodoxy have crept in faster, highlighting pre-existing problems and a lack of 
data for determining women’s positioning in Maldivian society.

El-Horr and Pande’s work helps us link these pre-existing gender dynamics with older women’s social 
security directly as well. It shows the link between the absence of higher paying and better employment 
opportunities in the region clubbed with the gender wage gap that leads to the Maldives Pension 
Administration Office having an unbalanced gender ratio with less than 30 per cent female subscription 
in MPAO and only a third of retirement savings accounts held by women. This points towards women’s 
heightened vulnerability in their old age. The study also concludes:
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Qualitative and quantitative data suggest that notions of masculinity are changing from more gender 
egalitarian views to increasingly conservative preferences for the separation of gender roles inside and 
outside the home, with increasing primacy expected of men outside the home.

The seven interventions suggested by their research include maintaining a permanent and fully functioning 
ministry/ department for women and gender across sectors; promoting women’s participation at local and 
national level governing bodies; solving constraints that affect women’s mobility, property ownership 
and access to credit; effective and creative mediums to engage with the youth to reverse the present 
orthodoxy and conservatism; integrated health programmes for men and women concerning their sexual 
and reproductive health; genuine attempts to increase female employment in high-growth and high-
employment sectors and; mitigating women’s vulnerability to gender-based violence.

Sources: El-Horr, J. & Pande, R. P. (2016).

The desperate need for promotional and protective 
social security and its role in improving lives must 
not be undermined. In that spirit, the following 
are some suggestions to move towards this goal 
holistically. First, at local and national governance, 
women’s participation and engagement must be 
fostered as their political involvement encompasses 
their contribution to creating and altering new 
programmes. Second, prioritising the quality in 
deliverance and implementation of pre-existing social 
security programmes across the subcontinent that 
focus on women’s health, nutrition and education. It 
benefits them and allows them to assert their agency 
and bargaining power in households, which benefits 
the household, too. Third, The realisation of women’s 
rights through social security can be pushed through 
repeated advocacy of increased ownership of land and 
resources. Again, this not only asserts women’s positions 
as equals, but it also positively affects their voice and 
inclusion in decision-making. It also reflects how 
women’s collective land rights produce environmental 
benefits and boost community resilience. This will 
also enhance economic security for them and their 
dependents/households.

Fourth, women’s social security must be fostered 
through better and more secure employment 
opportunities and wages, especially for informal 
working poor and marginalised women, as it 
automatically provides them with economic and 

financial security. Programmes like MGNREGA and 
other employment guarantee programmes enable 
this. Women’s unpaid and underpaid work, especially 
care and domestic work needs not just recognition but 
a proper entrance into the legal frameworks of South 
Asia, with a serious revision in how wages for this 
labour are evaluated. This also allows greater control 
over household expenditure and puts them in a better 
fallback position when met with adversities. 

Fifth, a nudge towards auxiliary programmes and 
benefits that affect women’s livelihoods, mobilities, and 
access to spaces and resources must be considered, 
too. For instance, Delhi’s Pink Ticket for free public 
transportation fosters working and marginalised 
women’s mobility. Although all introductions made 
by the state or any organisation that benefit women’s 
lives on any front might not be visited as enhanced 
social security, it indeed enhances the chances of a 
better livelihood and in turn, more socially secure 
environments for women.

Lastly, the role of women’s organisations, collectives, 
unions and all civil society organisations that continue 
to strive for better social security for women in South 
Asia deserves attention. Proper recognition and 
furtherance of civil society interventions translate into 
movements, models and legislations that help elevate 
not just women’s livelihoods but working poor and 
vulnerable populations in South Asia.
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1.5 Striving for Adequate Social Security for Women



69Social Security in South Asia: Inequality and Vulnerability

References
Agarwal, B. (1994). Gender and Command over Property: A Critical Gap in Economic Analysis and Policy in South Asia. World 
Development. Vol 22. Issue no.10 pp. 1455–1478. 

Amnesty International (2023). Foregoing Meals to Make-Do: The Impact of Sri Lanka’s Economic Crisis on Maternal Health. 
Amnesty International. https://www.amnesty.org/en/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/ASA3768722023ENGLISH.pdf. Accessed 
on 16 March 2024.

Bakshi, K. G. (2023). Karnataka hijab ban: One year down, where is the Bench? The Leaflet, 15 October. https://theleaflet.in/
karnataka-hijab-ban-one-year-down-where-is-the-bench/

Bhaumik, A. (2023, February 1). Union Budget 2023: MGNREGA allocation down by nearly 32%, activists rue cut. Deccan 
Herald. https://www.deccanherald.com/business/union-budget/union-budget-2023-mgnrega-allocation-down-by-nearly-32-
activists-rue-cut-1186849.html.

Bhutani, A. (2023). Unpaid Wages, Glitchy Attendance App: Why MGNREGA Workers Are Protesting. The Quint, 10 April. 
https://www.thequint.com/news/mgnrega-workers-unpaid-wages-app-attendance-workers-states-protest-delhi-jantar-
mantar#read-more.

Bradbury, S. & Suchodolska, L. (2022). No data, no debate: Integrating gender in the national statistical strategy in the Maldives. 
UN Women & Women Count. https://data.unwomen.org/features/no-data-no-debate-integrating-gender-national-statistical-
strategy-maldives. Accessed on 7 March 2024.

Chandran, R. & Thomas Reuters Foundation (2021). Afghan women’s hard-won land rights seen at risk under Taliban. Reuters, 25 
August. https://www.reuters.com/article/idUSL8N2PP0EN/. 

Chakraborty, R. & Upadhyay, A. (2024). Health Budget 2024: Anganwadi, ASHA workers explain how the expansion of Ayushman 
Bharat cover can help them. The Indian Express, 1 February. 

https://indianexpress.com/article/health-wellness/health-budget-2024-anganwadi-asha-workers-ayushman-bharat-cover-
extension-9138702/.

Dalili, N. (2023). Social Security in Afghanistan: Combatting Fragile and Uncertain Livelihoods. SAAPE Social Security Report-
Afghanistan.

DGO, IFPRI (2024). South Asian Women Farmers Reap Few Benefits, Despite their Significant Contributions to Agriculture. Press 
Release. International Food Policy Research Institute. https://www.ifpri.org/news-release/south-asian-women-farmers-reap-
few-benefits-despite-their-significant-contributions/. Accessed on 15 May 2024.

Drucza, K. & Tran, A. (2021). Evaluation of the single parent and foster care social protection schemes in the Maldives. UNICEF. 
https://www.unicef.org/maldives/media/2421/file/Evaluation%20of%20the%20Single%20Parent%20and%20Foster%20
Care%20Social%20Protection%20Schemes%20in%20the%20Maldives.pdf. Accessed on 7 March 2024.

El-Horr, J. & Pande, R. P. (2016). Understanding Gender in Maldives: Toward Inclusive Development. Directions in Development. 
Washington, DC: World Bank. 

Fatema S. R, East L, Islam S and Usher K (2023) Gender-based vulnerabilities for women during natural disasters in Bangladesh. 
Frontiers. https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fcomm.2023.1180406/full. Accessed on 23 April 2024.

Feminist Collective for Economic Justice (FCEJ) (2022). Urgent plea by Sri Lankan feminists to address the unfolding humanitarian 
crisis caused by the economic collapse in Sri Lanka. FCEJ. https://www.srilankafeministcollective.org/_files/ugd/06bf48_
f287491651ed4ca987bd3eb8e9b8a1c9.pdf. Accessed on 16 March 2023. 

Field, J. (2022). Restrictions on girls’ education across South Asia highlight rising authoritarianism. Gender Responsive Resilience 
& Intersectionality in Policy & Practice. https://www.grripp.net/post/restrictions-on-girls-education-across-south-asia-
highlights-rising-authoritarianism. Accessed on 1 August 2023.

Hasan, Z. (2023). Gender Inequality in South Asia: Tracing Impediments to SDG 5 of UN Sustainable Development Goals. 
IntechOpen. https://www.intechopen.com/chapters/87908. Accessed on 5 January 2024.

International Labor Organization. Facts on Social Security. ILO. Geneva. https://webapps.ilo.org/public/english/protection/
socsec/pol/campagne/files/factsheet.pdf.

International Labor Organization (2018). Global Wage Report 2018/19, what lies behind gender pay gaps. ILO. https://www.ilo.
org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/---publ/documents/publication/wcms_650553.pdf. Accessed on 12 March 
2024.

Kabeer, N. (2024). Social Protection, Livelihoods and ‘Structural Gaps’: Impact Assessment as Stories of Social Change. LSE Public 
Policy Review. Issue.3(2), No.7, pp. 1–13.



70 Social Security in South Asia: Inequality and Vulnerability

Kabir, H., Maple, M. & Fatema, S. R. (2018). Vulnerabilities of Women Workers in the Ready-made Garment Sector of Bangladesh: A 
Case Study of Rana Plaza. Journal of International Women’s Studies, Vol 19, No.6, pp. 224–235.

KC, A. (2021). Effectiveness of Social Security System in Nepal. Voice of Teacher, Vol 6, No.1, pp. 1–10. 

Leclerc, G. & Shreeves, R. (2023). Women’s rights in Afghanistan. European Parliament. European Parliamentary Research Service. 
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2023/747084/EPRS_BRI(2023)747084_EN.pdf. Accessed on 1 January 
2024.

Madurawala, S. 2019. Greater Social Protection for Sri Lankan Women through Better Jobs: Role of Technology and Innovation. 
Talking Economics: IPS.

Manjula, M. (2021). Gender Gap in Agriculture and the ‘South Asian Enigma’. Observer Research Foundation. Issue No. 49 B. https://
www.orfonline.org/research/gender-gap-in-agriculture-and-the-south-asian-enigma. Accessed on 4 June 2024.

Nazeem, U. F. (2023). Beyond the white sands of the Maldives, women live in constant fear. The Guardian, 5 April. https://www.
theguardian.com/global-development/2023/apr/05/beyond-the-white-sands-of-the-maldives-women-live-in-constant-fear.

Omvedt, G. (1979). The Downtrodden among the Downtrodden: An Interview with a Dalit Agricultural Laborer. Signs, Vol 4, No.4. 
pp 763–774. 

Rehman, A., Ping, Q., & Razzaq, A. (2019). Pathways and Associations between Women’s Land Ownership and Child Food and 
Nutrition Security in Pakistan. International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health, Vol 16, No.18. 

Romig, K. (2024). Social Security Lifts More People Above the Poverty Line Than Any Other Program. Center on Budget and Policy 
Priorities. Center on Budget and Policy Priorities. Washington. 

Pailath, S. & IndiaSpend (2024). MGNREGS Remains Underfunded Despite High Demand. The Wire, 24 April. https://thewire.in/
economy/mgnregs-remains-underfunded-despite-high-demand.

Penjore, D. (2010). Oral Traditions as Alternative Literature: Voices of Dissent in Bhutanese Folktales. Storytelling, Self, Society, Vol 
6, No.1, pp 77–87. 

Sheikh, S. M. & Loney, T. (2018). Is Educating Girls the Best Investment for South Asia? Association Between Female Education and 
Fertility Choices in South Asia: A Systematic Review of the Literature. Front. Public Health Vol 6:172.

Shah, K. (2022). Afghanistan Undercover. PBS Frontline. Episode 20, 9 August. https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/frontline/documentary/
afghanistan-undercover/.

Sharma, M. & Zangmo, D. (2018). The Participation of Women in Local Government in Bhutan: A Study of Sarpang District. 
International Journal of Economic Research. Vol 14. Pp. 673–680.

Swainson, N. (2006). Girl’s Education in South Asia. Education and Gender Equality Series, Programme Insights. Oxfam GB.

https://oxfamilibrary.openrepository.com/bitstream/handle/10546/120598/pi-girls%27-education-south-asia-192305-en.
pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y. Accessed on 12 March 2024.

The Quint Staff (2023). ‘No More Hijab Ban, Women Can Wear What They Want’: Karnataka CM Siddaramaiah. The Quint, 23 December. 
https://www.thequint.com/south-india/no-hijab-ban-women-can-wear-whatever-they-want-karnataka-cm-siddaramaiah.

UN Women. (2016). Progress of the World’s Women 2015-2016. UN Women. https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/
progress-of-the-worlds-women. Accessed on 23 March 2024.

UN Women. (2016). Transforming Economies, Realising Rights. Progress of the World’s Women 2015-2016. UN Women. https://
www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2015/4/progress-of-the-worlds-women-2015. Accessed on 23 March 2024.

UN Women. (2024). Financing social protection and care systems turbocharges economies, and reduces poverty. UN Women. 
https://www.unwomen.org/en/news-stories/news/2024/03/financing-social-protection-and-care-systems-turbocharges-
economies-reduces-poverty. Accessed on 12 June 2024.

Vina, S. C. (2021). Why are Women’s Collective Land Rights Important? World Resources Institute. https://www.wri.org/insights/3-
benefits-womens-collective-land-rights. Accessed on 4 May 2024.

Vice News. (2022).Life in Taliban’s Afghanistan. The Vice, 13 February. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iIFi_Rgm-T8

WIEGO and IDWF. (2020). Domestic Workers, Risk and Social Protection in Nepal. WIEGO Policy Brief No. 20. https://www.wiego.org/
sites/default/files/publications/file/WIEGO_PolicyBrief_N20_Nepal%20for%20Web.pdf. Accessed on 20 April 2024.

Wolfe, L. (2024). Sri Lankan Women Are Facing Domestic Violence Because of Climate Change. Women’s Media Centre.

https://womensmediacenter.com/climate/sri-lankan-women-are-facing-increased-domestic-violence-because-of-climate-
change. Accessed on 12 April 2024.

Women and Media Collective (2023) Policy Brief: Unpaid Care Work. WMC. Colombo. https://womenandmedia.org/wp-content/
uploads/2023/04/POLICY-BRIEF-UNPAID-CARE-WORK-V3.pdf.  Accessed on 12 April 2024.



71Social Security in South Asia: Inequality and Vulnerability

Strengthening Social Security in South Asia: 
Key Learnings and the Way Forward6

- Mohan Mani and Babu P. Remesh

6.1. Introduction
The preceding discussions and analyses in this report 
reveal that social security concerns in South Asia are 
intricately linked to insecurities in livelihoods and 
poverty in the region. Economic backwardness and 
financial constraints come as the most critical limitation 
for adequate provision of social security in the region. 
Most of the countries in the South Asian region have 
been going through a severe phase of economic 
crisis, with acute levels of economic stagnation and 
inflation, unemployment, poverty and inequality. In 
certain country contexts, mounting external debts 
have proved to be an unmanageable disaster. The debt 
crisis and reliance on international agencies have led 
to compulsions to cut subsidies to the poor and launch 
austerity measures. There are situations of taking 
debts to pay the interest on existing debts! Given 
this scenario, prima facie, social protection appears 
as an economic issue. However, a closer examination 
suggests that social security is equally a political and 
social issue when considering the ongoing political 
instability and social polarisations across most of 
the region. The picture gets even more complicated 
when we go further and include the climate-related 
issues and their linkages to social security. All these 
cautions us to articulate the social security concerns 
of the poor and marginalised in South Asia with a 
more nuanced and holistic understanding, giving due 
attention to various aspects that constraint and shape 
the social security scenarios. With this understanding, 
the concluding chapter attempts to bring together the 
key learnings from this report and suggest possible 
ways to strengthen social security for the poor and 
marginalised in South Asia. 

6.2. Dynamics of Social Security in South 
Asia: The Context and Concerns

During the past few decades, there has been a visible 
tendency of widening economic inequality and 
deepening poverty in the entire South Asian region. 
Post 1990s, marked by the adoption of structural 
adjustment programmes and liberalisation measures, 
is a period characterised by widening regional 
inequalities. Issues such as the decline of access to 
traditional livelihoods, the deepening of miseries 
of the poor, and the widespread increase of distress 
migration have been defining characteristics of this 
time. The period also witnessed a gross neglect of 
redistributive and welfare measures for the poor. All 
these resulted in a dire state of social security for the 
most vulnerable and marginalised segments of the 
population in these countries. This, in turn, has resulted 
in growing informalisation and precarity of earnings 
for the large majority of the population across South 
Asian countries.

The absence of adequate, universal social security 
schemes for the informal sector also defines the 
countries in the region. While the formal sector in the 
countries has some degree of security in earnings and 
protections, the social security for informal workers 
is inadequate in its coverage and benefits. Many 
programmes are scheme-based, temporary and rolled 
out to serve some political need–a new set of clothes 
brought out for the occasion, to be carefully folded and 
kept away till the next occasion. The vulnerable in their 
destitution cannot afford to see the deceit in these 
short-term succours, only seeing that their immediate 
needs have somehow been met till the next crisis.
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With the impoverishment of the majority of the 
population, South Asia has also witnessed some of 
the most intense widening of economic inequality 
across the globe. The 2023 Inequality Report on India 
prepared by Oxfam International (Oxfam International, 
2022) estimates that the richest 10 per cent of the 
Indian population owns 77 per cent of the country’s 
total wealth. Such income and wealth inequality 
means that the economic agenda is almost wholly 
determined by the rich and for the rich. Government 
largess around taxation and other financial subsidies 
are largely cornered by the already wealthy classes, 
further skewing income and wealth inequality. 

Simultaneously, to maintain the status quo, 
governments seek to inform their constituents that 
all is well and the economy has performed brilliantly 
under their watch. Despite being members of a data-
abundant world, people are not fed the relevant 
data to understand how the fruits of economic 
development are distributed. Often, government-
produced economic data contradict the lived reality of 
ordinary people. When alternative data are provided 
by civil society organisations that challenge the official 
narrative, they are either trashed as unreliable or worse, 
the messenger—civil society organisations—face state 
repression. 

In the wake of growing inequality and the inability 
of the governments across the region to deliver on 
promises of gains of development reaching the people 
in terms of better livelihood and earnings and more 
equal growth opportunities, the way forward to retain 
political hegemony has been to sow differences in 
society. Sections of the population get ‘othered’ and 
presented as the villains responsible for the rest of the 
people not gaining from economic development. The 
terms of the discourse seek to take attention away from 
the visible excesses of rampant inequality and crony 
capitalism. Social security in the context also becomes 
a political issue. In the absence of universal benefits, 
whom should the benefits from targeted schemes 
reach? This becomes the counter-narrative to tell the 
population that their benefits depend on pushing 
down the claims of the ‘other’. This divisive approach 
in welfare provisions continues to be the context for 
adopting neoliberal policies in the subcontinent. 

The agenda of neoliberalism gained legitimacy in the 
region in the eighties on the back of the slowing of 
economic benefits of the welfarist policies of the post-
war era. The failure of the Soviet model contributed to 
this failure. The challenge to the economic domination 
by the political elite and their crony capitalists could 
not gain traction without a political alternative to the 
narrative that capitalism was the sole model of an 
efficient growth engine. Repeated recourse to the IMF, 
the World Bank and other multilateral aid agencies 
further reinforced the narrative of the efficiency of 
private capital. This was the period of the retreat of 
the state from social security provisioning, using the 
twin mantra of inefficiency of the state, and the need 
for fiscal discipline, both as a political agenda and a 
precondition for availing multilateral aid. The results 
are for the people to see, more drastically, in the failed 
states of Pakistan and Sri Lanka and as an emerging 
reality in the other South Asian countries. The question 
remains, however, of how to build a credible economic 
and political alternative.

There have been attempts at articulating credible 
alternatives that have emerged globally and from 
region-specific initiatives. The critique of inequality 
between countries and within countries between 
classes has found more explicit articulation in the wake 
of the climate crisis and the debate on inequality in 
the consumption of resources contributing to global 
warming. The COVID-19 pandemic also brought in 
its wake global criticism of vaccine policies and the 
weaponising of aid.

The elephant in the room is the climate crisis. 
South Asia is one of the major hotspots for climate 
disasters. The region, home to a quarter of the global 
population, has recently faced severe climate-related 
disasters; the long-term predictions for the region are 
incredibly dire and apocalyptical. Disasters in recent 
times included unprecedented floods in Pakistan, 
droughts in many parts of India, eroding river banks 
in Bangladesh and melting glaciers in Nepal. As per 
the WHO, in Bangladesh, over 7 million people were 
displaced by climate change in 2022; the figures were 
predicted to rise to over 13 million by 2050 (Najmus, 
2022). Afghanistan was ranked eighth out of 170 
countries on vulnerability to climate change in the 
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next 30 years(Spink, 2020). Due to the intensification 
of the climate crisis in the region and its implications 
on the livelihoods and vulnerability of the poor, in the 
South Asian context, there has been a discernible shift 
of discussion from ‘climate change’ to ‘climate crisis’ 
to ‘climate emergency’. The preparedness of social 
security policy in these countries to adequately meet 
these challenges in current circumstances is extremely 
doubtful.

6.3. Shared Features, Commonalities and 
Connecting Links
There are many commonalities and connecting threads 
amongst South Asian countries, while discussing social 
security concerns. Some of these common features are 
summarised below to have a broader understanding of 
the social security scenario of the region.

