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It is vital that a broader range of poverty reduction measures be utilised, including alternative strategies that can better address deprivations of the landless poor or even the marginalised provinces. The only way to encourage such policies would be to make development processes more participatory

There seems to be some ground for optimism given the Federal Bureau of Statistics findings, presented by the Planning Commission to the National Economic Council. According to the findings, overall poverty in Pakistan has declined by 6.7 percent over the past four years. While one certainly does not want to downplay the significance of any changes concerning poverty in the country, the multidimensional nature of poverty requires that we consider a broader range of perspectives before talking about altered ground realities.

Let us first consider the findings of the recent Pakistan Social and Living Standard Measurement Survey. Comparing changes in living standards between 2001 and 2005, the survey says poverty has been reduced by 5.3 percent in urban areas and by 7.2 percent in rural areas. A more detailed analysis of these findings is still underway. It is meant to be completed by the end of this month, so that it can form part of the annual report about Pakistan’s progress towards the UN Millennium Development Goals. The government has invited the World Bank and the Asian Development Bank to contribute to this ongoing analysis. The Asian Development Bank has already pointed out some contradictions in poverty figures issued earlier by the State Bank and those emerging from the Federal Bureau of Statistics survey. 

It is challenging to assess the circumstances of 150 million people using a sample of respondents, and it is also problematic to compare results obtained using different methods. This article will focus on some supplemental views to assessing Pakistan’s poverty situation.

There does seem to be a consensus that Pakistan’s economic growth rate has improved after a decade of sluggishness. Broader structural reforms and geo-strategic circumstances have boosted economic resurgence. Changing international geopolitical circumstances, or even adopting policies decisions within the country that can secure international support, seems to lie beyond the control of those working to reduce poverty. Choosing between particular structural reform options to facilitate development goals is easier. Yet, poverty alleviation reforms are also a political decision. Policymakers can have a tough time trying to convince landed politicians to allow land reforms. Decision makers will also have difficulties trying to convince proponents of privatisation of its adverse effects. Privatisation, unaccompanied by competition policies and regulatory oversight to prevent abuse of monopolistic powers, often leads to higher prices for consumers. 

We can witness this problem currently in Pakistan as sugar prices skyrocket. We need to realise that a limited range of options are available to decision makers as they try to reduce poverty.

Poverty is a multi-dimensional concept. Bringing change requires versatile efforts. It is difficult to capture the range of deprivations associated with poverty using only a handful of indicators. Some months ago, the Human Rights Commission of Pakistan highlighted the plight of Balochistan using a more nuanced approach to poverty. Only 20 percent of people in the province have access to safe drinking water compared to 86 percent in the rest of Pakistan. Village electrification is only 25 percent compared to 75 percent in the rest of the country. Infant mortality rate per 1,000 people is 108 as against national rate of 100. Access to education in Balochistan is also far behind other provinces. The poor are recovering from a devastating drought that plagued the province for the last five years. Groundwater in the province is depleting rapidly. Only six percent of the land in Balochistan is cultivable and its productivity remains low. Though natural gas was discovered in Balochistan in 1952, many of its districts still don’t get it. 

Collating these deprivations into a consolidated profile of poverty, over 50 percent of the population of Balochistan is estimated to be subsisting below the poverty line. HRCP argues that instead of using population alone, the federal government must also give importance to the revenue earned, the prevailing poverty level and to the land size of Balochistan and increase the amount of resources being allocated to it.

Given the rather narrow range of policy options available and the multifaceted nature of poverty, it is vital that a broader range of poverty reduction measures be utilised, including adopting alternative strategies which can better address deprivation of the landless poor or even the more marginalised provinces. The only way to encourage such policies would be to make development processes more participatory. 

Despite the growing emphasis on participation in development, we still see participation at the microeconomic level alone. It is necessary to adopt participatory approaches at both the microeconomic and the macroeconomic levels. Only when people of a province, or from a particular marginalised group, are given a say in determining the changes required to improve their lives, and provided access to these means, will we see more changes on the ground. Until then, governments will have to rely on elusive estimates emphasising macroeconomic stability or increased foreign direct investments that are said to bring expeditious decreases in poverty. 
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