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A misleading hunger index

Per capita food production in India has increased by 26% (2004-05 to 2013-14), while it has
doubled in the last 50 years. While this kind of growth rate in food production is expected to
reduce hunger significantly over time, the Global Hunger Index (GHI) prepared by the International
Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI), shows India’s hunger level in very poor light.

The 2017 GHI score has India ranked 100 out of the 119 countries listed. While a casual reading
would create the impression of India being among the worst performers and underachievers in
addressing food and nutrition security, closer scrutiny shows that it should not be taken at face
value as it is neither appropriate nor representative of hunger prevalent in a country. However,
despite improvements, India still faces a problem of undernourishment and poor child health.

The GHI for 2017 is calculated as a weighted average of four standardised indicators, i.e. the
percentage of population that is undernourished; percentage of children under five years who
suffer from wasting; percentage of children under five who suffer from stunting, and child mortality.
Undernourishment and child mortality each make up a third of the GHI score, while child stunting
and child wasting make up a sixth of the score, and together make up a third of the score. Three of
the four indicators, refer only to children below five who constitute only 11.5% of India’s
population. Further, the percentage of the undernourished population is inclusive of undernutrition
among children. This way, the GHI assigns 70.5% weightage to children below five who constitute
only a minor population share and 29.5% weightage to the population above five, which
constitutes 81.5% of the total population. Therefore, the term “Hunger Index” is highly biased
towards undernutrition of children rather than representing the status of hunger in the overall
population. It would be more appropriate to term the conceptualisation and composition of this
composite index as a “Global Hunger and Child Health Index” than as a “Global Hunger Index”.

Evidence shows that weight and height of children are not solely determined by food intake but are
an outcome of a complex interaction of factors related to genetics, the environment, sanitation and
utilisation of food intake. The IFPRI acknowledges that only 45% of child mortality is due to hunger
or undernutrition.

Without undermining the need for improvement in reducing wasting, stunting and mortality of
children, our calculations show that if child health indicators are not included in the GHI, India will
move to the 77th spot. India’s ranking in terms of child mortality, child stunting and child wasting is
80, 106 and 117, respectively.

The incidence of hunger is taken as the proportion of the population whose food intake provides
less than its minimum energy requirements. The figure of the incidence of hunger depends on
energy norms and the methodological approach used in its estimation.

There is still inconclusive debate on the cut-off for minimum energy requirement calculation. At a
global level, the Food and Agriculture Organisation of the United Nations (FAO) has an average
norm of 1,800 kcal, while the Indian Council of Medical Research-National Institute of Nutrition
(ICMR-NIN) specified average norm of 2,400 kcal for rural areas and 2,100 kcal for urban areas in
India, varies across age, gender and activity-level. There is a strong case to revise the ICMR-NIN
norms as the actual requirement of energy is decreasing due to a shift towards mechanisation and
more congenial work conditions and environment.

There is a large difference in the incidence of undernourishment (hunger) reported by the FAO
and estimates prepared by various experts. It follows from the large variation in the choice of norm
and methodology and data used for such an estimation. The unit-level National Sample Survey
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Office (NSSO) data on Household Consumption Expenditure for the latest year (2011-12) indicate
that 72% of India’s population consumed less food than required to meet the calorie norm
specified by ICMR-NIN. Applying the ICMR-NIN norm, a significant percentage of the population
even in rich income households is undernourished. This shows that either the ICMR-NIN norm is
on the higher side or these people voluntarily chose to eat less than what the ICMR-NIN considers
normative. If we apply the FAO norm to the household consumption data of the NSSO, the
proportion of the population with calorific deficit was 37.32% in 2004-05 and 29.55% in 2011-12.
On the other hand, the FAO’s State of Food Security and Nutrition in the World report has placed
the incidence of undernourishment in India at 20.9% for 2004-06 and 17.5% for 2010-12. The
much lower estimate here is because it overestimates the proportion of food crops used as food
and underestimates the share going for non-food uses such as feed and industrial use. The FAO
approach underestimates hunger and undernutrition in those countries where exact and up-to-date
estimates of food output diverted to non-food uses are not available.

The FAO norm applied to NSSO data on Household Consumer Expenditure indicates that in 2011-
12, about 30% of India was undernourished or suffered from hunger, as per the UN definition of
hunger.

To avoid confusion about the status of hunger and undernourishment, India should regularly
prepare and publish official estimates of hunger, like that of poverty. It will also help in tackling
hunger.