Insufficient allocation of budgetary resources towards 
social security is the most striking feature among South 
Asian countries. As per the World Social Protection 
Report, 2020-22, a tiny share of GDP among South 
Asian countries is spent on public health and social 
protection expenditure. The total expenditure on 
social protection (excluding health) is deficient in 
these countries: India (1.4 per cent), Bangladesh (0.7 
per cent), Bhutan (1.0 per cent), the Maldives (2.9 per 
cent), Pakistan (1.9 per cent), Sri Lanka (3.2 per cent), 
Afghanistan (1.8 per cent) and Nepal (2.1 per cent). 
Given the present situation in Sri Lanka, the data may 
be unreliable. Thus, we may conclude that South Asian 
countries spend only less than 2 per cent of their GDP 
on social protection.

Temporal changes in the state’s approach towards 
social security and social sector spending as a whole 
is a related aspect. In the past few decades, there have 
been visible shifts in state policies, which, among other 
things, resulted in further deepening of economic 
inequality and vulnerability of the poor. Further to 
reduced governmental spending of social sectors, 
many more manifestations support this argument. 
These include the introduction of regressive taxation 
policies (for instance, tax concessions to the rich with 
reduced direct taxation while taxing the poor through 
indirect taxation), reduction of subsidies given to the 
poor, withdrawal of the state from measures meant 

for supporting poor and increased space provided to 
the private sector in the delivery and management 
of social/common goods (such as education and 
health care). All these temporal shifts can be broadly 
understood as integral to the growth of neoliberalist 
tendencies in the region.

The entire region is going through a protracted phase of 
crisis in employment and livelihood. The predominance 
of informal sector jobs in South Asian countries is 
well-acknowledged. Over 80% of all employment in 
South Asia is informal. The three largest countries by 
population, India, Pakistan and Bangladesh, have 
respectively 91% (Murthy, 2019), 72% (Government of 
Pakistan, 2019) and 85% (Government of Bangladesh, 
2017) employment in the informal sector. The informal 
workers have no meaningful regulation of employment. 
They have no guarantee of wage or earnings. Insecure 
earnings mean they are vulnerable to any crisis in their 
lives, with a thin line between endemic poverty and 
destitution. 

In the past few decades, there have been tendencies 
that further intensified the informalisation process. 
First, there has been a trend of informalisation of formal 
sector jobs, which implies a permanent replacement of 
regular and protected jobs by casual/temporary and 
unprotected jobs. Alongside this, there has been a 
visible emergence of ‘new jobs’ (for instance, gig and 
platform economy jobs), mostly ‘informal’ and ‘irregular’, 
without any assured provision of social security. 
During the lockdown periods following the COVID-19 
pandemic, remote work (work from home) also picked 
up momentum. All these new generation jobs brought 
in new challenges for workers, such as difficulties 
in establishing employer-employee relationships, 
organising challenges and social isolation of workers 
and weakening of protective regimes (with declining 
relevance of extant protective laws and welfare).

Along with these developments, self-employment has 
been visible growth in the region. By now, it is widely 
acknowledged that most self-employed (own-account 
workers) have poor and uncertain earnings and no 
social security measures. On the whole, it can be seen 
that South Asia has become a hub of precarious work, 
which is characterised by an overall deterioration of 
employment quality and labour standards.
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Apart from inadequacy in terms of social security 
coverage and protection, there are also exclusionary 
tendencies. Discriminatory practices based on 
differences in identities based on class, caste, gender, 
ethnicity, nationality and so on are often identifiable, 
particularly while analysing the inclusivity aspects 
of social security interventions in South Asia. These 
discriminatory practices include the marginalisation 
of women and other deprived sections of society, 
including transgender and queer communities, socially 
oppressed sections, migrants and refugees. In recent 
times, a new form of exclusion—digital exclusion—
has surfaced prominently, where technology and 
technological requirements have become hindrances 
for accessing social security by the eligible poor.

Poor ratification status of international codes of 
conduct, such as ILO conventions, is yet another 
common feature for South Asia. All the South Asian 
countries are lagging in ratification/adoption of ILO 
conventions/recommendations. Among the most 
relevant ILO conventions and recommendations (as 
listed in the box below), only one convention is ratified 
by at least a few of the South Asian Countries. This is 
Convention No. 118 (Equality of Treatment (Social 
Security) Convention, 1962, which has been ratified 
by India (in 1964), Pakistan (in 1969) and Bangladesh 
(1972).

How do we move forward from here? How can 
countries in the region address the challenges of 
repressive policies and the state power that enforces 
them? How can they address the dominant political 
rhetoric of states that create divisions among people 
within countries and across neighbouring countries, 
often blinding people to the true nature and source of 
their oppression? Some of these issues are addressed 
in this next concluding section, which seeks to discuss 
tentative ways forward.

6.4. The Way Forward

The insights gained from the discussions in this 
report prompt us to seek alternatives and think 
about possibilities for strengthening social security in 
South Asia, with special emphasis on livelihood and 
employment security for the most vulnerable and poor 

segments of the population. Some of these possible 
priorities and desirable actions are discussed below.

Because of the labour and employment crises across 
South Asia, there is a need to strengthen social security 
for the unemployed and the labouring poor. Rates of 
unemployment in South Asian countries are strikingly 
high, especially among the youth. The COVID-19 
pandemic also resulted in considerable chaos–including 
job loss to a large segment of the population. All these 
underline the need for strengthening social security for 
the unemployed. It is important to note that none of 
the South Asian countries have a universally applicable 
programme to address unemployment. Apart from 
designing schemes for transferring unemployment 
allowances, the possibility of designing employment 
guarantee schemes and workfare programmes (in line 
with MGNREGS in India) can also be explored. 

While discussing social security, there is a need to focus 
on inclusivity. The aim should be to extend social security 
benefits to all the needy without any exclusionary 
trends. Marginalised segments like women, the 
disabled, migrants and socially backward communities 
need to benefit appropriately from the social security 
provisions of the government. Addressing the rural 
bias is another paramount concern here. In most 
countries, the existing social security measures aim 
primarily for the rural population. There is a visible gap 
in social security for the urban poor. The country report 
on Bangladesh highlights this rural-urban divide in 
social security as a significant concern. In India also, the 
flagship employment guarantee scheme of the union 
government (i.e., MGNREGS) is exclusively meant for 
mitigating rural unemployment.

In view of the numerous shocks experienced by the 
labouring poor in the South Asia region, including 
the disruptions created by the pandemic, lockdowns, 
distress migration and environmental hazards, there is 
a need to analyse the policies governing the regulation 
of employment and livelihood rights in each of the 
countries in South Asia. This needs to be done with due 
attention to the right to social security and the shifting 
context of the growth and expansion of neoliberal 
regimes in these countries. The desirability of a region-
level strategy to address the climate crisis and its 
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impacts must be highlighted here. Climate does not 
respect national boundaries. The strategy might have 
to include country-specific disaster mitigation plans.

As the majority of the workforce in South Asia is 
concentrated in informal sector occupations, there is a 
need to ensure that the coverage and reach of social 
security measures need to be expanded beyond the 
small segment of formal workers. It is also important 
to effectively address the social security deficits of 
new forms of informal labour. Further, providing 
social security to the large segment of South Asia’s 
self-employed (own-account) workforce is another 
major concern. The discourse needs to shift towards 
universalisation; the large contribution of the informal 
sector to GDP in countries must be recognised while 
making the state and capital fiscally responsible for 
contributing to their social security.

Trimming down and targeting social security measures 
has become common in South Asian countries. It is 
desirable to reverse this trend by focusing more on the 
universal provision of social protection to all those who 
need such benefits. The ongoing efforts in countries like 
Bangladesh on universal food rights, universal primary 
education and universal primary healthcare must be 
strengthened. The relevant acts on the Right to Food, 
Education and Information (in the case of India) need 
to be taken as replicable prototypes. There could be 
country-specific demand for universal social security, 
backed by an elaborate framework design detailing 
the estimated fiscal cost and sources of finance. In the 
context of data asymmetry, any demands for universal 
provision of social security will become credible only 
when backed by hard data estimates. 

The deepening debt crisis in South Asian countries 
needs a critical analysis. This exercise will help provide 
a more insightful picture of the factors that have 
triggered the debt crisis and the resultant cut in social 
sector spending. Given the size of the debt burden, a 
people’s analysis of the actual beneficiaries and the 
bearers of the cost of this major initiative has to be a 
priority. The analysis might benefit from both a country 
and a region focus.

Though some social security interventions are based 
on contributory principles, the region is lagging 

considerably in providing unconditional transfer 
payments, such as old age pensions and assistance 
towards the destitute and the disabled. Thus, moving 
from contributory schemes to right-based non-
contributory schemes is necessary. Civil society must 
demand strengthening non-contributory social 
assistance programmes like old age pensions and 
expanding social insurance and pension programmes 
to more beneficiaries. Ensuring food security and 
enhancing livelihood are other essential aspects 
where region-specific demands must be articulated. 
Food/nutritive programmes like mid-day meals 
need to be replicated widely. Programmes like Public 
Distribution Systems (PDS) must return to the earlier 
mode of universal provision, as against the status-quo 
node of targeted provision. Alongside food security 
programmes, there is a need to introduce cash transfer 
programmes in situations where such systems are 
effective.

It is crucial to address the existing backwardness of 
women and the overall restrictions being imposed on 
women in terms of access to education, work and equal 
treatment. In the case of countries like Afghanistan, 
there is a need to build international solidarity against 
the major backslides on the rights of women in terms of 
getting primary and higher education, participating in 
work, migration of education and livelihood. Increasing 
incidence of social cankers like child marriages and 
gender-based violence also need to be addressed. At 
the same time, the unilateral power politics of powerful 
nations and multilateral organisations using economic 
sanctions and conditional aids to bring about social 
change also need to be questioned.

In all the South Asian countries, the state assumes a key 
role in ensuring adequate social security for the needy 
and the marginalised segments of the population. The 
most desirable step for the state in all these countries 
is to allocate higher shares of public spending on 
social expenditure and social security. The state can 
proactively strengthen the social security framework 
by promoting protective and promotive measures. 
Some specific interventions can be investing in 
education, healthcare and food-security measures; 
ensuring inclusive access to social goods and services; 
addressing rural-urban disparities; implementing 
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progressive taxation; and focusing on redistributive 
measures, favouring marginalised segments of the 
society (adopting land reforms, subsidies, transfer 
payments and others). While working on effectively 
implementing these interventions, the state should 
also actively involve all other relevant stakeholders, 
including NGOs, CBOs and beneficiary groups. 
Partnering with stakeholders can effectively address 
issues such as inclusion/exclusion errors, leakage of 
benefits, corruption and malpractices.

The countries in the South Asian region should have 
respective level policies on social security, which 
effectively strengthens the coverage and reach of social 
security interventions by introducing appropriate legal 
frameworks and replicable and universally applicable 
social security interventions. These countries have 
only some constitutional provisions, sporadic legal 
instruments and discrete social security measures. 
However, all these lack adequacy, coverage and 
efficacy, as there is no planning and vision backed by 
a well-designed policy on social security. The state 
can also promote the right-based and need-based 
provision of social security by designing, adopting 
and implementing appropriate national laws and 
international norms/guidelines. Ratifying and adopting 
relevant social security conventions of the ILO would 
be the first step for all South Asian countries in this 
direction.

All these suggestions are only as good as the active 
backing they can get from advocacy groups and peoples’ 
organisations. Building an alternative narrative has to 
be as much a political, as an intellectual exercise. It has 

to be a Gramscian exercise of organic development of 
alternatives that people can relate to and find credible 
enough to challenge the neoliberal orthodoxy that has 
ruled their lives across different political regimes. There 
are regional and global examples of such challenges 
that can be learned from. The country reports suggest 
some regional examples of these.

The region is going through difficult times. Insecurity 
leads to a decline in people’s trust in their own political 
power and further marginalisation of the vulnerable. 
The deepening of neoliberal approaches in political 
discourse is evident across the region. The notion of 
the ‘universal’ gets compromised in this context. In 
such a situation, coordinated and concerted efforts are 
required to strengthen solidarity among the deprived 
to enable them to realise social security as a matter of 
right. There are indications of some winds of change 
in some pockets in the region, where right-based and 
legally protected social security is demanded through 
solidarity and collective action of the needy and the 
deprived segments of the population. Such efforts 
need to be supported by all stakeholders who believe 
in strengthening decent livelihoods and dignity for 
the poor and vulnerable. The purpose of this exercise 
of bringing out a regional report on social security is 
also, in a small measure, an attempt to support these 
efforts for change and keep hope alive. Let us hope 
that, against all odds, the poor and downtrodden in 
South Asia will soon realise their basic social security 
right through solidarity movements and right-based 
struggles. To quote the Chilean revolutionary poet 
Pablo Neruda, ‘You can cut all the flowers but you 
cannot keep spring from coming.’
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1.6 Uniting for Social Security & Fundamental Rights
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1 Abridged Versions of Country Reports
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1.1 Social Security in Afghanistan: Combatting Fragile 
and Uncertain Livelihoods

- Niamatullah Dalili and Anjali Dhingra

1. Introduction

The Taliban takeover of the administration in 
Afghanistan on 15 August 2021 resulted in a multi-
layered economic, social, political and civil crisis, 
making millions of Afghans’ future uncertain. There are 
job losses, reduced household income, restrictions on 
employment and education for women, and limited 
access to necessities such as food, water, and healthcare. 
This burden piles up on the long-standing effects of the 
COVID-19 pandemic and the country’s severe droughts 
in the last couple of years. Afghanistan is gripped in a 
downward spiral of humanitarian challenges. 

This summary of the Afghanistan country report sheds 
light on poverty, social insecurity and the available 
social protection measures to combat these challenges. 
The methodology applied in preparing this report is 
primary data collection using surveys and available 
secondary and grey resources. 

The summary report has seven sections. Section 2 
briefly introduces the current country context, the 
social insecurity challenges, and the situation of 
women post the establishment of the Interim Taliban 
Administration (ITA) in 2021. A short description 
of the economic crisis and the importance of a 
strong state apparatus in Afghanistan is discussed in 
Section 3. Section 4 adds to the worsening economic 
situation, provides insights into the labour market and 
employment crises, and discusses the gendered angle 
of the crises. Section 5 discusses the country’s response 
to the COVID-19 pandemic and how the already existing 
challenges in Afghanistan were increased manifold 

during the pandemic. The social security responses, 
their challenges, and the barriers to accessing these 
provisions are summarised in Section 6. An additional 
challenge that Afghanistan is grappling with is climate 
change and associated poverty and vulnerability, 
which is explored in Section 7. 

2. An Overview of the Social Security Scenario 
in Afghanistan
The withdrawal of foreign troops from Afghanistan and 
the establishment of the Interim Taliban Administration 
(ITA) in 2021 worsened the already grave humanitarian 
situation in the country. Primary data collection in 
provinces reveals that at least 20 per cent of the 
families have been displaced at least once due to the 
rising political instability.1

Afghanistan was heavily dependent on international 
aid, which was cut with the change in the administration. 
The World Bank, US-led donor governments, the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF), USAID and the Asian 
Development Bank (ADB) suspended their funding. 
The suspension negatively affected the purchasing 
power and loss of household income for many Afghans. 
Social assistance measures such as cash programming, 
cash-for-work and livelihood support programmes 
were halted.2 The IDP (Internally Displaced People), 
vulnerable and displaced populations were further hit 
by the lack of issuance of TAZKIRA3 by the government.4 

1 Primary Data Collection by Sanayee Development Organization, Afghanistan, 2024.
2 Human Rights Watch. (Mar 2022). Afghanistan: Economic Roots of the Humanitarian 
Crisis. Human Rights Watch.
3 National Afghanistan ID card.
4 World Bank Group (Mar 2022). New World Bank Survey Offers a Snapshot of Living 
Conditions in Afghanistan. (n.d.) World Bank. 
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This resulted in a liquidity crisis, a shortage of currency 
and high inflation.5 Moreover, other crises, such as 
rising poverty, food insecurity and undernutrition, 
were already present in Afghanistan. About 70 per 
cent of the households in the country struggle to meet 
their basic needs.6 Even though there is a provision 
for some aid, only a tiny percentage, a meagre 8 per 
cent, have received it.7 Respondents also mentioned 
that they are more likely to accept cash assistance than 
in-kind. Moreover, NGOs have a wider reach than the 
government in assisting them.8 

3. Women and Social Security 
Currently, the challenges for women in Afghanistan are 
intersectional. The Taliban have imposed restrictions 
on women and their participation in everyday public 
life. Women cannot access secondary and tertiary 
education, have mobility restrictions and have been 
asked to restrict themselves to only jobs in the health 
and education sector.9 Women must be escorted by a 
male family member or a mahram when leaving their 
homes. Young girls and women have limited access 
to sexual and reproductive health care services and 
maternal and childcare services. Gender-based violence 
is rising with limited legal recourses for women.10

An estimated 22.1 million women, children, people 
with disabilities, the elderly and other marginalised and 
excluded groups are heavily reliant on international aid 
to support their humanitarian needs of food, WASH, 
shelter and health care.11 

4. Shifting Political Paradigms and Growth of 
Neo-liberal Policies.
This section discusses the role of market policies in 
state-building in Afghanistan. It touches upon the 
growing discontentment amongst the population 

5 Asian Development Bank. (Aug 2021). Afghanistan’s economy to rebound in 2021 
despite challenges. ADB.
6  Ibid.
7 World Bank Afghanistan Poverty and Equity Team (Oct 2023). The Afghanistan 
Welfare Monitoring Survey (AWMS) Report. World Bank Group & Afghanistan 
Futures.
8 Ibid.
9 Abbasi, F. (2024). A Disaster for the Foreseeable Future. Human Rights Watch. https://
www.hrw.org/report/2024/02/12/disaster-foreseeable-future/afghanistans-healthcare-
crisis.
10 Ibid.
11 McAuliffe, M., & Iqbal, M. (Feb 2022). Struggling to survive: Gender, displacement, 
and migration in Taliban-controlled Afghanistan. Centre for Strategic and International 
Studies.https://www.csis.org/analysis/struggling-survive-gender-displacement-and-
migration-taliban-controlled-afghanistan.

about a weak state, and the ever-increasing inequality 
as a consequence of overemphasis on market-centred 
growth, GDP and equating it with higher standards of 
living. Sanctions imposed on the ITA have deteriorated 
the economic situation. The Afghan currency is 
devalued, and import costs and inflation are at an all-
time high.12 Government employees have not been 
paid their salaries. All of this has resulted in a cost-
of-living crisis. Inequality has worsened, and Afghan 
society is a breeding ground for unrest.13 

The effects of war and unrest have always impacted 
Afghanistan. Therefore, it must be strengthened before 
market forces take charge of economic growth.14 
However, the state’s role has largely been overlooked 
since August 2021. The Securing Afghanistan’s Future 
proposal failed due to an over-emphasis on the market 
and is a testament to the fact that prioritising private 
sector-led growth for Afghanistan would harm the poor, 
neglect wealth inequality and cause social unrest.15 

For Afghanistan, balancing economic growth and 
addressing the long-standing effects of war, poverty, 
and insecurity is beneficial because of the persisting 
inequalities in the market within the current socio-
political power systems.

5. Employment Crisis, Migration and Changed 
Labour Situation
This section examines the employment scenario, labour 
conditions and working women in Afghanistan. Due to 
the political instability, a significant underemployment 
and unemployment crisis is looming over Afghanistan, 
coupled with a decline in the quality of jobs.16 Primary 
data suggests that about 60% of the surveyed 
population has expressed major concerns about their 
loss of employment and subsequent loss of income. 
Most households surveyed during the primary data 
collection also agreed that the crisis has severely 

12 World Bank Group. (Oct 2023) Afghanistan Development Update: Uncertainty After 
Fleeting Stability. The World Bank & Afghanistan Futures.
13 Human Rights Watch. (Dec 2022). Afghanistan: Events of 2022. Human Rights 
Watch. 
14 International Crisis Group. (Aug 2022). Afghanistan’s Security Challenges under 
the Taliban. ICG. https://www.crisisgroup.org/asia/south-asia/afghanistan/afghanistans-
security-challenges-under-taliban 
15 Popalzai, Z. (Dec 2012). Neo-liberal State-building and Displacement of the Afghan 
State. Centre for Conflict & Peace Studies, Afghanistan.
16 Ahmadi, B., Byrd, W. & Worden, S. (Nov 2023). Afghanistan’s Economy Once 
Again Nears the Precipice. United States Institute of Peace. https://www.usip.org/
publications/2023/11/afghanistans-economy-once-again-nears-precipice.
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impacted their household income and that they are 
struggling financially to meet their ends.17 

A shift towards casual and contractual work, with 
precarious employment conditions, has become more 
common. Wages are declining, the working conditions 
are abysmal, and labour is exploited without basic 
protection mechanisms (World Bank, 2022). There is 
an increase in rural employment as households are 
shifting towards farming and non-farming activities. 
Job-seeking is high in both rural and urban areas. This 
crisis has affected in and out-migration, which in turn is 
causing stress on the country’s already strained social 
security system (World Bank, 2022).

6. Gendered Dimension of the Employment 
Crises and Labour Situation
Girls and women bear a disproportionate burden 
of the employment crises. There are grave concerns 
about women’s rights in Afghanistan. Women are 
restricted from working and can only take employment 
in health and allied sectors. Even in the workplace, men 
and women are separated, and women are pressured 
to be chaperoned by a male member of the family or 
a maharam if their workplaces are beyond 48 miles 
from home. They are also asked to cover themselves 
while moving in public. They have limited access to 
education (secondary and tertiary) as well. 

