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POVERTY reduction is increasingly being recognised in Pakistan as one of the most important tools to gauge the performance of the government particularly with respect to its socio-economic policies.

This is indeed a welcome departure from the traditional approach, the primary emphasis of which was on increasing the GDP with little emphasis on the distributional aspects particularly that related to the impact of growth on poverty reduction. It is now being increasingly recognised that economic growth is of little use if it does not elevate the status of the majority of people who are trapped in the vicious circle of poverty.

The measurement of poverty and its comparison over time has therefore been of central concern, to the policy makers, international donors, civil society and the general public. The present government has claimed that poverty as measured by the percentage of the population below the national poverty line has been reduced from 34 percent in 2001 to 23 per cent in 2005.

The credibility of this estimate however is marred by the widespread controversy surrounding the methodology that is used to compute this rate. Dr Akmal Hussain (Dawn, Feb 20, 2008) drew our attention to methodological flaws in the recent measurement of poverty by the government. The controversy surrounding the measurement of poverty is further strengthened by the general perception of the public who fail to relate this official claim to their own standard of living that is deteriorating day by day under the escalating prices of basic necessities.

In view of the methodological flaws and constraints in the accurate measurement of poverty, there is a dire need to supplement the standard measure of poverty that is based on income and consumption with a wider concept of poverty that includes in addition to income, some other vital aspects of human deprivation. This is important for at least three reasons.

First, household data on income and consumption is much more susceptible to measurement error associated with under reporting of income and consumption.

Second, frequent changes in survey design and methodology to compute poverty rates restricts its comparability over time. Third and most importantly, there is a need to understand the concept of poverty in a much wider perspective. It is important to realise that income is an important but only one dimension of poverty.

In reality, poverty is a multidimensional concept that goes beyond the deprivation of income and consumption and includes several other forms of deprivation that people face on a day to day basis such as the denial of quality education; better nutrition and health services; security against crime and violence; satisfying leisure hours; and political and cultural freedoms to mention a few.

Of course, this is not to deny that with a sufficiently high income a person is able to improve some of his non-income attributes. But income cannot buy everything and therefore poverty ought to be viewed in a multidimensional manner.

In broader terms, poverty is the denial of opportunities: the opportunity to earn a decent living, the opportunity to have access to good quality education, and the opportunity to have access to basic health care and so on. It is important to note that it is the inequality in opportunity that is deemed more unfair than the inequality in income.

This is because some inequality in income is tolerated as it reflects differences in natural abilities and personal efforts. Inequality in opportunities, on the other hand, is much less tolerable as it denies the basic human right of the people to exercise their potential.

In order to address some of the shortcomings of the unidimensional approach of measuring poverty that is based on income alone, Mahbub ul Haq suggested a new measure which is much more comprehensive, called the poverty of opportunity index (POPI) in the Report on Human Development in South Asia 1998.

This is a composite measure that includes in addition to income poverty some other non-income but tangible indicators of human deprivation such as the lack of access to education and health. In terms of education, POPI includes the percentage of primary school age children who are out of school and the percentage of adult illiterates. In terms of health, the index uses percentage of people not expected to survive to the age of forty; the percentage of people who are deprived of access to safe water and the percentage of malnourished children under the age of five.

The Mahbub ul Haq Human Development Centre computed this index for a total of 46 developing countries and reported the estimates in its 2006 Report Poverty in South Asia: Challenges and Responses.

In the case of Pakistan, the estimate of the poverty of opportunity index turns out to be 34 per cent which is much higher than World Bank estimate of percentage of population below $1 a day (17 per cent) as well as the government figure that is based on national poverty line (23 per cent). This discrepancy between income poverty and the poverty of opportunity index turns out to be much higher in the case of Pakistan than other developing countries.

In India for instance, the estimates of POPI and those based on $1 a day are quite close: 31.3 and 34.7 per cent respectively. This indicates that in Pakistan, either the estimate of income poverty is not accurate or an incredibly higher number of people are denied opportunities than are denied income alone. In both cases, there is an underlying message for the government.

While the government celebrates rising economic growth and claims significant reduction in poverty, it is important not to lose sight of the rising deprivation in the area of health and education. The recent Education for All Report indicates that Pakistan has the dubious distinction of containing one of the highest numbers of out-of-school children in the world. In the area of health, maternal mortality rate has increased from 200 in 1995 to 320 per 100,000 in 2005. The percentage of births attended by skilled health personnel in Pakistan remain one of the lowest in the world (23 per cent), even lower than that in Sub Saharan Africa (46 per cent).

It is time that the government, instead of presenting selective indicators of well being — the computation of many of which are based on flawed and controversial methodologies — takes stock of the comprehensive picture of wellbeing of the people and reviews its policies accordingly.

Since a new government will soon be taking charge, it is worthwhile to evaluate the policies of the previous government and make an objective assessment of where they went wrong. One thing is clear and the recent election results have made it much clearer: no matter how dumb and uneducated our masses are, it is almost impossible to fool them with selective presentation of facts that do not relate to the ground realities and to the lives of the ordinary people.
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