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THE government’s economic policies have failed to improve the socio-economic conditions of the poor. Despite an average annual growth rate in the GDP of seven per cent in the last five years (2002-2007), no trickle down effect is discernible in the economic conditions of lower income groups.

The structural adjustment programmes and economic reforms have been unable to create favourable conditions for the equitable distribution of resources. At the same time the IMF and World Bank sponsored reforms to create a free market model have failed to create true competition in Pakistan.

The Human Development Index (HDI) is the best measure for human progress because it incorporates all social and economic indicators. The current Human Development Report (HDR)-2006 has revealed the impact of the economic public policies on the masses. Pakistan’s rank in the HDI in last three years has been almost stagnant at 135, 134 and 136.

The public expenditure on health as a percentage of GDP is the lowest in the list of the 177 countries. On average Pakistan spent only 0.4 per cent of its GDP on health and the current budget has allocated less than one per cent on health. This is a clear demonstration of the government’s neglectful attitude towards the health sector.

The last five years have been the worst for 90 million people, that is, 56.25 per cent of the total population and their per capita income is $450 or below as the double digit food inflation did not permit the poor masses to consume necessary proteins, vitamins, carbohydrates, minerals and calcium. This made an impact on the people’s health who suffered from malnourishment that has been a major problem since the 1990s; the HDR confirms that 24 per cent of the population is undernourished.

South Asia is home to 40 per cent of the world’s absolute poor. According to one estimate 135-190 million people, 45 per cent, of the world’s chronic poor live in South Asia. Three-fourth of these are in India while the remaining are in Bangladesh and Pakistan.

Chronic poverty is a permanent feature in the rural regions of Pakistan. The worst form of poverty is the one that is often passed on from parents to children because the sufferers do not have access to education, health, nutrition and civic facilities that are necessary to help a person escape the vicious circle of poverty.

The government claims that it has spent Rs1.441tn on poverty reduction and employment generation but 24 per cent of the population still lives below the national poverty line, estimated to be Rs878.64 per month per adult rather than Rs1800 per month (the international standard). The unemployment rate is 6.20 per cent while in 1990 around one million people were unemployed and unemployment swelled to around 3.5 million in the year 2003-2004.

Seventy-four per cent of the population lives on or below two dollar per day in Pakistan. The remaining 26 per cent consists of low, middle and high-income groups. One interpretation of this huge gap in income is that wealth is concentrated in the hands of a small minority (26 per cent) while the majority (74 per cent) is deprived of adequate resources and opportunities for socio-economic development.

The poverty alleviation programmes in South Asia have not been successful in achieving their goals. The annual reduction in absolute poor in 1981- 2004 in South Asia was merely 0.40 per cent while in East Asia and Middle East it is 6.06 per cent and 2.76 per cent respectively.

In terms of the Poverty of Opportunity Index (POPI) Pakistan’s performance is not satisfactory at all in creating better health and educational opportunities and reducing income inequalities. There are 46 developing countries in POPI analysis and Pakistan’s rank is 27.

The students’ enrolment in primary, secondary and tertiary level is 40 per cent and it stands at 15 from the bottom of the list of 177 countries. The school drop out rate is also very high due to poverty in rural and urban regions. The literacy rate is 55 per cent as per the official standard however it is far less in case of using the International standard.

Around fifty per cent of the labour force is illiterate and its skills are deficient and this has resulted in lower labour productivity. According to the International Labour Organisation, the average labour productivity in Pakistan was merely 2.90 per cent between 1980 and 2005 and is higher in East Asia.

On average the government has allocated only 2.30 per cent of the GDP for education in the last few years. In terms of public expenditure on education, Pakistan occupies the 17th lowest position among 177 countries. In the current budget the education sector has got four per cent of GDP but the access to education is still questionable because of an insufficient educational infrastructure and the feudal norms that do not encourage spread of education in non-feudal communities in rural areas.

Inflation in Pakistan was highest in the SAARC region during1987-1997. The years 2006 and 2007 are the worst in terms of double-digit inflation with respect to food and non-food items. The State Bank’s tight monitory policy has been completely unsuccessful in reducing price hikes especially on wheat flour, oil, ghee, pulses, rice, egg, and sugar.

The share of rent is 23.30 per cent in the non-food basket and it recorded an inflation rate of 10 per cent in last year so the cost of living has increased tremendously.

The inflation in pharmaceuticals, fees of medical services and doctors has been rising. For instance, heart surgery costs Rs300, 000 in government hospitals and at private hospitals it ranges from Rs400, 000 to Rs1000, 000.

The current budget has increased minimum wages from Rs4000 to Rs4600 rupees per month and the pension of some specific groups has also increased. The idea of fixing minimum wages is to protect the ‘working poor’ from price rises but the increase of only Rs600 per month is insufficient to nullify the impact of inflation.

According to Labour Force Survey, the formal sector is 30 per cent of the total labour force; the minimum wage rule is only applicable to just 10 per cent of the formal sector while the remaining 90 per cent is not the domain of labour and minimum wage laws.

The contract labour system is exploitative but it is dominant in local and multinational corporations because there is no legal binding on employers to provide all benefits like social security, provident fund, medical and insurance facility to labour.

The gloomy picture of our social and economic indicators are a clear manifestation of the pattern of our economic policies that are pro-rich. They offer ample opportunities for ‘wealth concentration’ to the affluent while the poor have been marginalised in human development. If our HDI ranking has to improve, the policy makers must re-evaluate the reforms and priorities they are pursuing.
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