Women’s well-being and development are jeopardised 
as they succumb to child labour and early marriages. 
Gender-based violence is also on the rise.18 To support 
women, several humanitarian organisations designated 
around US$414 million in 2002 for livelihood assistance. 
This allocation will cover activities such as backyard 
vegetable gardening, poultry, livestock, support with 
agriculture and vocational skills training.

7. Social Protection Deficits During COVID-19

This section highlights Afghanistan’s COVID-19 
experience. Kabul was severely affected by increasing 
daily cases during the first and second waves in 2020 
and 2021. The third and fourth waves were dealt slightly 
better with active health centres and hospitals in most 
17 Ibid.
18 Ibid.

parts of the provinces in the country.19 Despite this, 
only 30 per cent of the Covid vaccine doses reached 
the marginalised communities. During the survey, 
respondents expressed that the healthcare centres 
lacked an adequate number of vaccines for the entire 
population of the district. Most were dissatisfied with 
the government’s response in handling the crises.20 As 
of 2023, Afghanistan has recorded 222,074 confirmed 
COVID-19 cases, with 7,918 deaths. COVID-19 also 
deepened the existing gender and social inequalities. 
There were higher incidences of gender-based and 
intimate partner violence.21 Primary data also suggests 
that despite the availability of vaccines for free, 40 per 
cent of the families reported not having their female 
household members vaccinated. At the same time, all 
male respondents were immunised.22

8. Social Security Concerns in Afghanistan
Four key provisions address the challenges of food 
insecurity, unemployment and access to essential 
services.

-	 Cash Voucher Assistance (CVA): Humanitarian 
organisations in Afghanistan have increased 
the provision of cash voucher assistance from 
271 to 401 districts to combat rising food 
and fuel prices, job losses, and devaluation of 
the Afghan currency.23 This was intended to 
provide much-needed support to people, fulfil 
their vital needs and maintain a basic standard 
of living. However, CVA is affected by cash flow 
issues and currency fluctuations.

-	 Public Works (PWs) Initiatives: Public Works 
(PWs) initiatives, or cash-for-work (CfW) or 
food-for-work (FfW), are aimed at providing 
support (food security and income generation) 
for landless but able-bodied labourers24. The 
FAO and WFP recommend implementing these 
during the dry cropping season with activities 
like cleaning irrigation channels, water 

19 GCAAP, SDO & The People’s Vaccine Asia. (2022). Afghanistan civil society 
position on Covid pandemic and vaccination. Global Call to Action Against Poverty. 
20 Ibid.
21 Hossaini, K. (2020) Covid-19 in Afghanistan (7): The effects of the pandemic on the 
private lives and safety of women at home. Afghanistan Analysts Network.
22 Ibid.
23 World Bank. (2021). Afghanistan Development Update, April 2021: Setting Course 
to Recovery. World Bank, Washington, DC.
24  Ibid.
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reservoirs and kariz (ancient underground 
aqueducts).

-	 In-Kind Assistance and Food Insecurity: 
Afghanistan’s food insecurity is heightened 
due to conflict, instability, rising food costs, 
economic shocks and natural disasters like 
drought. Around 98% of people reported 
insufficient food intake, with women-
led households facing a disproportionate 
burden. In Herat, for instance, over 70% of the 
population has reported a significant increase 
in price for goods like cooking oil, wheat 
flour, chicken, rice and tea. Primary data also 
reveals that households spend roughly 55–80 
per cent of their monthly income to procure 
food. The drought has further increased 
problems such as food shortages, affecting 
85% of the agricultural livelihood-dependent 
population.25 Food shortages are also common, 
with 60 per cent of the families facing it at least 
once or twice, ranging between 35 to 60 days 
in the last six months.26

-	 Water, Sanitation and Hygiene (WASH) and 
Nutrition Needs: In Afghanistan, WASH and 
nutrition interventions are crucial. The UNOCHA 
(United Nations Office for the Coordination 
of Humanitarian Affairs) has estimated that 
approximately 10.4 million, including women, 
children and people with disabilities, require 
WASH interventions at an estimated US $332.8 
million funding in aid. The Humanitarian 
Response Plan (HRP) aims to increase access to 
approximately 21.5 million people affected by 
acute food insecurity, malnutrition and related 
diseases by the end of 2022.27

Challenges in Social Security Reforms
-	 Disruption of Social Insurance and Pension:  

Consultations were held between the 
erstwhile Afghan government and the World 
Bank to reform public sector pension plans. 

25 Integrated Food Security Phase Classification. (Oct 2021). Afghanistan. IPC 
Acute Food Insecurity Analysis. https://www.ipcinfo.org/ipc-country-analysis/
en/?country=AFG#:~:text=Afghanistan’s%20protracted%20food%20crisis%20
has,drought%2C%20%5B...%5D 
26 Ibid.
27 Ibid.

Benefits such as old age, survivor, disability 
pensions, and work-injury compensation were 
to be made more accessible and affordable to 
enhance financial sustainability. A new system 
based on defined contribution principles for 
future public employees was also supposed 
to be implemented. However, the events of 
August 2021 brought changes to these plans.28 

-	 Inefficiencies of the Delivery Systems: For 
nearly two decades, CDCs have played a crucial 
role in addressing various social, economic, 
and environmental challenges faced by local 
communities in Afghanistan. However, the 
involvement of unofficial governing bodies 
in distributing resources to beneficiaries has 
posed challenges, delays and inefficiencies 
in the delivery systems, posing harm to those 
in need. Additionally, the timely funding 
of projects for humanitarian organisations 
has faced financial constraints. Local NGOs 
and community development platforms are 
integral to delivering emergency services and 
livelihood support. 

Exclusion and Barriers to Access of Social Security 
Schemes 

-	 Gender Disparities: There are deep gender 
inequalities in the Afghan society. Women and 
girls face systemic discrimination, which limits 
their ability to benefit from available assistance 
programmes. Women’s mobility is severely 
restricted, and their participation in income-
generating activities is restricted, which in turn 
hampers their agency and decision-making 
power. Additionally, women are unable to 
access secondary and tertiary education. 

-	 Exclusion of Other Marginalised Groups: 
Beyond gender disparities, various other 
marginalised groups in Afghanistan face 
exclusion from social security schemes. 
Afghanistan boasts of rich ethnic and linguistic 
diversity. Sunnis largely make up the population, 

28 World Bank Group (2012). Afghanistan - Public sector pension scheme : from crisis 
management to comprehensive reform strategy. World Bank. Washington.
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with around 15 per cent Shi’as, roughly around 
40 million people. Hazaras, who form the 
majority of Shi’a, are considered one of the 
poorest ethnic groups in the country.29 Even 
the Kuchis and nomadic pastoralists of Pashtun 
and Baluch ethnicity reportedly have low 
access to public services and have high rates of 
illiteracy prevalent amongst these groups. The 
Kuchis have also been referred to as ‘probably 
the most destitute, least regarded, and least 
attended group in the Afghan population’30. 
Another group which is commonly confused 
with the Kuchis is gipsies or peripatetics. These 
include but are not limited to people practising 
professions such as pottery, music, barbers, 
sieve-making, petty peddlers, monkey trainers, 
snake charmers and blacksmiths. This group is 
generally discriminated against based on their 
profession.31 The other excluded groups are the 
religious minorities–the Hindus, Sikhs, Bahais, 
Christians, Ahmadis and Shi’ite Muslims.32 

-	 Lack of Government-Issued IDs, Including 
E-Tazkira (Samuel Hall & NRC, n.d): There are 
persistent challenges with the people lacking 
E-Tazkira, an important national identity 
document. Without this ID, people cannot 
access essential services like healthcare, 
education, and even voting. This lack of 
identification creates a situation of exclusion 
and marginalisation within Afghan society.

-	 Digital Exclusion: Digital exclusion is slowly 
gaining attention as a massive concern for social 
protection, as merely 12% of the population 
has access to the Internet.33 That population is 
highly concentrated in the urban areas. Other 
challenges include the inaccessibility of the 
infrastructure and the unavailability of content 

29 Siddique, A. & Khosrow, M. (2023). Afghanistan’s Shi’ite minority suffers 
“systematic discrimination” under Taliban rule. Radio Free Europe, Radio Liberty, 17 
July.
30 Ibid.
31 Ruttig, T. (2020). Citizens, finally, but no place to settle: The Magats, one of 
Afghanistan’s most marginalised minorities. Afghanistan Analysts Network.
32 Negah, F. & Siddique, A. (2023). “Forced to dress like a Muslim”: Taliban imposes 
restrictions on Afghanistan’s Sikh, Hindu minorities. Radio Free Europe, Radio Liberty, 
22 August.
33 Singh, R. (2019).Disclosable Version of the ISR - Afghanistan Digital CASA Project. 
World Bank. https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/
documentdetail/709181549232340161/disclosable-.

in locally spoken languages. This further 
exacerbates the barriers faced by vulnerable 
communities, including women and the 
elderly, as well as marginalised populations, 
displaced and conflict-affected populations 
and certain ethnic and linguistic groups. They 
carry an unequal share of this digital burden 
and cannot access welfare benefits linked with 
the government’s electronic national identity 
cards (e-NIC). 

9. Implications of Climate Change and 
Environmental Degradation
This section touches on the negative impact of 
climate change and environmental degradation of 
traditional livelihood practices and the environment 
in Afghanistan. Weather changes and frequent 
occurrences of natural disasters such as droughts, 
floods and landslides have proved challenging for the 
population with livelihoods dependent on traditional 
practices. Crop yields have decreased, and there is 
a loss of livestock, destruction of infrastructure, and 
increased poverty and vulnerability. Overuse and 
depletion of natural resources have led to significant 
environmental degradation.34

Approximately 60 per cent of the population has 
witnessed a change in the water level (ranging from 
less water to scarcity) and a change in the rainfall 
pattern from previous years. The Notre Dame Global 
Adaptation Index ranks Afghanistan fourth on the list of 
countries most at risk of a crisis and eighth on the least 
prepared to adapt.35 In 2023, agriculture in Afghanistan 
witnessed the combined effects of climate change and 
insecurity, also resulting from the clashes between the 
Taliban and the then government.

10. Conclusion 
The Taliban government is officially not recognised 
by the world, leading to a cut or halt in the essential 
foreign assistance that Afghanistan was dependent 
on. Afghanistan is glaring at a fiscal and liquidity crisis; 
there are concerns about anti-money laundering, 
34 Ibid.
35 UND Research & ND Gain. (Jan 2023). Country Index Technical Report. University 
of Notre Dame Global Adaptation Initiative. https://gain.nd.edu/assets/522870/nd_gain_
countryindextechreport_2023_01.pdf.
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and the private sector has collapsed as it has become 
expensive to withdraw money. Jobs are on the decline, 
and there is widespread panic and uncertainty among 
the Afghan population. 

Afghanistan is also looking at a severe humanitarian 
and development crisis. Long-standing effects of 
COVID-19, droughts in the last few decades and 
political instability have pushed people towards an 
imminent food and livelihood crisis. According to the 
IPC Preliminary Findings, the affected population is 
in Emergency or Crisis levels of acute food insecurity 
until March 2023.36 The Food Security and Agriculture 
Cluster (FSAC) has developed a comprehensive 
strategy to address this crisis by providing nutritious 
food or cash assistance and supporting domestic crop 
and livestock production. Primary data suggests that 
most households have received food or healthcare and 
WASH assistance at least twice in their lives.37

Women in Afghanistan have been facing major 
backslides on their rights and education front. There 
are restrictions from participating in the workforce 
and receiving secondary and tertiary education. There 
is an increased risk of child marriages and gender-
based violence. Thus, the momentum needed to put 
Afghanistan back onto the road of recovery will need 
sustained efforts from the ITA and the international 
community; this includes ensuring women’s 
participation in the economy and revitalising the 
financial and banking sectors.

36 IFSPC (2023). Afghanistan: Acute Food Insecurity Situation for September 2022 
- October 2022 and Projection for November 2022 - March 2023. IPC. https://www.
ipcinfo.org/ipc-country-analysis/details-map/en/c/1156740/. 
37 Ibid.

VIII. Recommendations
-	 Food security and livelihood: Provisions 

for consistent access to food nationwide, 

maintaining local food production and 

providing income support through vocational 

training.

-	 Social insurance and identification: Pensions 

and E-TAZKIRA should be available to all to 

benefit from social schemes.

-	 Disaster preparedness and response: Use 

of early warning detection systems, asset-

creation initiatives.

-	 Emergency response, shelter and assistance: 

Timely and sufficient access to emergency 

shelter, household items and seasonal aid. 

-	 Education: Community-based education for 

girls and boys, alternate learning solutions for 

adolescent girls for whom access to schools 

is restricted, and provision of school supplies, 

tents and infrastructure.

-	 Health and WASH: Provision of safe drinking 

water, equitable and inclusive access to 

health services and information, promotion of 

hygiene through handwashing and personal 

hygiene, and increased outreach to vulnerable 
populations.
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A.1 Humanitarian and Food Crises in Afghanistan



88 Social Security in South Asia: Inequality and Vulnerability

1.2 The Social Security Scenario in Bangladesh

- M. M. Akash

1. Introduction

At present, the number of people living under the 

poverty line in Bangladesh is at least 40 million. If the 

poverty income line is regarded as relative and the 

threshold fixed at higher points, the number of poor 

might even encompass 50–70% of the population. 

This means that after we consider the ‘vulnerable poor’ 

who are barely above the poverty line and are at risk of 

floundering anytime, the total number of the destitute 

could be between 80 million and 110 million.

The last BBS statistics show that from 2018 to 2023, 

urban poverty in Bangladesh had increased by 2.4 

percentage points (i.e., from 16.3% to 18.70%). On 

the other hand, rural poverty at the same time has 

decreased by 2.4 percentage points (from 24% to 

21.6%). These statistics imply no significant change in 

the headcount ratio of overall poverty in Bangladesh 

during the last five years. Also, there is an indication of 

outflow of rural poor, migrating into the urban areas. 

At about one point, everybody agrees that since 

independence, growth performance and absolute 

poverty reduction have been reasonably progressing 

fine in Bangladesh compared to other South Asian 

countries. However, democratic legitimacy was not 

possible either domestically or globally. From the social 

justice perspective, we see no progress in relative class 

disparity and discrimination. Inequality of income 

has reached the dangerous level of a measured Gini 

coefficient of almost 0.50 and has had a secular trend 

in the past and, most probably, nowadays has come 

to a limit where it impinges upon social stability and 

democratic politics. 

2. Glorious Start of Bangladesh

Bangladesh as an independent state started with a 

glorious pro-people constitution in 1971, on 16th 

December. In Articles 15(a), 15(b) and 15(c) of our 

constitution, ensuring the rights of food, clothing, 

shelter, education, medical care and security/

protection for all has been considered as a fundamental 

responsibility of the state. Moreover, Article 15(d) of 

the constitution instructs the state to arrange for social 

security for those suffering from undeserved want with 

no fault of their own.

The National Social Security Strategy 2015 has 

been devised following this constitutional directive. 

Accordingly, we observe that the primary aim of 

the vision described in the current national strategy 

paper is to create an adequate social safety net for 

the poor and vulnerable. Nevertheless, it has also 

been mentioned in the official government position 

paper that Bangladesh is on the verge of becoming 

a middle-income country. So, the number of poor 

and vulnerable people will gradually decrease as we 

become more developed. At that time, the people 

themselves or their recruiting organisations will be 

adequate to ensure their multidimensional security. 

In such a projected scenario, the role of the state will 

be in a regulatory capacity instead of providing direct 

assistance, i.e. the primary duty of the state would be to 

strictly implement the beneficial and safety-ensuring 

sections of labour law in the private sector and to 
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introduce progressive tax management systems in line 

with those of the welfare states so that the promised 

social security is ensured for all citizens of the country. 

In this context, the country paper tries to highlight the 

following significant issues.

3. Major Issues in Affirmative Action for the 
Disadvantaged

3.1. Allowances for Impoverished Sections of 
Population

Nearly 83% of employment in Bangladesh is still in the 

informal sector. As of yet, no pension scheme or similar 

system exists for rural workers. The government has 

introduced a minimal amount of old age allowance, 

widow allowance and insolvent freedom fighter 

allowance. These allowances are insufficient in two 

senses. They are supposed to be not only for the poor 

but also for the non-poor. However, these provisions 

have not even reached or covered all poor HHs. 

Sometimes there are frequently observed wrong 

inclusion and exclusion errors. Secondly, the amount of 

security payment is minimal and does not significantly 

affect the quality of life of the clients. Anybody can 

question how substantial a monthly stipend of 300 to 

400 taka or only 10 to 13 taka a day, i.e. only one-tenth 

of a dollar (assuming 100 tk.= 1 dollar) is. Therefore, 

there is no alternative to increasing the amount of 

allowance as well as coverage and a proper institutional 

democratic mechanism at the grassroots should do 

both. It is necessary to avoid the undesirable exclusion 

and inclusion errors in the current system. So, primarily, 

adequate budget allocation comes into play, but that 

alone is not sufficient.

3.2. The Urban Poor

As observed, the government conducts its social safety 

programmes primarily in rural regions. As a result, the 

problems of the urban poor largely go unnoticed. The 

issues of excessive house rent, sudden increase of prices 

of essential items resulting in the price shock, lack of 

availability as well as the recent rise in the government 

utility charges ( water, gas, electricity) and, above all, 

the lack of security and good governance resulting 

in harassment from thugs, extortionists and corrupt 

officials and absence of formal labour laws protections 

all these factors together results in an increase in the 

urban poverty rate from 18 per cent to 21 per cent 

during the last five years. The government has yet to 

develop a relevant working policy for the urban poor. 

Previously, there was a provision for rations for the 

impoverished; today this provision is limited to certain 

privileged classes like the members of law enforcement 

agencies.

3.3. Monitored Administration of Existing 
Programmes

The social safety net spearheads innumerable 

programmes in the villages. At present, around 

160 programmes are administered by 23 different 

ministries. These initiatives are beset with considerable 

overlapping, tugs-of-war and lack of mutual 

coordination, accountability and transparency. 

These myriad programmes need to be consolidated 

and properly coordinated, ensuring democratic 

transparency and accountability in lower tiers and 

answerability to a monitoring central authority to solve 

those issues. With this end in mind, the current strategy 

paper includes a proposal for special administrative 

reform. The role of the civil society and public 

organisations has been mentioned there. It is also 

necessary that the opinions of all the stakeholders be 

taken into consideration and, on that basis continuously 

update the institutions.

3.4. Corruption and Misuse

The problems of corruption, leakage, bribery, 

inefficiency and wastage are present everywhere, 

starting from the field level. Consequently, regardless 

of how much money the government spends on 

the poor, about 25–50 % fails to reach the proper 

recipients. Two types of problems arise here. On one 

side, genuine recipients are barred from entering the 

programme due to a so-called ‘Exclusion Error’. On the 

other hand, many relatively rich individuals have found 

their way into these programs through devious means 
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or by utilising the political clout of the powerful. This is 

known as ‘Inclusion Error’. Though these two problems 

are opposite, their solutions are, in fact, complementary 

to each other. Excluding one illegal entrant includes 

another authentic candidate; this process does not cost 

extra. Therefore, eliminating this problem is the first and 

foremost step for ensuring maximum efficiency and 

effectiveness of the allocated resources in this sector. 

What should be the ideal selection mechanism at the 

grassroots level is a matter best left to the democratic 

village council at the grassroots.

3.5. Redressal Mechanisms

No matter how flawless the selection process is, 

the beneficiaries of these programmes often voice 

some grievance or the other. No proper institutional 

mechanism exists for listening to and effectively 

solving these complaints through prompt initiatives. 

The present country paper calls for a red telephone 

with an effective authority behind it. 

4. Budget Issue

In the middle-income countries of the world, the 

average expenditure level in the social security sector 

ranges from 6 to 8 per cent of the GDP. In Bangladesh, 

this expenditure level is only 2 per cent of the GDP. 

It is more concerning that our policymakers want 

to keep it fixed within 3 to 4 per cent till now. They 

assume that the excluded poor will become self-

reliant from this inadequate allotment. However, it 

can be stated with certainty that even if they become 

employed, that will be mainly in the informal sector 

where the wage is low and the work conditions are 

terrible. Still, those informal sectors are free from the 

restraints of the government. Therefore, at the current 

level of governance and its reach, more is needed to 

effectively ensure the protection of the workers of the 

informal sectors. Consequently, affirmative policies for 

all informal sector employees must be arranged and 

introduced in a planned manner.

Hence, we should increase the net allotment and 

raise the collection of progressive direct taxes for that 

purpose. Additionally, if we maintain a general thumb 

rule of spending one-third of the gross budget for 

social (education, health care and social protection) 

sectors, we may expect to find a good result. The 

expenditure ratio related to the education-health-

social protection sector should equal 12 to 15 per 

cent of the GDP during ascension to a middle-income 

country. The percentage of gross public expenditure 

should then also be increased from 16% of the GDP to 

36%. However, policymakers can fix the phasing of the 

standard level of spending through discussion with the 

suppliers of revenue.

