Poverty reduction: rhetoric and the reality 
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'Where even bare sustenance is uncertain, education cannot be on agenda.' (File Photo) 


Business 

War on terror causing balance of payment problem 



She neatly braided hair of her daughter, Marium, 10. Shahina’s two toddlers sat in her lap and the rest of three children were twisting and turning on the Ralli (padded bed sheet) spread on the footpath, on a bright June Karachi morning. 

What drove her family out of the privacy of home on a street? Answer is: abject poverty. 

Her husband claims to be a motorcycle mechanic. The family migrated to Karachi from Multan last year and has been living on the side path next to Zamzama Park at Neelum Colony in Karachi. Jewa, the mechanic told Dawn that his unsteady low income has forced him to migrate and live off road. He had to also to give away one of his daughters who was fussy. It was not clear if the child was sold or given in care of a prosperous family. 

Jeva’s family has been surviving for the last about a year on generosity of the residents of the locality. He was not willing to leave the place and move to some shanty settlement where his equals live as it would deprive him of alms and material help that he manages here to sustain his big family of small children. Where even bare sustenance is uncertain, education cannot be on agenda. The health and hygiene of the family is up to the readers to imagine. 

This is a perfect example how economic hardships render even a semi-skilled worker, who could have been supporting his family, into a parasite living off on others’ fruits of labour. 

The poverty survey is not out as yet but the IFI’s estimated poverty has risen by over 10 per cent in just last two years falling anywhere between 33 to 36 per cent. It makes up over fifty million people. 

The allocation to poverty related programme at consolidated Rs245 billion (BISP Rs70 billion, IDPs Rs50 billion, health 30 billion, education Rs61 billion, population welfare Rs4 billion) in a federal budget of Rs2.48 trillion is a pittance of what is required to address the issues of social exclusion. 

The misguided stabilisation strategy in a shrinking economy, pursued in 2008-09 under IMF tutelage drove thousands like Jeva out of their homes and in the streets to suffer. 

The government does not contest that poverty is increasing. Over the last two years, people were retrenched in thousands from shrinking industrial and other business concerns. 

The self-employed petty workers such as small time mechanics, tuition teachers, beauticians, etc are unable to cope with rising costs and declining demand for their services joined the swelling numbers of unemployed. People had to pull their children out from many small private schools which were closed. 

Workers lost jobs in construction activities; media workers settled for half their wages as media houses readjusted with fall in advertising revenues; hundreds of lower staff was driven out of brokerage houses and mutual fund industry. 

Young and educated mounted a search for patrons in political parties as their friends and relatives failed to find them placement. If crime rate has increased, you need not look far for an explanation. 

Shaukat Tarin, de facto finance minister, in the post- budget press conference, said: 'There is special focus on social sector development and poverty alleviation and the government is planning to enhance expenditure on education, health and infrastructure development. We are devising a strategy to increase budget to health and education sector to about 7-8 per cent of the GDP during the next five years. The support offered by the friends of democratic Pakistan would be spent on these sectors.' 

Tarin blamed the last regime for irresponsible behaviour that aggravated macro economic challenges for the current government. He mentioned global economic crisis particularly commodity and oil price escalation for added woes of economic managers who were forced to slash development spending to achieve stability. The advisor boasted of his policies that reigned in the trend of rising inflation and controlling deficits beside apt agriculture pricing mechanism that led the sector to perform better than expected. 

He and his advisors had no explanation why less than appropriate allocations were made for social sector. They avoided giving out the comparable measure of allocations to the social sector in the budget. 

The budget speech of Hina Rabbani Khar or the budget brief provided to the media did not show the allocations as percentage of GDP. 

The advisor was not able to give a satisfactory reply to a question on the Millennium Development Goals that failed to find even passing reference in the budget. 

In the absence of progress report, no one can tell where the country stands against bench marks set for the last three years. It is not so difficult to guess though. Pakistan was at the bottom among its peers in the region when the economy was growing at six per cent and above. 

The last millennium report assessed progress vis a vis goals and targets made in the year 2006. The queries made by Dawn revealed that the democratic government rendered the Centre for Research on Poverty Reduction and Income Distribution, a project under the Planning Commission redundant by replacing the staff with a set of political appointees who have not been able to bring out a single report. 

'It is not wise to undermine the power of an informed mass of people. It is naïve to try to test their patience by ignoring their concerns indefinitely. No power intrigues worked. In the end it was the street power that clinched the reigns of government from the military rule and passed it on to an elected dispensation,' said a political economist. 

'People displayed great restraint and endured pain all through 2008-09 to give the democratic government a chance to right the wrongs. The democratic goodwill, however, must not be taken for granted. There is need for Gilani government to display greater sensitivity to the problems faced by the multitude. If people can install a government they can also bulldoze it' concluded the commentator. 

The senior government functionaries find the analysis too harsh on a government struggling with worsening security situation and a still harsher international economic environment. “It is easy to trash all efforts of the government but difficult to deliver under constraints that the democratic government works. Yes allocation to the social sector might not be enough but low inflation will improve the purchasing capacity of poor families and transparent system of distribution of Rs1000 to deserving marginalised families will provide some relief”, a PPP parliamentarian asserted. 

'Let the growth pick up and you will see that the quality of our governance will be better than that of the government of Musharraf-Shauket Aziz that excluded the majority from benefits of growth,' said another Jiala. 