Prof. Ramesh Chand is Member, NITI Aayog and Shivendra Kumar Srivastava is Agricultural
Economist, NITI Aayog.
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Cabinet gives nod to nutrition mission

The Union Cabinet on Friday approved the launch of National Nutrition Mission with a target to
reduce malnutrition and low birth weight by 2% each year. The government has budgeted Rs.
9,046 crore for the mission for a period of three years.

More than 10 crore people will be benefited by this programme. All the States and districts will be
covered in a phased manner; to begin with, the worst-affected 315 districts will be targeted this
financial year.

Single platform

The core idea behind the mission is to converge all the existing programmes on a single platform.

“One Ministry alone working in its own silo can’t achieve this,” Women and Child Development
Minister Maneka Gandhi said. For example, the Pradhan Mantri Matruvandana Yojana, which
provides support to pregnant and lactating women, works under the Ministry of Women and Child
Development; while Mission Indradhanush, which seeks to increase rates of complete
immunisation of women and children, is under the Ministry of Health.

“The results of this, if we are on the right track, should show in a year. This is momentous,” Ms.
Gandhi added.

The mission targets to bring down stunting in children. As per the National Family Health Survey,
38.4% of children in India have stunted growth. The mission plans to bring this down to 25% by
2022. It also aims to bring down anaemia among children, women and adolescent girls by 3%
every year.

There remains confusion over whether or not Aadhaar is mandatory for all beneficiaries, many of
who are children below the age of three years.

Official’s assurance

Women and Child Development secretary R.K. Shrivastava said it was mandatory, but no
beneficiary would be denied benefits for the lack of Aadhaar card.

“In a pilot study in Assam, we found 3 lakh fake children enrolled in anganwadis, which means
pilferage of Rs. 30 lakh per day,” Ms. Gandhi said.

The results of this, if we are on the right track, should show in a year

Maneka Gandhi

Women & Child Development Minister
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A job crisis, in figures

Jobs are an integral part of India’s political narrative today. This is unsurprising because the NDA
came to power on the promise of creating a large number of jobs for India’s rapidly rising work
force. However, much of the debate on employment performance over the last few years has been
mired in ambiguity due to the absence of high-frequency employment statistics. The government
has put in place a taskforce to revamp India’s employment data architecture, but new employment
numbers are unlikely to come out anytime soon. Understanding employment trends in the interim
period is, however, imperative. In a recent study, ‘Waiting for Jobs’, we attempt to do so by
undertaking a detailed analysis of multiple data sources and surveys. Our study confirms the
languid pace of job creation in India over the last few years. Here, I highlight a few statistics which
underscore the severity of India’s job crisis.

First, data from the Labour Bureau’s Annual Household Employment survey (not to be confused
with the Bureau’s quarterly employment surveys which are based only on enterprises employing
10 or more workers in select sectors) shows a decline in total employment from 480.4 million
(2013-14) to 467.6 million (2015-16). The only sector to have witnessed a significant increase in
employment was wholesale and retail trade where employment increased from 43.7 million to 48.1
million. In the manufacturing sector ( both organised and unorganised) employment declined from
51.4 million to 48.1 million over the same time period.

Second, we examine data from the Annual Survey of Industries (ASI), an enterprise survey which
covers only the organised manufacturing sector. Here, we find employment to have increased
from 12.94 million to 13.25 million between 2013-14 and 2014-15.What is particularly noteworthy
here is that of the paltry 3.15 lakh jobs created over this period, 85.02 per cent were contractual
jobs. Given that there is no ASI data beyond 2014-15, we attempt to generate an alternate
employment series for this sector using data from the National Accounts Statistics (NAS).
Although the NAS does not report employment data, we use the reported Gross Value Added
(GVA) data to generate employment estimates. We construct estimates of the employment
elasticity of GVA for each of the industry groups reported in the NAS. These elasticity estimates
capture the responsiveness of employment to changes in GVA. Using the changes in GVA
reported in the NAS and our elasticity estimates, we compute changes in employment. It is
important to clarify here that due to the revision in India’s NAS, the manufacturing sector, earlier
divided into the organised and unorganised sectors is now divided into the private corporate
manufacturing sector (PCMS) and the household sector. While there are methodological
differences, the two new groups loosely replace the earlier classification. The employment series
we create in our study corresponds to the PCMS and serves as a proxy for employment in the
organised manufacturing sector. Our calculations suggest that between 2014-15 and 2015-16,
employment in the PCMS increased by approximately four lakh. In the following time period (2015-
16 to 2016-17), a little over three lakh jobs were created in this sector. Given that this is the
organised sector where the “good productive” jobs lie, the pace of job creation is far from
adequate. It is important to note that while the methodology used in our study gives us an estimate
of employment, it tells us nothing about the quality of jobs created. However, given the rapid rise in
the share of contract workers in the organised manufacturing sector over the last two decades, it
would not be unreasonable to assume that a large number of these jobs were in fact contractual
jobs.