Only the enhancement in the total expenditure in the 

social sectors will not do. Allotment for the poor HHs 

should be increased first; for this purpose, the initiative 

of changing the interior combination of the social 

security budget should be undertaken. In the case of 

increasing the spending on basic needs, such as food, 

the relief mentality should be changed. Considering 

the right to food security as universal, the Right to Food 

Act policy can be developed by following India. We 

should concentrate more on the policy of ‘cash transfer’ 

and/or universal minimum income with a provision of 

employment for all instead of distributing food for free. 

5. Conclusion and Recommendations

Bangladesh must think boldly and adopt universal 

right-based social protection, such as the Universal 

Food Rights bill, Universal Primary Education Rights 

bill (up to at least 12th. Grade) and Universal Primary 

Health Care Rights bill (at least one free primary health 

clinic per 500 HHs). These bills should be adopted in 

the parliament signifying that they have become legal 

rights of the citizens irrespective of their class, creed 

and castes. The state must assume the role of duty 

holder to fulfil all these rights through public finance 

based sufficient supply of these public services for 
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all citizens and particularly for all children below 18 

years, especially those in poorer households. For the 

lean season, poverty or disaster-stricken areas may 

continue, especially old programmers now in vogue. 

In case of extreme poverty or chronic and structural 

poverty, we will need a multipronged strategy. Food, 

cash, training, and asset transfer should all be provided 

in a well-orchestrated manner and proper sequence to 

bring people above the extreme poverty line (a person 

who has only 1800 kcal of food energy equivalent). 

New innovative holistic programmers should be 

designed for them. Nutritional training should be 

attached to all food transfer programmes. If any social 

security programme is directed to a specific target 

group, geographic location (e.g. climate hazard area) 

or community, a pre-survey must be done to assess the 

specific needs of the targeted population. If necessary, 

the contents of the programme should be changed to 

make it needs-based.

Inclusion/exclusion errors should be minimised 
by following the proper procedure of enlisting the 
beneficiaries for the programme. The primary list 
should be prepared at the grassroots level, where all 
potential beneficiaries may participate and give their 
opinions about whom to include or not. In that case, 
any conflicting claim can be solved within the collective 
through democratic negotiation. The suggestions for 
inclusion/ exclusion can come from anybody living in 
that ward, from any local-level committee constituted 
to run social security programmes, local-level elected 
representatives and local-level government officials. 

A proper division of labour among the implementing 
agencies, i.e. government officials, NGOs and local 
elected bodies, should be specified for proper 
coordination and delivery of the services of each 
programme at the field level. A feedback mechanism 
from the beneficiaries should be arranged for 
accountability of the service delivery agencies. A quick 
disposal of all complaints and suggestions should help 
encourage the process of feedback.
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A.2 Sinking Land and Climate Migrants in Bangladesh
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1.3 Unveiling Bhutan’s Poverty Challenge and 
Social Security Scenario

- Govinda Rizal

1. Poverty and Inequality in Bhutan

Bhutan, nestled in the majestic Himalayas, often evokes 

images of tranquillity, cultural richness, and serenity. 

However, if we look beyond the surface, amidst its 

breathtaking landscapes, poverty is still a significant 

challenge that calls for attention. Although the Royal 

Government of Bhutan (RGoB) prioritises Gross 

National Happiness over Gross Domestic Product, 

poverty persists as a pressing concern regardless of the 

level of happiness. 

The national and international reports on poverty 

status in Bhutan paint a complex picture. Bhutanese 

authorities and various international organisations, such 

as the Asian Development Bank (ADB), International 

Monetary Fund (IMF), United Nations Development 

Program (UNDP), World Health Organization (WHO), 

United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and the World 

Bank Group (WBG) regularly publish reports on poverty 

in the country. These reports provide insights into 

Bhutanese poverty and emphasise disparities among 

demographics and geographical regions. 

The National Statistics Bureau (NSB) and the Bhutan 

Living Standard Surveys (BLSS) conduct periodic 

surveys offering insights into Bhutan’s poverty 

estimates. The South Asia Micro Database (SARMD) 

provides survey-based data from eight South Asian 

countries, aiding in understanding regional dynamics. 

Discussions with Bhutanese citizens and monitoring 

social media discussions are also included in the 

analysis.

The analysis of RGoB reports and informal information 

reveals a multifaceted scenario. The National Statistics 

Bureau (NSB) and Bhutan Living Standard Surveys 

(BLSS) periodically generate reports estimating 

Bhutan’s poverty rates. However, these reports often 

lack group-wise analyses, failing to adequately identify 

and report the conditions of marginalised groups, 

such as women, rural dwellers, ethnic minorities, and 

individuals whose citizenships have been revoked by 

the government due to political vengeance or their 

children who have not been granted citizenships at all. 

These groups face higher poverty rates and are often 

excluded from comprehensive poverty reduction 

strategies and programmes. 

With rich natural resources, Bhutan has a population 

of less than a million and a GDP of US$2.68 billion, 

has 12.4 per cent of the population living below the 

national poverty line of Nu 6,204 per month (USD 73.81 

per month).1 The geographical disparity in Bhutan’s 

poverty is apparent. Sixty-seven per cent of Bhutanese 

households live in rural areas. A little over 17 per cent of 

the rural population lives in poverty, while that number 

in the case of the urban population is only 4 per cent.

Comparing Bhutan’s poverty status with other South 

Asian countries and the world reveals distinctive 

patterns and challenges. While the RGoB publishes 

periodic reports emphasising significant strides in 

poverty reduction, its poverty rates remain higher 

compared to some of its South Asian counterparts. 

1 National Statistics Bureau. (2022). Bhutan Poverty Analysis Report 2022. World Bank 
& NSB. https://www.nsb.gov.bt/wp-content/uploads/dlm_uploads/2022/12/PAR-2022-
for-WEB.pdf.
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Factors such as gender discrimination, rural poverty, 

inadequate access to quality education and healthcare, 

limited job opportunities and out-migration of active 

workforce contribute to Bhutan’s unique poverty 

landscape.

Bhutan’s situation reflects progress and persistent 

challenges in the context of global poverty. 

International reports, aligned with RGoB findings, 

show poverty is primarily concentrated in rural areas, 

affecting a significant portion of the population. 

Despite RGoB’s public commitment to happiness and 

poverty reduction, disparities exist, showcasing the 

need for targeted interventions.

The challenges of unemployment, poverty and 

inequality are exacerbated by factors such as 

exploitative labour practices, limited access to financial 

services and the economy’s heavy reliance on a narrow 

range of industries like agriculture and tourism. Policy 

reforms focusing on gender equality, rural development 

and inclusive growth are imperative to reduce poverty. 

Economic diversification, investment in education and 

healthcare, empowerment of marginalised groups and 

enhanced access to financial services are crucial. 

National and international reports that shed some light 

on the complex nature of poverty emphasise the need 

for targeted policies and inclusive strategies. Bhutan’s 

journey to combat poverty lacks holistic approaches 

that address economic, social, geographical and 

institutional factors needed to create a conducive 

environment for the well-being of all its citizens.

This article delves into the complexities, highlighting 

the incongruity between its per-capita income and 

substantial international aid on the one hand and the 

continued existence of poverty, particularly in rural 

areas, on the other.

In 2008, there was a transition from an absolute 

to a constitutional monarchy that raised hopes for 

improved governance and poverty reduction. The initial 

optimism was short-lived, as the new government 

struggled with economic challenges and a perceived 

reluctance to address poverty seriously. The shift 

from an absolute monarchy to an electoral autocracy 

preserved substantial power within the royal family, 

hindering genuine democratic reforms.

One key factor inhibiting poverty reduction is the 

deliberate retention of part of the population in extreme 

poverty by the state mechanisms for a continuous 

supply of cheap labour. The RGoB strategically 

secures an active workforce of physical labourers by 

intentionally keeping them economically vulnerable. 

Reliance on manual labour and subsistence-only 

farming traps individuals in a cycle of poverty, limiting 

their opportunities for economic diversification and 

mechanisation.

Bhutan’s robust economic growth, reflected in a 4.7 

per cent annual GDP increase, has not contributed to 

shared prosperity for all. Despite this growth, Bhutan 

faces significant financial challenges, including a high 

debt-to-GDP ratio exceeding 130%, which exposes the 

economy to potential vulnerabilities. Poverty continues 

to hamper overall economic growth, limit investments 

in education and health, and worsen social inequality.

The recent pandemic further widened inequality 

and provided pretexts to the stakeholders to neglect 

efforts on poverty reduction. Business closures, job 

losses and income reductions disproportionately 

affected vulnerable groups like daily wage workers 

and those in the tourism and hospitality industries. 

Rural areas, already struggling with extreme poverty, 

faced additional challenges in accessing healthcare, 

education and economic opportunities. Food insecurity 

and disruptions in agricultural markets further 

deepened the poverty divide. There are indications of a 

slight decrease in poverty incidence, with estimations 

pointing to 0.4 per cent and 7.9 per cent in 2023, based 

on income thresholds of US$ 3.65 per day and US$ 6.85 

per day, respectively.

Additionally, in 2023, the unemployment rate in Bhutan 

remained at around 6.04 per cent. The overall youth 

unemployment rate was 15.9 per cent (Females: 18.3 

vs Males 13.4 per cent), and it is still a predominantly 

urban phenomenon (23.9 per cent) compared to rural 
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areas (9.4 per cent) in the same year. The impoverished 

demographics of Bhutan include women, illiterates, 

rural and remote dwellers, marginalised communities, 

and individuals whose citizenships were revoked on 

political grounds that made them stateless. As neither 

national nor international reports publish segmented 

data on these demographics, a crucial gap exists in 

understanding and addressing their plight. 

2. Determining Factors

Various economic factors fuel poverty in Bhutan, 

contributing to a challenging socioeconomic landscape. 

Poverty is disparately distributed across regions, with 

the Zhemgang District reporting the highest poverty 

rates, making it a significant contributor to national 

poverty. The youth unemployment rate reached 

28.6 per cent in 2022, surging by 7.7 percentage 

points compared to the previous year. This rise in 

unemployment, especially among young women, 

limits income opportunities and aggravates poverty. 

Limited access to financial services, a reliance on 

fluctuating industries like agriculture and tourism, and 

insufficient investment in crucial sectors add to the 

challenges in fair economic development. Exploitative 

labour practices, low wages, inadequate agricultural 

investment, market limitations, and inadequate 

vocational training perpetuate poverty cycles. 

Economic instability, marked by high inflation levels, 

hampers income stability and purchasing power, 

trapping individuals in vicious poverty.

In recent years, labour migration, particularly to India 

and global-north countries, has brought both positive 

and negative impacts. While remittances from migrant 

workers aid in poverty reduction, the shortage of 

workers in critical domestic sectors like agriculture 

severely hampers the Bhutanese economy and leaves 

families without primary earners. Forced migration has 

left areas deserted, affecting agricultural productivity 

and resulting in desolate landscapes. Addressing the 

complexities of poverty requires targeted interventions, 

policy reforms and investments to foster inclusive 

and sustainable economic development. These must 

encompass addressing unemployment, enhancing 

vocational training, bolstering diverse economic 

sectors, and mitigating the adverse effects of migration 

on communities. The intricate web of socioeconomic 

factors contributing to poverty underscores the 

urgency for holistic and strategic measures to break 

the cycle of deprivation and foster an equitable society.

The exclusion of specific demographic groups, 

particularly women and marginalised communities in 

Bhutan, contributes significantly to the perpetuation of 

poverty within the nation. Women, who constitute 49 

per cent of the population, encounter discrimination 

across various spheres of life, including education, 

employment and healthcare. Women have a lower 

literacy rate of 70 per cent, compared to 80 per cent for 

men. This disparity, especially prevalent among rural 

regions, hinders their prospects of escaping poverty. 

Moreover, the unemployment rate for women stands 

at 20 per cent, twice that of men, further limiting their 

economic opportunities. Women are underrepresented 

in decision-making roles and high-level state 

mechanisms. In addition to women, other marginalised 

groups, such as individuals with disabilities (5 per cent 

of the population), ethnic minorities (20 per cent of 

the population) and the elderly (10 per cent of the 

population), also face discrimination.

The multi-fold consequences of this exclusion include 

restrictions on access to education, healthcare and 

employment opportunities; fewer chances of securing 

stable jobs and improving their living standards; lack of 

access to social services, adding challenges in meeting 

basic needs like food, shelter and clothing; and 

amplification of the cycle of poverty. While the RGoB 

acknowledges these challenges, its efforts to promote 

gender equality, protect the rights of marginalised 

groups and provide necessary social services remain 

limited.

Bhutan faces trade deficits and import deficiencies, 

with a trade deficit of $1.2 billion in 2020 and an import-

to-export ratio of 13.5. This imbalance stems from 

several factors, including the country’s small economy, 

high production costs, and landlocked geographical 



96 Social Security in South Asia: Inequality and Vulnerability

position. The trade disparity affects the nation in many 

ways: draining foreign exchange, potentially causing 

inflation and leading to job losses as local businesses 

struggle to compete with cheaper imports. To counter 

these challenges, Bhutan must diversify its economy, 

boost exports and reduce production costs.

Social factors also significantly contribute to the 

persistence of poverty in Bhutan. Inequalities based 

on ethnicity, gender and disability create barriers, 

limiting marginalised groups’ access to resources and 

opportunities. Traditional norms and beliefs perpetuate 

poverty by restricting choices, particularly for women, 

hindering their pursuit of education and employment.

Despite making up half of Bhutan’s population, women 

and marginalised groups lack legal rights and land 

ownership, further impeding their ability to invest in 

economic ventures and secure a stable income.

Limited access to quality education, inadequate 

nutrition, language barriers and geographical 

remoteness further marginalise vulnerable 

communities, hindering their access to essential 

information and services.

Efforts to alleviate poverty must promote equal 

rights, challenge discriminatory practices, improve 

education and healthcare access, secure land rights 

for marginalised groups, enhance financial inclusion 

and provide targeted support. By addressing these 

underlying social factors, Bhutan can strive towards 

an equitable society, breaking the chains of poverty 

within its communities. 

3. Social Security Scenario in Bhutan

As the Constitution dictates, Social Security in Bhutan 

pledges to cater to the essential needs of all citizens, 

encompassing adequate provisions for food, clothing 

and housing. Despite legislative foundations such 

as the Civil Service Act of Bhutan (2010), Civil Service 

Reform Act of Bhutan 2022, Civil Society Act of 2007, 

and the Civil Society Organizations (Amendment) Act 

of Bhutan 2022, a formal social security system is yet to 

be introduced. Bhutan’s emphasis on projecting itself 

as a welfare state committed to the well-being and 

happiness of its populace contrasts starkly with the 

reality of only sporadic implementation of programmes 

and policies aimed at providing social protection.

The Civil Service Act extends retirement benefits, 

including a pension scheme benefiting government 

employees, leaving the remaining population 

without direct social security. The RGoB enforces 

various schemes prompting government employees 

to depart periodically; these include compulsory 

retirement, contract completion, special retirement, 

superannuation and voluntary resignations. Untimely 

exits from civil services surged from 1,284 employees 

in 2020 to 2,612 in 2022.

As per the 2017 census data, 2.1 per cent of Bhutan’s 

population, totalling 15,567 individuals, are living 

with disabilities. Among them, 12,512 lived in rural 

areas, with a higher prevalence of multiple disabilities 

compared to urban regions, attributed primarily to 

diseases or illnesses.

Amid the depths of the COVID-19 pandemic, Bhutanese 

nationals who had their citizenships revoked in the 

1990s faced a tragic predicament. Already burdened 

by statelessness, these individuals were deprived of 

state benefits and support intended to alleviate their 

profound suffering, intensifying their plight during the 

pandemic.

While the pandemic wreaked havoc globally, these 

marginalised individuals faced neglect, excluded from 

government aid that could have relieved them from 

their suffering. Meanwhile, a royal paramilitary force 

known as the Desuups or the Orange Army replaced 

compassion with authority, restricting movement and 

augmenting control.

The Desuups have become agents of suppression, 

curtailing the freedom of these individuals who were 

already limited in their movements. The citizens whose 

citizenship was revoked found themselves shackled 

by a decision that erased their existence from society, 

shattering their aspirations and reducing their dreams 

to faint whispers in the winds of their forgotten lives. 
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The pandemic accentuated the vulnerabilities and 

disparities within society. State benefits, intended 

as a lifeline for those affected by the pandemic, were 

unattainable for the stateless Bhutanese nationals. 

Abandoned by a system that disregarded their 

suffering, they bore the full brunt of the pandemic’s 

impact.

Their agony is still profound; each passing day is a 

reminder of their invisible status while the nation 

overlooks their plight. Their resilience in such adversity 

stands as a testament to the enduring capacity of the 

human spirit to face even the harshest circumstances. 

These tragic narratives urge action, pleading for justice 

and compassion. The situation of those individuals 

amid the COVID-19 pandemic underscores that 

genuine progress eludes a society that forsakes its 

most vulnerable members.

Governance and institutional shortcomings exert a 

significant influence in perpetuating poverty in Bhutan. 

Ineffectual governance coupled with corrupt practices 

results in misallocated resources, redirecting funds 

intended for vital sectors like transportation, education 

and healthcare. Political instability diverts resources 

from poverty alleviation initiatives, while deficient 

social protection programmes expose vulnerable 

groups to greater poverty risks. This diversion impedes 

impoverished communities’ access to crucial services. 

Furthermore, inadequate disaster preparedness 

leaves vulnerable populations defenceless against 

natural calamities, intensifying setbacks in poverty 

reduction. Marginalised individuals have limited 

access to justice and never-ending cycles of injustice 

and poverty. Insufficient financial literacy hampers 

economic opportunities, and inadequate investment 

in environmental conservation threatens livelihoods.

4. Readdressing the Obstacles
To redress these issues, Bhutan must prioritise 

transparency, accountability and good governance 

practices. It needs heightened investment in 

infrastructure, disaster resilience, justice access 

and social protection. Enhanced financial literacy, 

environmental conservation and policymaking 

focused on these aspects will pave the way for poverty 

reduction and sustainable development.

Limited access to healthcare and essential needs 

significantly contributes to Bhutan’s persistent poverty. 

Inadequate healthcare services and excessive costs pose 

challenges for financially disadvantaged individuals. 

Poor sanitation facilities worsen health issues, especially 

in rural areas. Inefficiencies in healthcare infrastructure 

and personnel aggravate health service availability, 

leading to residents abandoning homes due to water 

shortages. Insufficient access to affordable housing 

options heightens homelessness risks.

Addressing these health-related issues necessitates 

improved healthcare services, reduced costs, and 

better access to clean water, sanitation and hygiene. 

Enhancing remote areas with transportation, 

healthcare investments, and ensuring affordable 

housing options will relieve Bhutan’s poverty burden 

and improve health outcomes. Focused investments in 

healthcare, education and environmental conservation 

can uplift Bhutanese communities from poverty’s grip, 

fostering inclusive development.

Issues stemming from Bhutan’s political shifts and 

neoliberal policies have compounded challenges for 

the impoverished. The transition from monarchy to 

democracy was expected to empower citizens, but it 

protected the monarchy and legitimised autocratic 

behaviour, leading to extreme income inequality. 

Privatisation reduced state support, affecting essential 

services and exacerbating poverty. Neoliberal emphasis 

on economic growth disrupted traditional livelihoods, 

widened income disparities and eroded cultural values, 

amplifying the struggle for the poor.

Bhutan grapples with unresolved refugee issues, 

cultural preservation dilemmas and new challenges 

like income inequality and climate change impacts. 

Educational deficiencies, particularly in rural areas, 

hamper skill development and income generation, with 

political grievances leading to academic institutions’ 

suspension, resulting in illiteracy among marginalised 

groups.
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Media regulations stifling freedom of speech and 

a growing digital divide restrict access to diverse 

information and opportunities, exacerbating social 

exclusion and hindering poverty escape routes. 

Geographic remoteness, inadequate infrastructure 

and environmental challenges impede trade, 

investment and essential service access, amplifying 

poverty’s impact on local communities.

Bhutan’s quest to overcome poverty hinges 

on comprehensive strategies. Improvement in 

governance, healthcare, education, infrastructure, 

and environmental sustainability is vital. Bridging 

gaps in access, information, and resources can uplift 

communities and pave the path towards inclusive 

development.

The repercussions of climate change and 

environmental degradation disproportionately affect 

Bhutan’s poorer rural populace, intensifying their 

poverty. Depletion of natural resources disrupts 

livelihoods, especially for those reliant on agriculture 

and forestry. Erratic weather patterns and frequent 

natural disasters lead to food insecurity, income loss 

and reduced access to essentials like clean water and 

energy. Lacking resources and resilience, the poor 

spiral into deeper poverty.

To counteract poverty, RGoB must address root 

causes like inequality and discrimination, along 

with increased investments in accessible education, 

healthcare and formal job opportunities. Empowering 

individuals through education, skill development and 

entrepreneurship is vital. Leveraging digital resources 

and accessibility can bridge economic gaps, offering 

equal opportunities.

