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It is long overdue for a parliamentary committee to consider the authenticity of the Poverty Estimates for Pakistan produced by the 2007-08 survey. It is about time that the parliamentary committee and the people of Pakistan find out how these numbers have been systematically doctored in accordance with the all-is-well mentality at home and to placate the donors who demand progress on poverty reduction in return for their monies.

That the poverty estimates purporting to come out of the Federal Bureau of Statistics (FBS) Household Income and Expenditure Survey 2007-08 are not credible should not be so shocking. But how can Pakistan have a headcount of poor of 17 percent when, according to the National Poverty Centre of the University of Michigan, poverty in the United States was 15 percent in 2010? 

Many analysts, including myself, have repeatedly pointed out the weakness in the poverty estimates. I have been involved in the estimation of poverty and the definition of strategies for its reduction for most of my professional career in Pakistan and abroad. I was closely involved with the First Pakistan Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper. 

I walked out of a contract to write the Second Pakistan Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper in 2006-07, despite the fact that I had done most of the preparatory consultative work, simply because of my insistence on the truth being told.

I am focusing here only on the money-metric measures of poverty generated for Pakistan without going into the wider debates about the adequacy and appropriateness of these measures and the need to consider these in conjunction with other non-money-metric measures. 

The headcount of the poor is an estimate. It is based on a standard methodology. Since the 1980s, poverty has been estimated from primary household-level income and expenditure data collected by the Federal Bureau of Statistics (previous estimates were based on grouped data available to researchers in published FBS reports). These surveys have been conducted from as far back as 1963-64. Over time the quality of these surveys had improved greatly, thanks to feedback from the extensive use of these data by researchers and the introduction of survey modules of the kind of the Livings Standards Measurements Survey (LSMS).

The current controversy first erupted after the Musharraf government’s release of the 2004-05 estimates which showed that poverty between 2000-01 and 2004-05 had declined from 34.5 to 22.7 percent. The government was under much pressure following this unbelievable result.

In order to quell the uproar the World Bank was asked to undertake an analysis, and the UNDP paid for a consultant, Nanak Kakwani, who was then working at a Poverty Centre in Latin America. Kakwani stated that the methodology employed to estimate the poverty measures was correct. But it was not the estimation methodology that was questionable – it was how it was applied and what it was applied to.

At the same time, using the same data set, the World Bank came up with a much lower decline over this period (of about five percent overall) and its country director at the time wrote an incredibly opaque piece for the national press stating that there had been a decline, without highlighting that the decline was significantly smaller than what the government had earlier announced, and without highlighting the fact that this smaller national decline in poverty still meant that poverty in Sindh was shown to decline by nearly 15 percent.

The provincial estimates were suppressed. The government suddenly started stating that the FBS surveys were not meant to be provincially representative! In reality, not only was the sample always designed to be provincially representative, the provincial estimates had always been reported by the governments previously.

What incredible economic phenomenon could have led to this enormous alleged decline in the estimates of poverty in Sindh between 2000-01 and 2004-05? The World Bank note in question is available on its website. Was the decline real or was it the result of clumsy and hurried attempts to cook the underlying primary data to get the desired national result? 

This was not the first time that official efforts were made to show significant declines in poverty. The economic managers at that time had earlier lowered the poverty line from 2,550 calories per adult equivalent to 2,350 calories per adult equivalent in an effort to show reduced poverty as compared to the previous trends. No attempts were made to estimate the earlier numbers in relation to the lower poverty line.

At no time were attempts made to study the structure of the so-called growth or the trends in decli2ning real wages (never adequately measured) or the increasing proportion of expenditures on food in the average family budgets that would have quickly put these poverty estimates in doubt.

The statistical basis on which economic growth and development are measured has been compromised across-the-board. Unpaid family workers were suddenly classified as being employed in the Labour Force Statistics in 2005-06 to show rapid increases in employment.

The estimates of rapidly declining poverty that are at the basis of the current controversy are incredible and defy all economic logic and common sense. They make a mockery of the increasing plight of the majority of Pakistanis who suffer lack of employment and rapidly increasing prices, amid social-sector indicators that are among the worst in the world. The lack of access to justice, opportunity, security and empowerment are leading to continuing hopelessness. The defenders of these numbers have a callous disregard for the suffering of our majority.
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