Third, we examine the NSSO’s recently-released report, “Unincorporated Non-Agricultural
Enterprises” (73rd round), which provides data on unregistered/unorganised firms in the non-
agricultural sector (excluding construction) for the year 2015-16. The previous such survey was
conducted in 2010-11. Comparing data from these two rounds, we find that the total number of
workers engaged in unorganised manufacturing enterprises increased from 34.88 million to 36.04
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million between 2010-11 and 2015-16. Importantly, it was household enterprise (which operate
without any hired worker) that accounted for much of this increase (1.82 million). On the other
hand, the total number of workers engaged in non-household establishments (which employ at
least one hired labourer) declined by 0.67 million. Household enterprises pay lower wages and
have lower productivity as compared to non-household establishments. Thus, there are significant
welfare gains to be made from transitioning from household to non-household enterprises
establishments. The increasing employment in household enterprises is thus a disturbing
phenomenon. It seems to be a consequence of the lack of alternative decent employment
opportunities.

Fourth, we examine statistics from various administrative data sets. A noteworthy source in this
context is the government’s recently launched National Career Services (NCS), which attempts to
provide a nation-wide online platform for jobseekers and employers. As of March 2016, 36.25
million job seekers were registered on the NCS portal. By October 2017, this had increased to
39.92 million against a mere 7.73 lakh vacancies posted on the exchange. An analysis of the NCS
data is fraught with several challenges such as limited coverage and the fact that job seekers
registered on the exchange are often already employed in low paying establishments and are in
search of better paying jobs in the organised sectors of the economy. Despite the caveats, these
numbers reinforce the enormous gap between the pace of job creation and demand for productive
jobs.

An examination of multiple datasets reaffirm the acuteness of India’s jobs crisis. It is time we stop
citing the lack of reliable and timely data as an excuse for having a meaningful debate on job
creation.
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Focus on income mobility

The World Inequality Report 2018 released by the World Inequality Lab last week says that
income inequality in India has increased since economic liberalisation. This, it notes, is in contrast
to the earlier decades when inequality dropped under socialist policies. As expected, the finding
has been used by many to argue that the rich should be taxed more to help the poor. The logic is
that the rich get richer at the expense of the poor, so taxes that redistribute wealth are only a
rational response to inequality.

Income inequality in India at its highest level since 1922, says Lucas Chancel

It is true that the rich and the middle class control a major share of the world’s resources, which
consequently is not available to the poor. They enjoy higher incomes from better jobs and
investments, which allows them to outbid the poor to purchase various goods. What is not true,
however, is that the poor will get to enjoy many luxuries if only the rich were taxed more and the
money was used to write welfare cheques to the poor, thus boosting their purchasing power.
Instead, when taxes are high, people who help produce the goods that the rich and the middle
class enjoy today will have less of an incentive to do their jobs as before. Workers, for instance,
may no longer be attracted towards high-skill jobs when their income from such jobs is taxed at
high rates. Investors too will have lesser reason to put in their money in crucial projects when their
profits are taxed at high rates. In fact, India before economic liberalisation faced this problem when
it tried to tax its way to prosperity.

Income inequality will always exist in a market economy where people are allowed to engage in
free exchange and earn incomes according to their personal capabilities. Doctors, for instance,
earn many more times than plumbers and carpenters because they offer rare services. At the
same time, however, the higher incomes of the rich and the middle class do not last forever in a
marketplace that is free of legal entry barriers. More people will be attracted towards professions
and businesses that offer higher returns, which in turn will drive up the incomes of the new
entrants while driving down the returns of incumbents. This is why we must look at income
mobility, which reflects the number of people moving up and down the economic ladder, and ways
to foster it rather than inequality. In fact, income inequality might even widen during times when
there is a lot of economic mobility. To enable mobility, however, the government needs to look
beyond taxes and handouts, and ensure social goods — education and healthcare — for all in
order to level the playing field.