Comprehensive measures are necessary to ensure 

equitable opportunities and reduce poverty levels in 

the country. Embracing transformative commitments 

for citizen welfare is crucial, as is learning from 

neighbouring nations’ successful poverty alleviation 

endeavours.

5. Conclusion
In conclusion, the country report on Bhutan highlights 

the need for a multi-pronged approach to tackling 

poverty. This includes diversifying the economy beyond 

reliance on cheap labour, investing in education and 

healthcare, addressing rural-urban disparities and 

strengthening social security programmes. Furthermore, 

a critical look at the political system and its influence 

on poverty reduction efforts is crucial. Implementing 

genuine democratic reforms that empower citizen 

participation and hold authorities accountable could 

prove invaluable in tackling this complex issue.
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A.3 Stateless People of Bhutan with No Social Security
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1.4 The Social Security Scenario in India

- Sujata Gothoskar

1. Introduction

All peoples throughout human history have faced 

uncertainties brought on by a lack of livelihood 

opportunities, illness, disability, death, old age and 

other crises. These inevitable facets of life threaten 

one’s economic security and social well-being. These 

challenges are sought to be met in different ways in 

various social systems. 

With the development of industrialisation and 

capitalism, the concept of ‘work’ itself began to change. 

The division between work and employment, paid and 

unpaid labour, became starker. Often, the sites and 

locations of the two were different. The communitarian 

way of life changed. There was greater individualisation 

that also changed the concepts around social security. 

The current phase of rapacious and predatory 

capitalism has made these concerns graver. There is 

no recognition, even in terms of policymaking, that 

the increase in poverty and the widening inequality 

and precarity of work and life are not static issues or 

problems of particular individuals or even sections 

but are part of a structural problem that is not being 

addressed at its root.

2. Political and Economic Context in India

India is characterised by a workforce largely in the 

informal economy, with meagre wages, insecure 

and precarious work situations and rugged working 

conditions. The total labour force in India is about 430 

million. The proportion currently employed or looking 

for employment is 42.23 %, one of the lowest in the 

world. About 8 % of all households (roughly 21 million 

households) do not have any employed person; 30 % 

of the employed (approximately 130 million) are daily 

wage labour.1 

Women’s participation in the labour force in India has 

been drastically reducing, from 30.3 % in 1990 to 20.5 % 

in 20192 to 19 % in 20213. There is a significant gender 

wage gap, with women earning a mere 87.06 to 100 by 

men.4 India came at a dismal 143 out of 146 countries 

in 2022 in the Global Gender Gap Report’s category for 

economic participation and opportunities for women.5 

The workforce in India represents a broad spectrum. 

There are the ‘scheme’ workers like the Anganwadi 

workers, almost all women, who are not even recognised 

as workers. There are the gig workers, who now inhabit 

many more sectors of the economy.6 There are sections 

of workers in the ‘formal economy’ whose conditions of 

work and life are akin to those of the informal workers–

those in plantations, mines, and forests. These workers 

are often from marginalised communities–Aadivasis 

and Dalits and have been marginalised for generations. 

Another section that continues to be eluded by any 

‘development’ or modernisation for generations is 

workers who deal with waste–manual scavengers, 

workers involved in picking and sorting waste. This 

is hazardous work and, almost without exception, 

involves Dalit communities. 

The largest section, the self-employed, stood at 55.8 

% in 2021–22. This set of people includes hawkers and 

1 Chidambaram, P. (2023). Budget (3): Abandoning the poor. The Indian Express, 19 
February.
2 Kamdar, B, (2020). Women left behind: India’s falling Female Labour Participation. 
The Diplomat, 31 July.
3  Economic Times (2023). Narrative of India’s low labour force participation rate 
misses the reality: Economic survey. Economic Times, 31 January.
4 Dhamija, D. (Feb 2023). How many women work in India’s factories? Centre for 
Economic Data and Analysis.
5 Afridi F., Arora A., Dhar, D. & Mahagan, K. (2023). No working women, please. 
Indian Express, 1 April.
6 Sengupta, D. (2023). App alert: Don’t scream at the gig workers. LiveMint, 29 March.
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vendors, who are vulnerable to civic authority actions 

and police harassment and wage theft by contractors, 

employers, municipal and other authorities. Lack of 

respect and dignity has been well documented in 

almost all these workers.7 

According to the Economic Survey of India 2016-17, 

there were over a hundred million migrant workers 

in India. These are mainly from the Scheduled Castes 

and Tribes and, though officially ‘free’, work and live in 

conditions close to bondage, with continuous cycles 

of indebtedness. Sexual exploitation is rampant. Most 

of the migration of workers from their original habitat 

constitutes distress migration. Just 44 % of the migrants 

have been able to increase their income after making 

the move.8 The consequences of this were evident to 

everybody during the lockdowns.

Distress is so great and widespread that in the last 

two decades alone, about 25 million people have left 

agriculture. Climate change affects the disadvantaged 

sections in more ways than one.9 A rise in inflation 

implies a decline in real incomes and affects all aspects 

of the lives of the vulnerable. While the original sources 

of livelihoods of people are being systematically 

destroyed, there are no alternatives that policymakers 

have attempted. 

The economic growth in India has always been 

accompanied by rising income inequalities, especially 

since the early 1990s.10 This situation has worsened 

in the last decade, starting from demonetisation 

and GST and continuing with the pandemic and the 

poorly planned prolonged lockdown. The MSMEs 

that produce 30 % of India’s GDP, 45 % of its exports, 

and employ over 110 million workers have taken big 

hits.11 Even before the pandemic, debts had soared by 

84 % in rural and 42 % in urban India.12 The pandemic 
7 Ibid.
8 Sukumar, T. (2023). In charts: How Indians move within the country. LiveMint, 2 
December.
9 Mundle, S. (2023). How is India doing? Let’s look at some macroeconomic indicators. 
LiveMint, 24 August.
10 Ranade, C. G. (2020). The future of Inclusive Growth in India. Issues and Challenges 
of Inclusive Development: Essays in Honor of Prof. R. Radhakrishna, Economic & 
Political Weekly, Vol. 58, Issue No. 17, pp 91-100. https://www.epw.in/journal/2023/17/
commentary/future-inclusive-growth.html 
11 Mehta, P. B. (2022). Bloom vs Gloom. Indian Express, 16 November.
12 Ponnathpur, R. (2021). Even Before Pandemic, Debts Had Soared By 84% In Rural & 

and lockdown saw loan sharks in the form of micro-

finance companies combing villages as well as urban 

settlements. Malnutrition has increased enormously.13

India is one of the lowest public health spenders in the 

world, with a per capita spend of $20.19 by the Union 

and state governments.14 This results in substantial 

out-of-pocket expenditures for severely poor sections 

of the population. Health expenditure is one of the 

most important reasons for indebtedness, with about 

55 million Indians being pushed into poverty in a 

single year and over 38 million being pushed below 

the poverty line.15 According to the National Crime 

Record Bureau, daily wage earners were the largest 

single section who died by suicide in 2020 at 24.6%, a 

considerable jump–more than double from 12 % in the 

year 2014.16 This is the context in which we are looking 

at social security for the working people in India. 

3. Social Security in the Constitution

The Constitution of India guides all legislative, executive 

and judicial actions. Article 21 of the Constitution of 

India talks about protecting life and personal liberty. 

It says that no person shall be deprived of their life 

or personal liberty except according to procedure 

established by law. This Article has been interpreted 

by the Supreme Court of India, broadly and creatively, 

to include the right to livelihood. Part IV of the 

Constitution is titled ‘Directive Principles of State Policy’. 

These are directions to the state to devise schemes 

that address issues of social justice and upliftment of 

the downtrodden based on the principles of a welfare 

state. These include Article 38 to Article 43A. Labour is a 

subject in the concurrent list of the Indian Constitution; 

all India’s states and union territories have enacted 

their own state-specific labour laws over and above the 

central laws. 

42% In Urban India. IndiaSpend, 20 October.
13 Mishra, P. (2023). The Big Con. London Review of Books, Vol. 45, No. 8.
14 Duggal, R. & Thandassery, D. (2022). The remedy for India’s high IMR is to increase 
investment in primary health care. The Leaflet, 12 October.
15 Maurya, L. & Das, J. (2018). India’s Health Crisis. Down to Earth, 10 January.
16 Sharma, H. (2022). Daily wagers biggest group among suicide victims; ‘self-
employed persons’ registered biggest rise in deaths by suicides in 2021: NCRB. Indian 
Express, 30 August.
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4. Social Security and the International 
Labour Organisation (ILO)

According to ILO, social security is a human right that 

responds to the universal need for protection against 

certain life risks and social needs. Effective social 

security systems guarantee income security and health 

protection, thereby contributing to the prevention and 

reduction of poverty and inequality and the promotion 

of social inclusion and human dignity. 

The Conventions and Recommendations that make up 

the ILO’s standards framework on social security set 

out minimum standards of protection based on good 

practices from different regions of the world. They are 

based on the principle that each country must develop 

the required protection as it deems necessary in its 

own context. The Conventions and Recommendations 

of the ILO are a range of possibilities that countries can 

choose from for the betterment of their people and 

broader coverage.

5. Social Security and the Working People

The organised sector: Some of the legislations that 

have been enacted for social security of mainly formal 

sector workers are the Employees’ State Insurance Act, 

1948; Workmen’s Compensation Act, 1923; Employees’ 

Provident Fund and Miscellaneous Provisions Act, 

1952; Maternity Benefit Act, 1961, Payment of Gratuity 

Act, 1972, etc. 

Schemes for unorganised sector workers: The most 

marginalised workers are deprived of access to 

provisions and protection. Some of the social security 

provisions for the elderly among these sections include:

-	 National Social Assistance Programme (NSAP) 

is aimed at persons belonging to Below 

Poverty Line (BPL) households and includes 

five schemes. 

-	 Aam Aadmi Bima Yojana is meant for 

unorganised sector workers in case of natural 

or accidental death, etc. However, there is 

no allocation for this scheme in the current 

budget.

-	 A few schemes have been rolled out for women 

not covered under the Maternity Benefits Act 

of 1961. There are other schemes specifically 

for women in the health space.

-	 The Mahatma Gandhi National Rural 

Employment Guarantee Act (2005) aims to 

address the massive issue of unemployment 

and disguised unemployment in rural areas. It 

guarantees productive wage employment for 

at least 100 days in a financial year for every 

rural household. During the lockdowns, which 

resulted in a massive reverse migration from 

cities to villages, MNREGA was a crucial lifeline 

for millions of households in rural areas.  

Globally, governments allocate more than 15% of 

their GDP to social sector services, which enables 

citizens to access healthcare, education, pensions, 

unemployment benefits and other welfare benefits 

as their right. In India, however, these benefits are 

delivered as schemes. India allocates less than 9% of 

GDP to social sector services. 

Specific sections of workers addressed: In 2008, 

the central government enacted the Unorganised 

Workers’ Social Security Act. This Act aimed to extend 

social security measures to workers in the unorganised 

sector. However, no resources were allocated for its 

implementation. This has been a continuing feature 

of these sorts of legislative provisions. While there 

have been legislative provisions for head loaders in 

Maharashtra, for beedi workers, and for manual workers 

in Tamil Nadu, among others, domestic workers have 

been deprived of any provisions, although there have 

been attempts since the 1950s. 

Domestic workers: The Maharashtra Domestic Workers 

Welfare Board Act, 2008, was enacted with a similar 

motive – to extend social security benefits to domestic 

workers. The rules were framed in 2010. However, most 

of the legislation has been poorly implemented. The 

Maharashtra Domestic Workers Welfare Board Act, 

2008, like the Unorganised Workers’ Social Security Act, 

2008 has had severe constraints as no resources were 

allocated for its implementation too.
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6. Some Challenges: Labour Codes

India has some of the best legislation, including labour 

laws. The problem of tardy implementation has been 

plaguing workers and their trade unions. More recently, 

the Government of India has attempted to overhaul 

labour laws and framed four labour codes that are 

supposed to replace 29 central labour legislations. 

The formulation of these codes was done without any 

pre-legislative process. The four codes bring in new 

challenges to labour concerning various crucial aspects, 

including social security collective bargaining, the right 

to strike, stability of trade unions, interference with the 

internal functioning of trade unions, and sanctification 

of the practice of hire and fire through concepts like 

fixed contracts, (a concept being deployed for the first 

time, which means the end of the earlier concept of 

permanency in employment). 

Most of the protective clauses have been done away 

with. On the question of inspection in terms of the 

health and safety of workers or implementation of 

any other provisions, there will be no external audit 

or inspection. The employer must declare that he is 

abiding by all laws and rules. The restrictions that 

workers cannot access benefits if the establishment 

does not have a prescribed number of workers remain 

in some of the codes. 

7. Looking Ahead

The twin problems of massive unemployment on 

the one hand and lack of social security measures, 

especially in education, health and other services could 

be dealt with by simply putting in resources in these 

sectors. This would provide the much-needed social 

security measures like health, nutrition, education, 

housing, transportation, and old age security, among 

other provisions, and simultaneously provide equally 

needed employment to citizens, especially the youth. A 

beginning may be made by filling in the huge vacancies 

in these sectors by injecting adequate resources into 

these. While 65% of the population in India is under age 

35 and has been termed as a demographic dividend, if 

this youth population is not to be a disaster, there is a 

small window of opportunity.  

While there seems to be a gradual de-unionisation of 

the workers in the formal economy, there seems to 

be the opposite movement with large sections of the 

workers in some informal economy sectors, mainly 

services. Some of their demands are common, some 

more specific. However, an important common factor 

is the demand for recognition of their work, of them as 

workers, and social security in terms of access to health 

care and superannuation or gratuity and pension. 

The labour movements need to put their minds to this 

reality, build campaigns and support the organising of 

different sections of workers on common platforms. 

For example, there is an excellent and comprehensive 

health and safety mechanism called the Employees’ State 

Insurance Scheme (ESIC), run by the ESI Corporation. 

Briefly, this affords workers and their families several 

life-long benefits, including unemployment insurance, 

for instance, when workers meet with accidents. While 

the ESIC has many resources, the scheme is restricted 

to a few workers. It could be opened up to all workers. 

However, as ESIS is narrowly targeted, it has been run 

down over the years. Even workers eligible for benefits 

under the ESIC do not get those, as in the case of public 

hospitals or the PDS.

This is just one example of the situation and a possible 

campaign that could revitalise the labour movement 

and give concrete rights and benefits back into the 

hands of workers. This could also be around other 

rights like rights to Provident Fund, to pensions, to 

gratuity, to a living wage, to better working conditions, 

to a secure working environment etc. The legislative 

framework and provisions exist. We need to reimagine 

those and tailor them to the different situations of 

different sections of unorganised workers. Various 

articles in our Constitution ensure social protection or 

social security. The bottom line is to build bridges with 

other sections of workers on typical demands, which 

are just too many. 
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8. Implementation

The usual refrain to counter any proposals for social 

security provisions for the working people has been a 

lack of resources. We need to look at the resources we 

as a people accumulate through the taxes we pay to 

the government on every minor commodity we buy 

and what happens to those resources. Between just 

2015-16 and 2018-19, 90 % of the loans of prominent 

industrialists were written off. Of the Rs. 1,65,0000+ 

million written off by the State Bank of India, only 

7.16% was given to agriculture, but 65%, i.e., Rs. 39.1 

lakh million, went to large corporations. This is besides 

waiver of taxes like property tax, capital gains tax and 

many more. According to a report in Business Standard, 

just the top 12 corporate NPAs cost the exchequer 

twice as much as farm loan waivers.17 

In 2019, the Central Government reduced the corporate 

tax slabs from 30% to 22%, with newly incorporated 

companies paying a lower percentage (15%). This 

change in the taxation policy resulted in a total loss 

of Rs. 18.4 lakh million. This contributed to the 10% 

17 Prasad, R., Gupta, G. & IndiaSpend (2019). Top 12 corporate NPAs cost exchequer 
twice as much as farm loan waivers. Business Times, 18 February.

downward revision of tax revenue estimates in 2019-

20. The Goods and Services Tax and increased excise 

duties on diesel and petrol compensated for this. 

The indirect nature of the GST and fuel taxes makes 

them regressive, which invariably burdens the most 

marginalised.18 This was an unabashed policy of taking 

out of the pockets of the poor and lining the pockets 

of the rich.

Estimates by Oxfam also indicate that taxing a relatively 

few billionaires would be enough to fund healthcare 

schemes, including Adivasis, nutrition programmes, 

education schemes, getting children back into schools, 

mid-day meal programmes and much more. 

Lack of resources is not the reason for the consistent 

non-implementation of social security measures 

for working people. It is a question of priorities and 

perspectives of the ruling parties who have formed 

governments up until now and those that back these. 

These priorities must include the basic needs and rights 

of citizens and working people, including their right to 

dignity, self-respect, social security and a secure future.

18 Oxfam India. (2023). Survival of the Richest: The India Story, Oxfam India, New 
Delhi, p. 8.
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A.4 Treating Gig Workers in India Like Software
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1.5 Dynamics of Security in the Maldives: 
Perspectives on Social and Environmental Security

- Aishath Hassan and Aminath Shazly1 

1. Introduction
With 20 administrative atolls and 1190 islands, the 
Maldives is a Small Island Developing State in the 
Indian Ocean. The World Bank has categorised it as a 
high-income nation experiencing strong economic 
expansion. The Maldives’s gross national income (GNI) 
per capita rose by 4.74 per cent in 2018 to $10,160 in 
2019, but after the COVID-19 epidemic, it fell by 33.27 
per cent. Nonetheless, due to an increased number 
of tourists, the nation has kept up a solid growth 
momentum in 2023 and is expected to continue 
growing and reducing poverty. The Maldives’s 2021 
HDI score of 0.747 places the nation in the high human 
development category. Increased life expectancy at 
birth, predicted, and mean years of education show 
improvements in this area. The country is the only 
MDG++ (Millennium Development Goals) in South 
Asia and has already met five of the eight MDGs ahead 
of time. It falls short, meanwhile, in terms of women’s 
economic engagement, opportunities, and political 
empowerment. With people majorly residing in atolls, 
28% of the population was multi-dimensionally poor 
in 2016. Compared to other age groups, children are 
more likely to be multi-dimensionally poor, and 34% of 
households with children aged 0 to 17 are MPI poor.

There are still significant disparities in wealth 
distribution, child poverty, malnourishment, access to 
affordable housing, high rates of young unemployment, 
problems with the environment, water, and sanitation, 
and exposure to abuse, neglect, and violence. The 
substantial MDG progress made in the Maldives falls 
short in front of these developments. Between 2005 

and 2008, the Social Protection Index (SPI) for Asia 
and the Pacific assisted in evaluating, quantifying, 
and contrasting Social Protection initiatives in terms 
of costs, coverage, distribution, and impact on the 
impoverished and vulnerable population. The Maldives 
spent 3.0 per cent of GDP in 2009 and had the second-
highest SPI -0.073 (Social Progress Index).

2. Social Protection Programmes in Maldives
The Theemuge Fund, a unique welfare fund, was used 
to handle livelihood risks and other illnesses before the 
establishment of democracy in 2008. A certain amount 
of US$3 million was set aside in 2008 specifically to 
be given to the underprivileged to enhance social 
welfare in the nation. The National Social Protection 
Agency was founded in 2008 under the National 
Health Insurance Act and by an executive order under 
the same act to carry out government-selected social 
protection initiatives.

Social security, social assistance, and welfare initiatives 
make up the Maldives’s social protection system, 
according to their Strategic Action Plan for 2019–2023. 
As per the government’s Strategic Action Plan (SAP), 
social protection is being acknowledged as a legally 
enforceable human rights-based approach (HRBA), and 
the progressive realisation of these rights is subject to 
the constraints of the state’s capacity and resource 
availability.

Madana, a social health insurance scheme, was instituted 
in 2008 and replaced by Aasandha in 2012. Husnuvaa 
Aasandha, a universal health programme, was launched 
in February 2014, covering all transportation costs for 

1 Preparations for this paper were assisted by Anjana Keshav
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emergency cases, annual medical checkups for people 
over the age of 30 and children under the age of 18 
years, all medical costs associated with pregnancy, 
and treatment costs for people with special needs and 
terminally ill patients. The Strategic Action Plan (SAP) 
for 2019–2023, launched by the Maldives government, 
states that social security, social assistance, and welfare 
schemes are all included in social protection.

To address food and nutrition challenges, Maldives 
has implemented several programmes, such as the 
School Breakfast Programme and the Food Assistance 
Programme. Under the Food Assistance Programme, 
those needing financial assistance can buy staple foods, 
including rice, flour, and sugar. Nonetheless, there 
has been disagreement over the government’s food 
subsidy programme, with some calling for changes to 
eliminate its universal nature. Through the National 
Social Protection Agency (NSPA), the government 
implemented targeted subsidies for lower-income 
bands and raised control prices for these commodities 
in 2016. The COVID-19 epidemic has caused staple 
food prices to rise, which has impacted the Maldives’s 
supply of necessary food goods. Launched in January 
2019, the School Breakfast Programme seeks to teach 
children food etiquette, promote good eating habits, 
and offer nourishment based on their growth needs. 
Through the programme, 57,817 students from 180 
islands have received a wholesome breakfast. The 
COVID-19 epidemic, however, forced the programme’s 
suspension, and children were simply given a boiled 
egg and a milk packet. When the service started again 
in 2022, breakfast was limited to students in need and 
described as a ‘need-based’ programme to cut down 
on waste. These programmes aim to improve food 
and nutrition in the Maldives while addressing the 
obstacles the nation faces.

3. Social Protection and Assistance for the 
Elderly
The country has a significant elderly population, 
with approximately 17,000 older adults aged 65 and 
above. This ageing population is expected to double 
by 2030, impacting the economy and society. The 
Maldives Pension Administration Office (MPAO) was 
established in 2009 to administer and manage pension 

schemes, provide retirement pensions, pay old-age 
basic pensions, formulate regulations, standards, 
and guidelines to operate schemes, and conduct 
awareness programs on schemes established under 
the Pension Act. The Senior Citizen’s Allowance (SCA), 
also known as the Old-Age Basic Pension Scheme 
(OABP), provides financial security for the elderly by 
providing a minimum level of pension. The allowance 
is given monthly to people aged 65 and above, with 
the largest portion of contributions coming from the 
private sector. By the end of 2022, the total number of 
net beneficiaries was 20,593, and MVR 1.16 billion was 
disbursed to beneficiaries registered with the Pension 
Office to receive Basic Pension.

However, there have been cases of manipulation 
of financial assistance and elderly abuse by family 
relatives or caretakers to gain access to their basic 
pensions. Housing is an extremely sensitive social 
issue faced in the Maldives, impacting the health and 
well-being of individuals, including social exclusion, 
youth delinquency, and increased divorce rates. The 
Maldives Retirement Pension Scheme (MRPS) aims to 
ensure that beneficiaries can save a portion of their 
income while they work and enable them to support 
themselves upon retirement financially. By the end 
of 2022, 118,790 employees across 3,212 registered 
employers were actively enrolled under the MRPS, with 
the larger portion of contributions coming from the 
private sector.

4. Issues Related to Informal Sector and 
Migrant Workers
Labour market interventions include the Employment 
Skills Training Project, financed jointly by the Asian 
Development Bank and the Ministry of Human 
Resources, Employment, and Labour. The Minimum 
Wage Order was adopted for MVR 7000 but does 
not include expatriate workers, which has attracted 
criticism. The ILO’s Minimum Wage Report on the 
Maldives (2019) recommends that mechanisms for 
implementing minimum wage in the Maldives work 
effectively per international labour standards and the 
ILO’s minimum wage policy guidelines. The Sustainable 
and Integrated Labour Services (SAILS) project, 
assisted by the World Bank, aims to strengthen social 
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security in the Maldives. Unemployment insurance for 
providing financial security for unemployed people in 
the Maldives is planned to be implemented in 2027, 
with technical and financial assistance provided by 
the World Bank. The Job Centre established at the 
Economic Ministry will be expanded to facilitate easy 
access to services for the public.

The Maldives face serious labour and migration issues, 
particularly in tourism. With foreigners constituting 
16% of the resident population, the country is expected 
to reach almost 50% by 2054. Migrant workers from 
Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, and India have been reported to 
face discrimination, violations of labour rights, forced 
labour, debt bondage, and human rights violations. 
Labour trafficking is a major issue, and efforts to 
address it include the establishment of the Office 
of Anti-Human Trafficking and amendments to the 
Prevention of Human Trafficking Act.

The tourism sector, one of the Maldives’s most 
important sources of revenue, has been accused of 
discrimination against Maldivian individuals working 
in resorts. Employers do not enrol migrant workers in 
the Maldives Retirement Pension Scheme, and migrant 
workers are not entitled to any social security measures. 
The country’s endorsement of the Global Compact for 
Migration is expected to align international labour 
and migration standards with national development 
strategies.

The government introduced the Beyas Nubeyas 
Scheme in 2015 to support and incentivise fishermen to 
sustain themselves in fisheries and agriculture during 

low-income and climate change episodes. The scheme 
is voluntary and is contributory, with participants 
paying a yearly premium. However, concerns have 
been raised over the design and implementation of 
the scheme, as well as the intention and sustainability 
of the scheme for future generations. The government 
also introduced an Income Support Allowance (ISA) 
to support idle workers and freelancers during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. By July 2020, 6,638 people were 
enrolled in the scheme, providing benefits to 22,946 
individuals.

5. Conclusion
The Maldives faces challenges in the education 
sector due to its geographically dispersed population 
and quality issues. The regulatory framework 
needs improvement, and progressive taxation is 
recommended to finance social protection. The World 
Report 2023 by Human Rights Watch highlights issues 
like criminal justice reform, subordination of women, 
gender stereotyping, and religious conservatism. 
The Maldives’s new President, Dr Mohamed Muizzu, 
pledges to promote state security, address public 
debt, and revitalise the economy. He also emphasises 
the need for a national development master plan 
and greater transparency to address corruption, 
misappropriation, and abuse of power. On the climate 
front, the President’s recent signing of the Waste 
Management Act raises concerns about the threat to 
people’s health and a healthy environment, as well 
as the government’s commitment to address climate 
change. However, the Maldives remains uncertain 
about addressing these security issues effectively. 
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A.5 Migrant Workers Stuck with No Social Security in Maldives



110 Social Security in South Asia: Inequality and Vulnerability

1.6 Social Security in Nepal: 
Determinants, Deficits and Emerging Concerns

- Indu Tuladhar

1. Social Security in Nepal: Historical 
Background
As a concept, Social Security was introduced to Nepal 
during the Rana regime in 1934 when the Sainik 
Drabya Kosh (Military Money Fund) provided gratuity 
payments to injured soldiers returning from serving in 
the British Army during World War II.1 Over time, social 
security in Nepal evolved, leading to the establishing 
of the Employees Provident Fund as an autonomous 
body in 1962. The constitutional history of social 
protection in Nepal began in 1990, following the first 
People’s Movement, leading to the introduction of the 
Constitution of the Kingdom of Nepal. The Constitution 
recognised the state’s responsibility towards education, 
health, and social security for vulnerable groups. The 
Citizens Investment Trust was established in 1991, and 
subsequent five-year plans focused on the needs of 
disabled individuals, women, and children. In 1994, 
the Old Age Allowance Programme was introduced, 
and in 1995, a Universal Social Pension System 
targeted individuals with disabilities, widows over 
60, and seniors over 75.2 The Ninth Plan (1997-2002) 
focused on underprivileged populations, particularly 
Dalits and ethnic groups, while the Tenth Plan (2002-
2007) identified social exclusion as a key determinant 
of poverty. The Maoist Civil War of 1996 led to a 
peace agreement in 2006, culminating in the Interim 
Constitution of Nepal, which declared the right to social 
security a fundamental right. The Constitution of Nepal 
in 2015 expanded social security as a fundamental 
right, leading to over 80 social protection initiatives.3

1 SPCSN (2019). Handbook on Social Protection Programme, Social Protection Civil 
Society Network, Nepal. https://dpnet.org.np/resource-detail/561.
2 Drucza, K. (2016). Social Inclusion and Social Protection in Nepal. Deakin University. 
https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/Social-inclusion-and-social-protection-in-Nepal-
Drucza/f8a8280e43ef6c4d5fc9989a4f9f25cd5d6fe9f3.
3 NCP (2023). Leave No One Behind. Government of Nepal, Kathmandu. p. 13.

2. National Legal and Policy Framework
The Constitution of Nepal envisions guiding the country 
toward a democratic socialist path, emphasising 
a commitment to socialism rooted in democratic 
principles encompassing economic, social and political 
dimensions. It also recognises diversity, inclusivity, 
and eradicating discrimination. The economic system 
described in the Constitution is based on democratic 
socialism, which focuses on public ownership, fair 
distribution, and social protection. It recognises the 
role of the public, private, and cooperative sectors in 
fostering economic development while also aiming to 
eliminate economic inequality and promote national 
economic independence. It also includes principles for 
a welfare state, emphasising equal rights, opportunities, 
and security for all individuals.

The Constitution goes beyond market-driven 
economies and focuses on economic justice, human 
development, sustainable development, and poverty 
reduction. It guarantees 31 fundamental rights, 
including Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights (ESCR) 
and social security. These rights encompass universal 
rights, targeted rights for marginalised groups, and 
labour rights for all workers. The Constitution of 
Nepal guarantees interconnected fundamental rights, 
encompassing civil, political, economic, social, and 
cultural rights. The fulfilment of these rights is essential 
for a dignified existence. Economic justice is supported 
by rights such as equality, property, environment, 
education, work, health, food, housing, social justice, 
security, and consumer rights. Special group rights 
are also recognised for women, children, Dalits, and 
elderly individuals. These rights are considered integral 
to living with dignity.
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Additionally, the Constitution includes specific articles 
to ensure social security rights for citizens. In Nepal, 
Acts and legislations provide social protection for 
various groups, including children, single women, 
impoverished individuals, disabled citizens, and 
marginalised tribes. These Acts encompass support 
mechanisms such as financial aid, access to services, 
disaster assistance, special reservations and facilities 
for marginalised citizens. 

3. Assessment of Nepal’s Social Security 
Scenario
Nepal’s social protection system uses the terms ‘social 
protection’ and ‘social security’ interchangeably. It 
classifies social security into three divisions: social 
assistance, contribution-based social security, and 
labour market/employment initiatives.4 However, 
these categorisations do not align with international 
standards, posing programme design, coverage and 
implementation challenges.

Despite Nepal’s progress in extending social protection 
to marginalised populations, the fiscal year 2020–
2021 saw a budget allocation of 4.9% of the GDP, 
surpassing the 15th Development Plan goal of 13.7%.5 
However, coverage goals were not achieved despite 
exceeding expenditure targets, underscoring design, 
implementation, and service quality weaknesses. 
In the informal sectors of the economy, daily wage 
workers and small-scale manufacturing employees 
lack sufficient social protection, as most programmes 
currently in action are geared towards workers in the 
formal sectors of the economy.

Human Rights Watch has criticised the Nepali 
government’s target approach to social security, 
hindering vulnerable households from accessing 
social security entitlements.6 Children and informal 
workers are largely overlooked, with minimal budget 
allocations and coverage, perpetuating inequality, 
violating international standards, and undermining 
economic recovery efforts.
4 NCP (2022). Integrated National Social Protection Framework, National Planning 
Commission, 2022. Government of Nepal, Kathmandu.
5 ILO (2023.) Extending social protection for all in Nepal. International Labour 
Organisation.
6 Human Rights Watch (2023). Nepal’s Social Protection System Reinforces Inequality: 
Expand the Child Grant; Include Informal Workers. Human Rights Watch.

Acknowledging these limitations, the government 
outlined strategies and policies in the fifteenth plan 
to expand social assistance, strengthen contribution-
based social security, and enhance disaster-
sensitive programmes. The plan also emphasises 
intergovernmental coordination and collaboration, 
focusing on developing an integrated social security 
information system.

Budget allocation for social protection has fluctuated 
recently, with a notable growth rate in 2018/19, 
followed by a negative growth rate in the subsequent 
year due to the COVID-19 pandemic’s impact on social 
stability and the economy. Despite these fluctuations, 
the social protection to GDP ratio remains relatively 
low, indicating a need for consistent attention to meet 
the growing demand for social services.

4. Employment Crisis, Migration and 
Changed Labouring Situations
The employment rate is a crucial indicator of a country’s 
development, reflecting economic growth and per 
capita income. Despite two decades of Structural 
Adjustment Programmes (SAP) and economic 
liberalisation, Nepal struggles to generate employment, 
hindering its development.7 Unemployment, especially 
among individuals aged 15-29, stands at 19.2 per 
cent, emphasising the quantitative aspect of the 
employment challenge.

Despite introducing the Right to Employment Act, 
Nepal’s unemployment support is lacking, with limited 
financial aid and entrepreneurial options. The PMEP 
and YSEF programmes only help 19.7% of registered 
jobless individuals, excluding underemployed workers 
and facing budget issues for unskilled jobs.

PMEP beneficiaries received an average of 76 workdays 
in 2020-21, falling short of the 100-day guarantee, with 
income inadequacies compared to national minimum 
wage standards. The Contribution-based Social Security 
Act of 2017 left gaps in unemployment protection. 
Furthermore, internal and external migration has 
been a significant trend in Nepal, driven by improved 

7 Bashyal, K.(2020). Migration in South Asia Poverty and Vulnerability, Nepal Poverty 
Report. SAAPE.
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prospects and employment opportunities. Foreign 
employment contributes 32 per cent to the GDP, 
relying heavily on remittances.8 However, this reliance 
poses risks, impacting domestic industries and long-
term sustainability.

The COVID-19 pandemic temporarily disrupted 
migration trends, leading to a surge in individuals 
seeking foreign employment in Nepal. The 
government responded by shifting policies to facilitate 
more opportunities for foreign employment, raising 
concerns about long-term economic stability. In 
response to migration challenges, the government 
introduced guidelines in December 2022, expanding 
the social safety net for migrant workers. This initiative 
allocates contributions for accidents, disability, old-age 
security, and funeral expenses, enhancing protection 
for Nepali workers abroad.9 While remittances are 
crucial for Nepal’s economy, the government’s focus on 
fostering domestic industries is essential for sustained 
development.

5. Shifting Political Paradigms and Growth of 
Neoliberal Policies
Neoliberal principles emphasising free trade, 
deregulation, and reduced government spending have 
reshaped public policies, resulting in decreased public 
service capacity and withdrawal from marginalised 
communities. In the mid-1980s, neoliberalism gained 
prominence after 1990, aligning with international 
financial institutions like the IMF, World Bank, and 
ADB.10 

Structural Adjustment Packages aimed at downsizing 
the public sector resulted in reduced government 
expenditure, especially in social sectors. Despite efforts 
by international organisations to alleviate poverty in 
Nepal, divergent ideologies and a lack of collaboration 
hinder the effective implementation of the National 
Social Security Framework.

The World Bank and ADB play pivotal roles in 

8 Wahab, A. & Hamidi, M. (2022). COVID-19 pandemic and the changing views of 
mobility: The case of Nepal-Malaysia migration corridor. Comparative Migration 
Studies, 10(1) 44.
9 Social Security Fund Website, Nepal. https://www.ssf.gov.np/.
10 Gautam, N. (2019). Universal Social Protection in Nepal: What is Left to 
do? International Institute of Social Studies. https://spcsnnepal.org/wp-content/
uploads/2021/11/Gautam-Neha_MA_2018_19_SPD.pdf.

shaping social protection policies. While the World 
Bank emphasises risk management through non-
contributory measures, the ADB focuses on labour-
centric policies for inclusive growth. However, these 
approaches may inadvertently promote reliance on 
market-based entitlements.11 An analysis of state and 
social actor connections highlights that citizenship-
based rights present obstacles that are impacting 
women, minorities and the LGBTQIA++ community. 
Biased rules hinder access to social benefits, with 
programmes like Senior Citizen Allowance playing 
political roles during elections.

Neoliberalism and real-state politics influence 
political dynamics, shaping social protection policies. 
Major political parties incorporate social protection 
commitments despite varied manifestos, mainly 
focusing on senior citizen allowances. Clientelist 
practices, driven by patron-client relationships, 
prioritise political loyalty over comprehensive 
social security planning. The interplay of neoliberal 
development and real-estate politics underscores the 
influence of interest groups on resource allocation 
and regulatory frameworks. This impact can result 
in policies favouring specific sectors, excluding 
marginalised populations from broader social security 
benefits. Analysing healthcare, education, and food 
security reveals how privatisation and interest group 
influence contribute to higher costs, limited access, 
and disparities, emphasising the need for a robust 
social safety net.

6. Food Security, Healthcare and Education
Article 31 under the Constitution of Nepal, 2015 
guarantees the right to education for all citizens. 
Article 35 assures free basic healthcare, and Article 
36 safeguards against food scarcity. However, 
implementing neoliberal reforms over three decades 
has significantly transformed these critical sectors.

Education: The rise of private schools, promising 
superior education, has created a stark division 
between public and private institutions, leading to a 
polarisation of student abilities. This results in high-
performing students in private schools and lower-

11 Ibid.
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ability students in government schools, despite the 
constitutional promise of free education until the 
secondary level. Efforts to improve education quality, 
such as the Midday Meal Programme, face challenges 
like financial burdens on families and compromised 
standards.12 Unequal distribution of resources and 
qualified teachers further widens the gap between 
private and government schools. 

Health: The rise of private hospitals brought advanced 
facilities but limited accessibility, mainly affecting rural 
areas. The COVID-19 pandemic exposed the drawbacks 
of privatisation, with overwhelmed hospitals, scarce 
resources, and tragic deaths. Disruptions in vaccine 
supply chains further hindered the response to crises. 
The impact of privatisation has put the nation’s public 
health response at risk.

Food security and nutrition: Food insecurity remains 
a critical issue, affecting millions of individuals in 
Nepal.13 Root causes include inequality in land reforms, 
agricultural stagnation, inadequate investment 
in irrigation, limited market access, deforestation, 
rapid population growth, and insufficient livelihood 
alternatives.14 Despite sufficient food stocks, a sizeable 
portion of the population is at risk of severe food 
crises. Malnutrition is prevalent among children and 
pregnant/lactating women, with over 40% of children 
experiencing stunted growth.15 Government spending 
on agriculture has reduced, affecting sector growth 
and increasing reliance on imports. The elimination 
of subsidies for farmers also jeopardises agricultural 
sustainability.

To sum up, the report urges crucial reforms to tackle 
the adverse effects of neoliberal policies on Nepal’s 
education, health, and food security. Addressing 
imbalances ensures a thriving and prosperous 
population.

7. Social Protection Deficits during COVID-19
COVID-19’s effects on the economy and society: In 

12 Khadka, G. (2021). Mid-day meal programme ineffective in Myagdi. The Kathmandu 
Post, 21 December.
13 USAID (Sept 2019). Food Assistance Fact Sheet - Nepal. https://www.usaid.gov/food-
assistance/nepal 
14 Joshi, K. & Khanal, K. (2020). Neoliberal Globalization, Migration and Food 
Security: The Case of Nepal. Association of Nepalese Agricultural Professionals of 
Americas. USA.
15 RSS (2022). 7.8 percent population at risk of severe food crisis in Nepal despite 
sufficient reserve. Khabarhub, 17 August.

Nepal, a lockdown starting 24 March 2020 impacted 
societal balance, hitting schools, businesses, and jobs. 
Additionally, closed borders with India significantly 
affected Nepal’s external economy.

Government initiatives to tackle unemployment: 
To address the rising unemployment caused by the 
pandemic, the Nepalese government implemented 
the Prime Minister Employment Programme 
(PMEP), offering 100 days of salaried employment 
to unemployed citizens, returnee migrant workers, 
and those affected by the pandemic. The Youth 
Employment Transformative Initiative Project (YETI), 
funded by the World Bank, was crucial in supporting 
employment generation. Additionally, the fiscal year 
2020–21 budget allocated resources for an employment 
initiative targeting services, manufacturing, and 
labour-intensive construction jobs.

Urban development projects: The Nepal Urban 
Government and Infrastructure Project (NUGIP) for 
2021–2025 emerged as a critical initiative, strengthening 
local governments and offering temporary employment 
opportunities to disadvantaged individuals. The PMEP’s 
100-day programme addressed unemployment and 
provided jobs and loans for starting businesses to 
returned migrant workers.

Migrant worker issues: Nepalese migrant workers 
suffered greatly from COVID-19, resulting in changes to 
their working conditions abroad and even repatriation. 
They faced inadequate safety measures, were 
mistreated by locals and were overlooked by social 
security programmes in their host countries.

Impact on informal economy and workers: The 
high taxes, corruption and minimal state intervention 
led the informal economy to struggle, leading to an 
income decline and stagnation amongst the workers in 
gig roles and informal sectors. This widened the wealth 
disparity between the government and these workers.

Healthcare crisis and vaccination inequalities: 
Nepal grappled with a serious healthcare crisis due to 
shortages of oxygen and hospital beds. The vaccine 
distribution was hindered by the Serum Institute of 
India’s halt of AstraZeneca exports to Nepal, risking 
frontline health workers and the process of securing 
necessary medical equipment due to global shortages.
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Disproportionate impact on women: Women 
experienced increased unpaid care work and heightened 
workloads due to school closures, exacerbating existing 
gender inequalities.16 Food insecurity surged among 
women, and access to maternal and reproductive 
healthcare was marginalised. Lockdowns saw a rise in 
domestic violence cases, impacting women’s access to 
justice.17

Government policies and economic impact: Nepal’s 
largest employer, the private sector, suffered closures 
and revenue loss during the pandemic. Nepal Rastra 
Bank’s Credit Flow Procedure 2077 was designed to aid 
small businesses.18 Yet, the weakening private sector 
led to a swift drop in Nepal’s economy.

Supreme Court’s response: The Supreme Court 
responded to various aspects of the COVID-19 
pandemic through orders issued in response to 
writ petitions. Decisions included arrangements for 
repatriation, immediate food relief, health reports for 
citizens abroad, and the protection of individual rights.