Receive the best of The Hindu delivered to your inbox everyday!

Please enter a valid email address.

The definition of harassment needs to be constantly updated, and the process for justice made
more robust
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India’s jobless growth is a myth

We see two major concerns on employment generation in India. The first relates to regular
availability of information on employment generation and the second, to its quality, particularly its
ability to capture fully the data on employment generation from the new initiatives taken by the
government.

In India, the overall employment situation is assessed on the basis of periodic comprehensive
surveys undertaken by the National Sample Survey Office (NSSO), usually after every five years.
The NSSO surveys reveal that overall employment growth from 1993-94 to 2011-12 (the latest
year for which the data is available) averaged 1.1% per annum, perceived to be lower than the
growth in the number of people who might have been entering the labour force and what one
would expect from accelerating output growth. The employment elasticity during this period was
only 0.18. A secular decline in the labour force participation rate (LFPR), which reflects willingness
to work, from 430 per 1,000 people in 2004-05 to 395 per 1,000 in 2011-12, kept the
unemployment rate at low levels.

Since NSSO surveys have been infrequent, the director general of the Labour Bureau has started
providing more frequent information on labour markets since 2009-10. It has released five survey
reports during this period, the latest being for 2015-16. The methodology is almost similar, but
results are based on large surveys. These could be considered a reasonable proxy for assessing
the labour market situation, more so in the intervening periods between the publication of NSSO
surveys.

We look at the information from these two surveys—NSSO and Labour Bureau—to seek answers
to these three questions:

First, whether this period was one of jobless growth? Second, assuming that each state followed a
different development strategy, how different was their relative record in providing employment to
job seekers? Third, what is the status when it comes to providing regular, productive and well-paid
jobs?

Labour Bureau data indicates that between 2009-10 and 2015-16, incremental jobs created
exceeded the number of people who entered the labour force by a wide margin. At an aggregate
level, 75 million jobs were created, against 61 million who were added to the list of job seekers.
During this period, the overall percentage of people in the age group of 15 and above who were
willing to work, both male and female, increased marginally. With employment opportunities
outnumbering job seekers by 23%, the rate of unemployment also declined. Contrary to general
perception, the period 2009-10 to 2015-16 does not seem to be a period of jobless growth.

Notwithstanding interstate differences, the average annual rate of growth of job creation at the all-
India level, at 3.2% in 2009-2016, exceeded the rate of growth of job seekers, which averaged
2.4% (Table 1). Six states—Assam, Himachal Pradesh, Jammu and Kashmir, Kerala, Sikkim and
Uttarakhand—had lower job creation growth relative to the growth of job seekers. A significantly
high growth of incremental job creation in Bihar, Jharkhand and Uttar Pradesh needs to be further
analysed to ascertain the contributing factors.

A state-wide analysis suggests that in Gujarat, Maharashtra, Madhya Pradesh and Rajasthan,
there was a sharp decline in female job seekers—and this might have helped match job
opportunities to job seekers. On the other hand, in Sikkim, there were fewer job opportunities for
both males and females. Despite adequate availability of job opportunities at the all-India level,
state-wide differences remained significant, and, in some cases, surplus jobs arose only because
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of a decline in the labour and workforce participation rate for females.

The third question relates to how well paid these jobs were. The Labour Bureau survey (2015-16)
has categorized workers according to their monthly income levels. Most of the workers, 84% of all,
whether self-employed, regular wage earners, contract workers or casual workers, were getting an
income of less than Rs10,000 per month (Figure 1). Regular wage earners or salaried-class
workers were better off, with 57% having a monthly income of Rs10,000 or less. Finally, 96.3% of
casual workers, including those who were employed for public works, and 85% of self-employed
persons had a monthly income of Rs10,000 or less. Enough work was also not available for nearly
40% of the workers; they were being employed for only a part of the year. In terms of decent,
productive and well-paid jobs, considerable gaps continued to persist.

It is necessary, then, to evolve strategies to create supplementary opportunities for the self-
employed, improve the female labour force participation rate, increase the ratio of female to male
job seekers, and reduce interstate differences.

R. Gopalan and M.C. Singhi are, respectively, former secretary and senior adviser, department of
economic affairs.

Comments are welcome at theirview@livemint.com
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