Food, rationing and nutrition: Nepal faced food 
inadequacy during the second wave of COVID-19, 
with a significant decrease in food stocks. The crisis 
highlighted the country’s dependence on other nations 
for agricultural supplies, exposing vulnerabilities in 
food security.19

8. Implication of Climate Change and 
Environmental Degradation
Nepal faces significant vulnerability to climate-related 
hazards, ranking 9th globally in the Climate Risk Index 
despite being carbon-negative.20 The government has 
created laws and committed to international goals 
like the SDGs to tackle environmental issues. Despite 

16 Poudel, A. (2020). Lack of pandemic contingency plan has led to rise in maternal 
deaths, experts say. The Kathmandu Post, 6 December.
17 Dhungana, S. (2021). No let-up in cases of violence against women and children 
during lockdown. The Kathmandu Post, 15 June.
18 International Finance Corporation. (2023). State of Private Sector in Nepal: 
Contributions and Constraints.

Federation of Nepalese Chambers of Commerce & Industry & IFC. https://fncci.org/
uploads/publication/file/Report_StatePSNepal_20230519064735.pdf 
19 The Nepali Times Staff (2020). COVID-19 affecting food security in Nepal: WFP. The 
Nepali Times, 19 April.
20 ADPC (2023). Accessing Climate Finance in Nepal: Issues and Options. CARE for 
South Asia project. Asian Disaster Preparedness Center. https://www.adpc.net/Igo/
category/ID1861/doc/2023-uAQc62-ADPC-Accessing_Climate_Finance_in_Nepal_
ForWeb.pdf.

this, rural, marginalised communities bear the brunt of 
climate change due to a lack of awareness, resources, 
and adaptability.

Climate impact on rural communities: Despite 
contributing little to climate change, rural communities 
suffer its worst effects. Rising temperatures lead to 
glacier melting, causing floods, landslides, avalanches 
and disrupting ecosystems. These events, in turn, 
impact river systems and communities reliant on 
small-scale fishing, worsening poverty. Changing 
climate patterns with more prolonged droughts and 
erratic rainfall threaten Nepal’s agriculture sector, 
which employs over 50% of the workforce.21 The 
economic impact of climate vulnerability in agriculture 
is estimated at 1.5–2% of the country’s GDP. Extreme 
weather events, like the floods in 2017, displace 
populations, disrupt services and escalate food and 
transportation costs, disproportionately affecting 
vulnerable demographics.22

Social protection initiatives: Nepal has made progress 
in social protection using programmes like the Social 
Security Allowance (SSA) to provide aid during crises. 
After the 2015 earthquake, the SSA temporarily 
expanded to include children under five, showing its 
flexibility in emergencies. This programme now helps 
3.4 million people in need, including the disabled, 
elderly and single women.

Despite the adaptability displayed by these initiatives, 
issues remain. The social protection system’s delayed 
response to emergencies and insufficient coverage 
and funding for managing climate risks reveal its 
weaknesses. Additionally, limited analysis of gender 
and inclusion restricts understanding of diverse 
impacts.

Addressing climate change and enhancing social 
protection needs an extra $20 billion in funding from 
2023 to 2025. Data monitoring should focus on gender, 
age, and disability impacts. Both men’s and women’s 
skills and knowledge should be used to mitigate 
climate risks and aid emergency responses. For Nepal 

21 Erdenesanaa, D. (2023). Himalayan Glacier Loss Speeding Up, New Report Finds. 
The New York Times, 19 June.
22 NCP (Nov 2017). Nepal Flood 2017: Post Flood Recovery Needs Assessment. 
Government of Nepal, Kathmandu.
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to combat climate vulnerability, we need a holistic 
approach with targeted policies, greater funding, and 
thorough data analyses to ensure the resilience of 
vulnerable communities.

9. Gender Exclusion and the Concerns of Other 
Marginalised Groups
Nepal’s Constitution protects women’s rights, focusing 
on health, education, social security, and employment. 
However, their effectiveness depends on gender-
sensitive policies. Though Nepal implemented social 
protection regulations, they often fail to address 
women’s unique challenges in informal jobs.

The 2017 Contribution-Based Social Protection Act 
showcases a gender-neutral stance that overlooks 
women’s issues. It offers a maternity scheme but 
excludes informal workers. This neglects the barriers 
women face accessing social protection, impacting 
90.5% of women in informal jobs.

Nepal’s Constitution safeguards women’s rights in areas 
like health, education and employment. Yet, success 
hinges on gender-sensitive policies. Current social 
protection measures overlook the challenges 90.5% of 
women face in informal jobs, making these protections 
less effective.

The absence of gender equality and social inclusion 
discussions in social protection policies highlights a 
crucial gap in the current framework. Multidimensional 
poverty, affecting 39% of Nepal’s population, 
underscores the discrepancy between those in need 
and actual beneficiaries. Marginalised groups, such 
as Dalits, experience lower coverage rates, partly due 
to inadequate programme design and cash delivery 
mechanisms, resulting in substantial leakages.

Moreover, social protection policies overlook 
psychological, socio-cultural and identity-related issues 
among marginalised ethnic groups. Often shaped 
by dominant cultural values, universal policies may 
inadvertently disadvantage marginalised individuals. 

Furthermore, the exclusion of LGBTQIA+ individuals 
from existing social protection mechanisms became 
evident during the COVID-19 pandemic, amplifying 
the challenges faced by transgender individuals in 
informal sectors. In conclusion, tackling gender gaps 
in social protection demands a holistic approach. 
Customising policies for informal employment and 
diverse identities with cultural sensitivity will ensure 
more equitable social protection in Nepal.

10. Perils of Export-Oriented Production
In industrial sectors, minimum-wage labourers are 
economically vulnerable due to a significant income-
cost disparity, necessitating social security for 
stability and survival. Trade liberalisation introduces 
unpredictability, affecting impoverished individuals 
in agriculture and industry and reducing social 
protection.23 Export-driven manufacturing industries, 
crucial for economic growth, hesitate to raise wages 
for competitiveness, reducing social security for lower-
income workers. Global manufacturing companies 
exploit cheap labour, exacerbating financial vulnerability 
in developing countries. Nepal’s liberalisation resulted 
in job loss, increased import dependency and negative 
impacts on social security, especially in manufacturing 
and agriculture. In a neoliberal economy, sectors like 
Nepal’s tea industry suffer from insufficient wages, 
lack of sanitation and government neglect.24 The 
garment industry faces challenges, with deplorable 
working conditions and decreased competitiveness.25 
Global corporations favour profits over social welfare, 
even with government perks. Nepal’s production and 
construction sectors lag in GDP contribution, revealing 
economic shortcomings. Shutting down factories hurts 
employment and social security.

23 Desai, R. M. & Rudra, N. (2019). Trade, Poverty and Social Protection in Developing 
Countries. European Journal of Political Economy, Vol. 60, 101744. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.ejpoleco.2018.08.008.
24 Rajbansi, A. (2023). Nepal’s tea industry going through tough times. The Kathmandu 
Post, 20 April.
25 Bhattarai, S. (2018). A post mortem of Nepal’s garment boom. The Nepali Times, 27 
July.
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A.6 Informal Workers’ Social Security at Risk Despite Constitutional Amends in Nepal
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1.7 Social Protection in Pakistan: Scant, Sparse 
and Sketchy

- Farooq Sulehria

1. Introduction
Burdened by external debt, an unbearably inflated 
military budget and ruthlessly structured economic 
constraints, Pakistan’s economy is bad news for the 
poor and vulnerable in terms of social protection. On 
the one hand, the breadth of the social protection net 
is too narrow to cover a sizeable portion of the needy, 
let alone a majority; on the other hand, an aggravating 
economic situation will not prove conducive to the 
enlargement of social protection measures in the 
foreseeable future. In this context, the present study 
aims to map the social protection programmes 
in Pakistan and flag certain critical areas from the 
perspective of citizens’ vulnerability. 

However, before moving on, glancing at the widespread 
poverty in Pakistan helps contextualise this study. 
Pakistan ranks 136th on the Legatum Prosperity Index 
2023, indexing 167 countries. On UNDP’s Human 
Development Index (HDI), it ranked 161st out of 192 
countries. Likewise, inequality is high: the richest 1% 
owns 16.8% of the country’s wealth, the richest 10% 
own 25.5%, while the share of the 40% poorest in 
wealth is 25.5%. Inequality has a regional dimension, 
too: incidence of poverty is way more prevalent in 
Balochistan province compared to Punjab, the latter is 
the largest of the four provinces (population-wise) and 
politically dominates the other three. The incidence of 
poverty and inequality sketched above helps analyse, in 
some measure, Pakistan’s social protection apparatus. 
The following section focuses on this topic. 

2. Social Protection in Pakistan
Pakistan’s Constitution (1973) implicitly ensures social 
protection through Article 38, which holds the state 

responsible for the ‘well-being of people’ through ‘social 
security by compulsory social insurance’. Pakistan’s 
international commitments further supplement these 
rights as Pakistan is a signatory to and has ratified some 
international conventions and agreements. 

Launched in 1967, the Provincial Employees Social 
Security Scheme (PSSS) was a pioneering step 
toward social protection. The PSSS provided cash 
allowances and medical services to public sector 
employees. However, during the 1970s, Pakistan 
earnestly incorporated social security for workers 
in its constitution and policy making. For instance, 
the Workers Children Education Ordinance, Workers 
Welfare Fund and EOBI (Employees Old-Age Benefits 
Institution) were instituted. Pakistan entered the next 
phase in the 1980s by setting up the Zakat and Ushr 
departments, mandating a 2.5% deduction upon 
personal bank accounts/deposits on the first day of 
Ramadan to contribute to poverty relief. 

However, from the late 1980s onwards, the issue 
of poverty deepened with structural adjustment 
policies. Likewise, 1990s onwards, the social security 
net has been extended, particularly since 2008. The 
federal government largely runs the social protection 
programmes. However, there are also provincial levels 
of such programmes. The existing social protection 
programmes can be categorised into four types:

Social insurance includes the payment of pensions 
to workers on retirement or compensations during 
the working lifetime in case of low wages. It also 
includes some insurance for farmers in case of crop 
failure or health insurance. EOBI is the most important 
component of this category. The Federal Ministry of 
Overseas Pakistanis and Human Resource Development 
oversees this federal body. 



118 Social Security in South Asia: Inequality and Vulnerability

Labour market programmes include microcredit and 
initiatives such as training, apprenticeship, placement 
in productive enterprises and food for work.

Consumer subsidies primarily consist of two 
interventions. Firstly, lower tariffs on gas and electricity 
for domestic consumers. Secondly, subsidised food 
in Utility Stores Centres (USC). These subsidies are 
constantly under attack to meet the conditionalities of 
the IMF. 

Social assistance consists of cash transfers to target 
households identified by specific criteria. The 
flagship component is BISP (Benazir Income Support 
Programme), incorporated into the Ehsaas programme.1 

However, the percentage of the population covered 
by these programmes is minuscule compared to the 
gigantic nature of the challenge. Against a global 
average of 11.2%, Pakistan spends under 2% of its 
GDP on social protection. Table 1 below literally and 
figuratively demonstrates the inadequacy of the social 
protection net in the case of Pakistan:

Table 1: Population-Wise Coverage of Social Protection in 

Pakistan

Categories Coverage in 
percentage

Population covered by at 
least one social protection 
(health excluded)

9.2%

Children 5.4 %

Mothers with newborns NA

Persons with severe 
disabilities

1.7 %

Unemployed 0 %

Older person 5.8 %

Injured Workers 2.7 %

Vulnerable persons 5 %

Workers with pension cover 
(alternative contributors)

10.9 %

Universal health coverage 45 %

Source: ILO (2022) World Social Protection Report 20202–22. Geneva.

1 Ehsaas is often and mistakenly seen as renamed BISP. BISP was incorporated into 
Ehsaas as one of the executing bodies for a few Ehsaas projects while Ehsaas is an 
umbrella initiative running over 280 programmes, initiatives and policies under four 
themes: elimination of elite capture, social safety net, investing in human capital and 
creating livelihoods. 

3. Poverty as an Economically Structured 
Phenomenon
Inequality is structurally woven into the texture of 
Pakistan’s economy. According to UNDP, the benefits 
and privileges enjoyed by different vested interest elite 
groups (constituting the idiomatic 1 per cent) amount 
to Rs 2.66 trillion (in 2017–18), while the corresponding 
cost of social protection programmes (estimated in 
the same year was Rs 624 billion).2 Add to the fact that 
the five key sectors (real estate, tobacco, tyres and 
auto lubricants, pharmaceuticals and tea) evaded tax 
annually, worth Rs 956 billion. Therefore, if just 24 per 
cent of the privileges of the powerful were diverted to 
the poor, this would double the benefits available to 
poor Pakistanis.3

This elite capture owes to three interrelated causes. 
Firstly, the militarised character of the Pakistani state 
translates to an inflated military share in budgetary 
allocations, among other factors, and birthed elite 
capture. Already in 1959, the military had assumed direct 
control of the state through the military rule of General 
Ayub Khan (1959–68). Three further military regimes 
have succeeded the Ayub dictatorship. The successive 
military regimes began patronising industrialists, 
traders and landed gentry to build a support base. A 
patron-client relationship had already emerged in the 
1960s, whereby military patronage began to benefit 
clients in the industrial and agricultural sectors in return 
for political support. Over a while, a sophisticated 
system—obscured from the public gaze through a 
mainstream conspiracy of silence—of elite capture 
has emerged. The landed elite, for instance, is granted 
a tax break of Rs 195 billion annually. Likewise, Rs 468 
billion in tax revenue is lost owing to tax exemptions 
granted to the corporate sector. In the case of the 
financial sector, Rs 74 billion is lost annually while the 
non-financial corporate sector is granted tax privileges 
worth Rs 394 billion. Similarly, large traders and high-
net-worth persons are awarded tax concessions worth 
Rs 226 and Rs 386 billion, respectively. 

Secondly, elite capture owes to the peripheral 
character of the Pakistani economy whereby economic 
growth is, according to economist Akmal Hussain, 
2 UNDP (2020). Pakistan national human development report. The three Ps of inequality: 
Power, people, and policy. United Nations Development Programme Islamabad.
3 Ibid.
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characterised by a ‘stop-go pattern’, spurts of growth 
followed by periods of stagnation, and per capita 
income has remained inconsequent ever since the 
country’s birth.4 Like many fellow postcolonial states, 
Pakistan adopted import substitution industrialisation 
(ISI) in the consumer goods sector through nurturing 
private enterprise. In the 1960s, a policy of ‘functional 
inequality’, a la Simon Kuznet, was introduced. The 
result of these policies in the 1960s has recurred almost 
every ten years: exports based on primary goods and 
low-value-added agriculture-based manufactures 
do not keep pace with the import requirements of a 
rapidly growing manufacturing sector. This, in turn, 
leads to the following two consequences.

Firstly, a balance of payments crisis occurs since 
growth after an initial spurt slowed down. Secondly, 
to overcome the economic slowdown, foreign aid 
has been deployed. This balance of payment crisis 
occurs at three levels. For the first, the investment 
rate necessary to generate a 6 per cent GDP growth 
(without foreign aid) is 24 per cent of GDP. Since the 
actual domestic savings rate has been around 12 per 
cent, there is a gap of 12 per cent of GDP, which has to 
be filled by foreign savings (foreign direct investment, 
foreign loans or grants, etc.). While the foreign savings 
rate is low, the export earning capability is inadequate. 
Hence, it entails a foreign exchange gap. 

Next, every time the economy grows at the rate of 6 per 
cent, a balance of payment crisis occurs owing to the 
underdeveloped nature of the economy. 

The net current account deficit (as a percentage of 
GDP) is the mirror image of GDP growth5, ‘due to 
persistently slow export growth, the foreign exchange 
earnings…are insufficient to finance the rising import 
requirements of high GDP growth.’ Consequently, the 
balance of payments crisis exceeding foreign reserves 
pushes the country into the IMF’s lap. At the third level, 
the balance of payments crisis can be understood 
through historically slow export growth. This slow rate, 
in turn, can be explained through the export structure 
oriented towards predominantly low value-added 
goods (rice, leather, yarn, textiles, and so constituting 
82% of exports compared to 2% of hi-tech exports).

4 Hussain, A. (2023) Pakistan, institutional instability & underdevelopment: State, 
people and consciousness. Lahore: Folio. 
5 Ibid

Thirdly, the elite capture and the debt trap are 
concomitantly linked. This debt trap, in turn, is bleeding 
Pakistan’s economy dry. In 2023, total external debt 
and liabilities had reached $127 billion (41% of GDP), 
sovereign bonds have lost more than 60% of their 
value, exports have declined to 7%, remittances have 
dropped to 11%, and foreign direct investment has 
been reduced to 59%. Amid this situation, Pakistan’s 
external debt repayment obligations are $73 billion 
in 3 years (FY23–25), while foreign exchange reserves 
have been reduced to $4–5 billion. Pakistan pays more 
than $1 billion monthly in debt repayment and interest 
on its public debt. However, since 2017, another major 
issue has emerged: external debt rollovers. These 
numbers have grown nine times, from $1.3 billion in 
2015 to around $12 billion in 2022 (both public and 
private). 

In a period of neoliberal globalisation, an expression 
of the above-stated structural problems is the informal 
sector’s growth. Informalisation, in turn, deprives a 
majority of the labour force of social protection benefits. 
The informal economy is estimated to constitute 56% 
of the country’s GDP (worth $180 billion), while over 
70% of jobs outside the agricultural sector are informal 
employment. There is a gender aspect to it, too. The 
Home Based Workers (HBWs) often, if not as a rule, 
fall into this category. The economic plight described 
above will be aggravated by the ecological disaster 
unfolding with ruthless ferocity.

4. Climate Migration as a New Challenge
Climate change is increasingly and justifiably factoring 
in emerging migration-related discourses and media 
narratives as an exacerbating component. The 2018 
Long-term Climate Risk Index categorised Pakistan as 
the 7th most affected land. Earthquakes, flash floods, 
droughts and landslides not only take a tragic toll 
on human life but also inflict huge financial costs on 
Pakistan’s fledging and struggling economy: $2 billion 
annually. Two of the five biggest natural catastrophes 
globally during 2000–2010 afflicted Pakistan. 

Meantime, the state of Pakistan is ill-prepared to deal 
with climate-induced migration, which, needless to 
say, is an unfolding catastrophe with huge social, 
political and economic consequences. Pakistan is 
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not investing the required financial resources to deal 
with climatic changes and migrations such changes 
entail. Largely, Pakistan counts on the international 
community. The global gaze, in turn, is often drawn to 
mediatised human catastrophes of immediate nature. 
Table 2 draws attention towards the massive number of 
people in Pakistan who have been impacted by natural 
calamities (floods) for more than a decade.

Table 2. Floods 2010–2022

Year Deaths Affected People (in millions)

2010 1,984 20

2011 520 9.2

2012 571 4.8

2013 333 1.4

2014 367 2.5

2015 238 1.5

2016 484 N.A

2017 271 N.A

2018 137 N.A

2022 1700 33 

Source: National Disaster Management Authority, Pakistan, Annual Reports.

According to certain international surveys, 700,000 
migrate from the countryside to urban centres annually. 
One contributing factor is climate change. Pakistan’s 
population is 220 million presently. The climate change 
forced 30 million people to migrate during 2009–19. 

According to UNDP, the average costs for annual 
adaptation to climate change range between $6 billion 
to $14 billion up to 2050. Before the UNDP estimates, 
the National Sustainable Development Strategy 
also estimated $6 to 14 billion in annual spending to 
adapt to climate change. In other words, on average, 
Pakistan needs to spend $10 billion annually. Pakistan’s 
spending on combating climate change is tendentially 
increasing, as evidenced by the UNDP-conducted 
audit of Pakistan’s climate public expenditure for 
2010–14. During this period, total federal climate-
related expenditure was 5.8 to 7.6 per cent of the total 
expenditures. 

Understandably, researchers consider Pakistan ill-
prepared to cope with climate change.

5. Covid-19 Aggravated Poverty

Given the poor health infrastructure, Pakistan suffered 
a huge death toll during the COVID-19 pandemic. Over 
23,000 died in the world’s fifth most populated country. 
It was the 29th highest death toll globally. Like the 
rest of the developing economies, Pakistan suffered 
massively on the economic front. 

According to an estimate in 2020, the economy 
suffered a loss of Rs 2.5 trillion. Three million jobs were 
lost, while daily wagers and slum dwellers were the 
prime victims of redundancies. The stock exchange 
lost 1500 points on a daily basis. During the 2020–2021 
financial year, the economy registered 0.5 % negative 
growth for the first time since 1952. Unemployment 
went up from 4.5% to 6.2%. The concentration of debt, 
as a percentage of GDP, increased from 85% to 87%.

The government blamed the pandemic even for its 
policy failures. In fact, the pandemic was deployed as 
a ‘shock doctrine’ to introduce IMF-dictated austerity 
measures. The price for a combination of bad economic 
policies (besides the chronic problems of the economy) 
coupled with the pandemic plunged millions more 
into poverty and vulnerability. In a labour force of 61.7 
million (23.8 million in the agriculture sector, 37.9 in 
the non-agriculture sector), 27.3 million lost jobs. Over 
10 years of age working population consisted of 55.4 
million and 20.6 million (37%) of them lost jobs while 
another 6.7 million (12%) experienced a reduced 
income. Severe food insecurity increased from 3% in 
2018–19 to 10%, while 30% of households reported 
moderate food insecurity compared to 13% in 2018–
19. 

Likewise, 53% of households faced financial 
implications owing to the pandemic. However, only 
33% (17.07 million) households received financial aid. 
The government introduced a relief package worth Rs 
1.25 trillion ($8 billion) to alleviate the economic impact, 
almost 3% of the GDP. Accordingly, financial support 
was lent to daily wagers, labourers, small and medium 
enterprises (SMEs), exporters, industrialists, and the 
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government-owned Utility Stores Corporation (USC). 
The USC has outlets across Pakistan where subsidised 
food is available. At least 15 million families received 
Rs 12,000 ($75) through the Ehsas Emergency Cash 
Programme. To gender, women and other vulnerable 
groups are the worst hit by the pandemic. 

Two aspects must be flagged at this juncture. Firstly, 
the class nature of the so-called Rs 1.2 trillion relief 
package: only 12.7% (Rs 203 billion) was disbursed 
among low-income families. Reportedly, 80% of 
unregistered labour workers could not receive social 
protection during the pandemic because handouts 
were disbursed based on Ehsas data. Dr Saba Khattak 
observes: 

Pakistan’s COVID-19 response was rated highly 
appropriate, but with 80 million people living in 
poverty, disbursing one-time cash grants of $75 
per family to 15 million families as support for three 
months was highly inadequate. Furthermore, the 
subsidies extended to industry far outstripped the 
cash grants to the poor.6

Secondly, the pandemic was exploited by the 
government. On the one hand, the government 
announced to privatise 10 entities to privatise 
(privatisation had been stalled for some years at the 
time). On the other, the government fulfilled all the five 
conditions imposed by the IMF for the revival of the $6 
billion Extended Fund Facility (EFF), suspended since 
April 2021. The ‘austerity measures’ introduced during 
the COVID-19 period (2020–21) implied that food 
prices in Pakistan increased by almost 18%.

Unionisation in Pakistan is poor (hardly four per 
cent of the workforce is unionised), and civil society 
organisations are also weak but striving for peasants, 
farmers, fisherfolk, students, daily-wage workers, 
informal employees, climate affectees, consumers, etc. 
Consequently, a country-wide struggle to demand 
universal pensions, joblessness allowance, free health 
and education, and an end to child and bonded labour 
has not emerged. Yet, some grassroots movements 
offering resistance and winning concessions have 
shown the potential. 

6 Khattak, S. G. (2023) Home-based women workers and social protection in Pakistan. 
UNDP. Islamabad. 

On 16 March 2023, the All Pakistan Employees, 
Pensioners and Labour Tehrik (APEPLT), an alliance 
of trade unions, organised a march on the federal 
parliament. The march was to protest against 
privatisation, improve pension schemes, and wage 
increases and condemn the IMF-dictated monetary 
policies. Meanwhile, in 2021, APEPLT managed to 
score a victory when the federal government agreed 
to increase the wages of state employees from Grade 
1 to Grade 19. Also, in 2020, rail workers and the State 
Bank of Pakistan (SBP) employees won important 
demands after prolonged struggles. Likewise, a six-day 
sit-in by lady health workers (LHVs), violently repressed 
by police initially, forced the federal government to 
accede to such demands as pension, gratuity and a 
service structure. 

Meanwhile, in 2022, a major battle for a wage increase 
was won in Faisalabad, the hub of Pakistan’s garment 
industry, where three hundred thousand power-
loom workers staged a 16-day strike. Their demand 
translated into a 10,000 Pakistani Rupee wage increase. 

Notably, a mass movement in Pakistani-administered 
Jammu and Kashmir (PaJK) against electricity bills 
and the elimination of state subsidies on wheat prices 
emerged in the 2023 summer. Following this, in 
September 2023, the state had a general strike.

Before rounding up, it will also be necessary to flag 
the role of the country’s cultural apparatuses in 
foregrounding issues of social protection, inequality 
and resistance. While school textbooks never speak 
about poverty, inequality and such topics, mainstream 
media also marginalise the themes explored in this 
paper. At times, issues related to poverty and working-
class struggles are reported. However, such media 
coverage is often biased in favour of the bosses. 

6. Recommendations
In light of the above findings, here are a few 
recommendations. 

-	 For a universal provision of social protection, 
the state in Pakistan needs to provide free 
health and education facilities, on the one 
hand, and a job guarantee (or joblessness 
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allowance in the case of the jobless), a universal 

pension for reaching environment age, decent 

housing and adequate leisure time, on the 

other. This will not be possible without a radical 

break with neoliberal policies adopted since 

the 1980s onwards. Accordingly, at least 3% of 

the GDP should be spent on social protection. 

-	 The culture of elite capture must be dispensed 

with, whereby economic privileges of $17 

billion accrue to the 1% annually. Likewise, the 

military expenditures should be curtailed. Elite 

privileges and military spending go hand in 

hand. In other words, the character of the state 

in Pakistan has to be de-militarised for any 

radical break with present economic structures, 

which have historically generated inequality as 

an in-built mechanism. 

-	 Either Pakistan should refuse to pay back the 

international debt (a more radical perspective), 

or the state should announce a moratorium for 

at least five years (a less radical perspective). A 

Sri Lanka-style default is inevitable if Pakistan 

continues shedding the global debt. In the case 

of a default (for the poor, Pakistan has already 

defaulted), the burden will be passed on to the 

poor.

-	 In collaboration with the international 

community, the state takes emergency 

measures to prepare short-term and long-term 

strategies.

-	 Informal labour is a big hurdle in extending 

social protection. There is a need to eliminate 

the informal labour. Such a task requires state 

intervention in the form of labour inspections, 

strict legislation and implementation of such 

legislative policies. 
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A.7 Coping with Floods with No Social Security in Pakistan
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1.8 Social Security in Sri Lanka

- Iromi Perera

1. Social Security Scenario at Present

Sri Lanka instituted democratic governance based 

on universal franchise in the 1930s. The country did 

not have a large formal sector, and at the time, the 

connection of citizenship rights to key benefits was 

more significant than employment status. However, 

with the subsequent growth of the formal sector, a 

two-tier system has grown, with the formal employee 

benefitting from employer-based social security. 

Significant examples of this two-tier scheme can be 

seen in health care and education, both of which have 

a solid universal coverage base. In the case of health 

care, a range of employer-financed and private medical 

benefit schemes are available to the formal sector to 

augment what is available through the public system. 

A study1 points out that Sri Lanka’s mixed system (of 

public and private healthcare) can serve to individualise 

responsibility for healthcare, thereby dispossessing 

marginalised and vulnerable individuals at different 

levels, particularly women. A similar trend can be seen in 

education. The enactment of the Education Ordinance 

provided free state education from primary to tertiary 

levels. However, teacher salaries are low, particularly 

in rural areas; the lack of resources disadvantages 

teachers and students in rural schools.2 The student/

1 Kumar, R., Birn, A. E., Bhuyan, R., & Wong, J. P. H. (2022). Universal health coverage 
and public-private arrangements within Sri Lanka’s mixed health system: Perspectives 
from women seeking healthcare. Social Science & Medicine. Volume 296, 114777. 
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/35152048/ 
2  International Labour Organization (2016) Study on Maternity Protection Insurance in 
Sri Lanka, ILO, Colombo.

teacher ratio is high in government schools; however, 

some government schools have a higher quality, and 

competition for entry in these schools is high.

The COVID-19 pandemic and the subsequent financial 

crisis in Sri Lanka deepened these fault lines. While the 

IMF-World Bank recommended policies adopted as 

part of the economic recovery package had language 

around social safety nets and protection for vulnerable 

communities, the actual directions of reforms were 

different. The country saw significant tariff hikes in 

utilities and taxation levels, resulting in a rising cost of 

living for the ordinary people. The World Bank reforms 

focussed on the inefficiency and inaccuracy of the 

existing social protection programme, Samurdhi, with 

the rollout of a new digitised social registry bringing all 

existing protection schemes under one Welfare Benefits 

Board of Sri Lanka. Several rights groups and think tanks 

have raised concern about the new programme named 

Aswesuma, with its targeted schemes, as the schemes 

under it further divide communities, particularly 

when vulnerability and deprivation were too great for 

targeting and exclusions.

Similarly, various government social assistance 

programmes suffer from low resource allocation and 

inadequate coverage. The Samurdhi scheme is the 

primary poverty alleviation programme in Sri Lanka 

providing consumption grant transfers to eligible 

households, banking facilities and workfare initiatives. 

The government’s expenditure on the Samurdhi 
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scheme declined from 0.8% in 2000 to 0.1% in 2012 as a 

share of the GDP. Further, not all impoverished families 

receive benefits.3 The programme further suffers from 

the potential exclusion of poor households, a lack of 

clarity around eligibility criteria and a general lack of 

transparency.4 Estimates for 2016 found that only 39% 

of households in the lowest decile received Samurdhi 

assistance.5 Government systems for distributing 

welfare measures were also found to be poor. People 

must go to Samurdhi banks on ‘collection days’ to 

access the benefit. This entails long waiting hours at 

the Samurdhi banks, further accentuated due to poor 

communication, loopholes in systemic digitalisation, 

and disengaged bank officers.6

The justification given by the government for a 

targeted scheme is the limited fiscal space. Sri Lanka 

has historically seen the lowest GDP allocations in 

the region for social protection in terms of budget 

allocation. At the same time, the country’s military 

allocation remains exceptionally high. Despite the 

economic crisis, Sri Lanka has shown little to no 

meaningful efforts to reduce military expenditure and 

make a more reasonable reallocation of government 

spending to benefit critical sectors like social 

protection, healthcare and education. Thus, as of 2016, 

the ILO reported declining public expenditure on 

healthcare and education as a share of GDP.7 Education 

expenditure was also reported to show similar decline 

trends. The expenditure on nutrition is low, and 

spending on necessary goods and services for children 

has reduced over time.

2. The State of Health and Education

Sri Lanka also has an uneven spread of benefits in terms 

of social security across regions and ethnic groups. In 

3 Ibid.
4 Bird, N., Tilakaratna, G., Daniels, L. M., Sumanthiran, S., Chrétien, É., Alvarenga, K., 
& Arruda, P. (2022). Public expenditure analysis for social protection in Sri Lanka (No. 
74). Research Report, International Policy Centre for Inclusive Growth (IPC-IG). https://
ipcig.org/publication/31509?language_content_entity=en  
5  Wanigasinghe, L. (2021) Towards Zero Poverty: Why Effective Targeting of Samurdhi 
Transfers is Essential, Talking Economics: Institute of Policy Studies, Sri Lanka. https://
www.ips.lk/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/LBO-3-March.pdf.
6 Galpaya, H., Hurulle, G., & Gunawardana, D. (2023). Policy Influence in Crisis: 
Reflections from a Southern Thinktank. Institute of Development Studies Bulletin, 
Volume 54, No.2. https://bulletin.ids.ac.uk/index.php/idsbo/article/view/3227 
7  Ibid.

the case of health care, there is a deep divide between 

urban and rural access to good health facilities. Further, 

while there is a concentration of private health facilities 

and opportunities for private practice in the Colombo 

district, there is a shortage in the distribution of 

medical professionals as there are fewer opportunities 

outside the capital. ILO reported a particular 

shortage of medical consultants, medical officers and 

nursing officers in the Northern, North Western and 

Sabaragamuwa provinces.8 The report also highlighted 

that the country’s schools are highly segregated by 

ethnicity and language and that children of certain 

ethnicities and linguistic backgrounds are not afforded 

the same access.9 It has been argued that while Sri 

Lanka’s trilingual education policies were enacted 

to create ‘interethnic harmony’, national and local 

education policies and practices use languages as the 

basis for ethnic differences and school stratification.10 

The new Aswesuma programme introduced as part 

of the Fund-Bank financial recovery programme also 

suffered from many specific shortfalls. Most importantly, 

the Aswesuma plan formula only identified 1.1 million 

of the 2 million families living below the poverty line in 

2023. This exclusion of nearly half the eligible families 

on the grounds of efficient targeting goes against 

all principles of social security coverage for the poor, 

particularly when the country is reeling under an 

economic disaster. Other significant issues identified 

are a lack of awareness about the programme, 

misinformation about who can register, and a lack of 

trust in the system based on previous unsuccessful 

attempts to access benefits. The scheme does not have 

the option of phone or internet registration despite the 

high levels of mobile ownership and internet usage 

among the country’s poor.11 

3. Social Security for Informal Workers

The decline in social security benefits is accompanied 

by the gradual increase in the informalisation of the 
8 Ibid.
9 Ibid.
10 Davis, C. P. (2020). The struggle for a multilingual future: Youth and education in Sri 
Lanka. Oxford University Press, USA.
11 Ibid.
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workforce in the country, pushing more workers into 

precarity. Two of the largest employers in the formal 

sector were the tea plantation and garment sectors. The 

regular workforce employed in Sri Lanka’s tea sector 

declined by around 72% between 1981 and 2018. 

Even permanent workers were often not provided with 

adequate medical and accident insurance and lived 

in cramped, dilapidated housing, the responsibility 

for maintenance falling on the workers. The COVID-19 

pandemic also highlighted the exclusions facing the 

Malaiyaha Tamil community living on tea estates. 

Systematic exclusion of estate workers from public 

goods and service provision, including pandemic relief, 

was reported.12

Around 15% of Sri Lanka’s labour force is employed in 

the apparel sector, and the majority are women.13 In 

2022, the apparel industry directly employed 400,000 

permanent workers and indirectly employed two 

million workers. The indirectly employed workers came 

as day labourers, often through third-party agencies. 

They had no formal employment contracts, received 

no benefits or protection such as health insurance, 

social security benefits and overtime pay, and were 

12 Chandrabose, A. R. and Ramesh, R. (2021). Institutional Discrimination Puts 
Plantation Community at Risk. Groundviews, 25 June.
13 Silva, R. (2023) Threads of Injustice: Investigating the precarious working conditions 
of garment workers in selected Export Processing Zones in Sri Lanka. Edited by 
S. Thudugala, R. Karunanithi and P. Rao. Asian Forum for Human Rights and 
Development. Forum-Asia. https://forum-asia.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Threads-
of-Injustice-Rev.pdf.

not eligible for provident and gratuity funds.14 They 

exemplified the social security divide between the 

small formal sector and the growing informal sector 

in Sri Lanka. The COVID-19 pandemic brought out 

further fault lines within the country’s unregulated 

employment spaces. The Free Trade Zone (FTZ) 

factories were at the centre of the country’s attention 

as the outbreak occurred initially in a private factory 

amongst workers. There were reports that even while 

600 employees were experiencing a fever, they were 

instructed to cover targets.15 The pandemic brought 

attention to garment workers’ crowded working and 

living conditions.

The discussion on social security in Sri Lanka takes place 

at a juncture when the country has passed through the 

ravages of the pandemic and severe economic crisis. 

The juncture exposed several fault lines within the 

society, including geographical, ethnic and gender-

based discrimination in access to social protection. It 

brought out the growing informalisation and exclusion 

of workers from regulation; in this context, it renewed 

calls from several civil society organisations for more 

universal social service coverage.

14 Ibid.
15 War on Want (2020) Garment workers on the frontline of the pandemic: outbreak in 
Sri Lanka. War on Want, 15 October. 
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A.8 High Inflation Demolishing Working People in Sri Lanka



128 Social Security in South Asia: Inequality and Vulnerability

2 List of Participants in Workshop on 
Social Protection in South Asia: 
Employment Crisis, Poverty and 
Vulnerability
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21. Niamat Dalili (Online) Afghanistan Country Author
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27. Sony Pellissery NLSIU, Bangalore, India

28. SQ Masood ASEEM, India

29. Sushovan Dhar SAAPE Advisor

30. Vijay Rukmini Rao SAAPE Core Committee member, India
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3 Notes on Illustrations
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Notes on Illustrations

In the report, there are two categories of illustrations, the first are attached to the regional report and the second 
to the abridged versions of country reports. The first category of illustrations, while using the larger research and 
perspective from secondary literature and the chapters of this report, are not actual quotes from South Asian 
peoples but merely capture the conditions and expectations that multiple stakeholders have from the working 
poor and vulnerable populations in the very unequal South Asian society.

We are grateful to all the researchers, documentary makers, journalists, photographers and organisations like the 
Human Rights Watch, WIEGO, ARTE and others for their crucial contributions. These sources made it possible to 
quote voices from qualitative interviews for the country illustrations. We have mentioned all the sources below 
used for these to know more about country-specific crises.

The quote used in Illustration1.5: Striving for Adequate Social Security for Women is by Tithi Bhattacharya.1 

References for Country Illustrations

A.1

Know more about the humanitarian crisis in Afghanistan here:

Shah, K. (2022). Afghanistan Undercover. PBS Frontline. Episode 20. R

https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/frontline/documentary/afghanistan-undercover/ 

Quereshi, N & Doran, J. (2021). Taliban Takeover. PBS Frontline.Episode 9.

https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/frontline/documentary/taliban-takeover/ 

VICE News (2022). Life in Taliban’s Afghanistan, VICE.13 February.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iIFi_Rgm-T8 

Deutsche Welle News (2022). Child trafficking in Afghanistan. DW Documentary, 15 August.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D9pDnFWR2r8 

A.2 

Watch more about the climate crisis and its adverse impact on Climate Migrants in Bangladesh here:

Deutsche Welle News (2022). Bangladesh's struggle with flooding. DW Documentary. 2 November.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=e4TPVMYkF0k

Deutsche Welle News (2019).Climate refugees in Bangladesh. DW Documentary. 21 March. https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=co5uywe-1Z8 

A.3 

Learn more about the prolonged refugee crisis of the Lhotshampa community here:

Rai, B. (2022). How Bhutan created one of the World’s Biggest Refugee Crisis, The Nepali Comment. 15 Septem-
ber.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=O6C6jXIHe6Y 

Shrestha, S. (2014) Bhutan's Forgotten People, Part 1 & Part 2. Al Jazeera English. 23 May & 3 June.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lQHiSHhiJU0&t=82s 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OZuHdsZEVF4

1Bhattacharya, T., & Vogel, L. (2017). Introduction: Mapping Social Reproduction Theory. In T. Bhattacharya (Ed.), Social Reproduction Theory: 
Remapping Class, Recentering Oppression (pp. 1–20). Pluto Press. https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctt1vz494j.5
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A.4 

Watch how the algorithm exploits delivery partners in India’s gig economy here:

BBC News (2022).India's gig economy riders risk their lives to deliver food. 20 April. https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=B2RV7gEC9j4&t=91s

The Swaddle. (2022). How Indian Food Delivery Apps Are Designed to Exploit Workers. 20 November.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BqG-oRWR0Jo&t=322s

The Quint. (2024). 'Don’t Mock Us': India’s Gig Workers Escape Unemployment, but Face Job Insecurity. 23 May. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KlAcTP3HLM0

A.5 

Read more about the critique of Nepal’s Contributory Social Assistance System and the precarity of their infor-
mal workers here:

Human Rights Watch (2023). Nepal’s Social Protection System Reinforces Inequality. New York. https://www.hrw.
org/news/2023/02/01/nepals-social-protection-system-reinforces-inequality 

CARE Nepal (2022). Dignified and Violence-Free World of Work: A Study on Women Working in Informal Sectors 
in Nepal. 

https://careevaluations.org/wp-content/uploads/MbW_Nepal-informal-sector-DW-study_2021.pdf

A.6

Read and watch more about the impact of the deadly floods and climate catastrophe in Pakistan here: 

Kurtzer, J. & Abdullah, F. (2022). Pakistan’s Deadly Floods Pose Urgent Questions on Preparedness and Response. 
Centre for Strategic and International Studies. Washington D.C. https://www.csis.org/analysis/pakistans-dead-
ly-floods-pose-urgent-questions-preparedness-and-response 

Deutsche Welle News (2024). Pakistan's lasting struggle to start over after the floods. DW Documentary. 15 Jan-
uary. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HT_1tvAgq9s&t=3s 

ARTE Reportage (2022). Pakistan, Surviving the Deluge. France. 16 September.

https://www.arte.tv/en/videos/110783-000-A/arte-reportage/ 

A.7

Read and watch more about the agricultural ban, debt-burdened economy and its implications on the working 
people here:

ARTE Reportage (2023). Sri Lankan Food Crisis. France. 10 February.

https://www.arte.tv/en/videos/111726-000-A/arte-reportage 

A.8 

Read more about the poor work conditions and inaccessibility of resources to migrant workers in Maldives here:

Human Rights Watch (2020). Maldives: Covid-19 Exposes Abuse of Migrants

Overhaul System to Protect Foreign Workers at All Times. New York.

https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/08/25/maldives-covid-19-exposes-abuse-migrants

Shafiya, et al., (2020). Experiences and concerns during the COVID-19 pandemic: A qualitative research with 
employees in the tourism sector of the Maldives. The Maldives National Journal of Research. 8. https://www.re-
searchgate.net/publication/344397818_Experiences_and_concerns_during_the_COVID-19_pandemic_A_qual-
itative_research_with_employees_in_the_tourism_sector_of_the_Maldives
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“This report on social security focusing on inequality and vulnerability amply
demonstrates not only the enormity of the challenges but also its commonality
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