Socio Economic & Caste Census 2011 – An effective exercise in under reporting and depriving
A large debate has been ranging across the country over the Socio Economic Caste Census 2011 an exercise currently being undertaken throughout India to not only count but also identify people to target welfare entitlements like Public Distribution System, National Old Age Pension etc.
The debate that initially started with 15 / 19 rupees was moved to 26 / 32 rupees as per the latest affidavit of the Planning Commission to the Supreme Court. The initial figures are the rural / urban per person per day poverty line cutoffs for 2004-05 as per the Tendulkar report and the latter figures are the apportioned figures by the Planning Commission for 2011 respectively. Jairam Ramesh & Montek Singh Ahluwalia have justified the figures but have assured that the figures will not be used for identification during the Socio Economic Caste Census. Mr Ahluwalia has tried to delink the Poverty line figure with that of SECC but have stuck to the position on the figures and estimation as per Tendulkar report for the 12th Plan. This is contradiction!!
We are all aware of the mistakes in estimation of poverty right from 1971 survey onwards wherein the methodology applied was faulty and poverty was underreported. This has been frankly admitted in the Saxena Report. Serious blunders continued in the BPL surveys of 1997 & 2002. Ministry of Rural Development (MoRD) note on the SECC2011 has admitted to the limitations of the 2002 survey but the Government continues to defend its position in the Supreme Court. BPL survey began with an estimate of 36% as people below poverty line in 1997 and as 26% in 2002—Infact the 9th plan document (Volume - I, Chapter on Growth Performance and Poverty) estimated that poverty figures preceding 9th plan as 29% and that it was likely to come down drastically over the next few planning periods. So by the year (2001-02) preceding the 10th plan, the estimated poverty was likely to be 17.7%, and by the year (2006-07) preceding the launch of the 11th plan this was likely to be 9.2%. By the year (2011- 12) preceding the 12th five year plan, the figure was expected to come down to 4.4%. Contrast this with the data provided by Saxena report. The Saxena report very clearly highlights that the number of people in 2004-05 consuming calories less than 2400 / 2100 in rural / urban India stands at 80% and 65% respectively. All earlier erstwhile BPL surveys has used 2400 / 2100 calories as baseline but had severely underreported poverty. For what? Simply because, with the BPL surveys is connected the entitlements!!! And with entitlements comes budget allocation which the Planning Commission over a period has been reluctant to allocate.
Today, we are witnessing a repeat of the old story. The administration does not hesitate to bail out industries giving them thousands of crores of stimulus packages but when the issue is of poverty alleviation, confusing and often contradictory statistics and methodology is applied to under report poverty. Tendulkar report commissioned by the Planning Commission is successful in doing just that!! Denying and contradicting with the Saxena report, the Tendulkar report has now shifted the very goal post. It has now adopted the Minimum Dietary Energy requirement (MDE) of 1770 kcal for light workers as per the UN’s FAO norms for arriving at the new poverty line against the 2400 / 2100 kcal. The MDE of FAO of 1770 determines the population undernourished and does not present the healthy population. The Indian population is not a light working population but moderate & heavy working. In fact, even an average Indian woman is more than a moderate worker.

Even the survey methodology applied now by the Ministry of Rural Development (MoRD) in the SECC survey in rural India is not congruent to the methodology suggested by the very committee (Saxena Committee) it commissioned for the very purpose. The Saxena report has suggested the methodology of Auto exclusion then Auto Inclusion and then for a small population conducting the survey on simple questionnaire but the determining criterias finalized by the MoRD has largely compromised upon the recommendations of Saxena. It has also completely disregarded the entire Antodaya categories mandated by the Supreme Court for auto inclusion in the SECC 2011. Not a single Human Development Index like BMI or mortality rates of a section is being considered to identify the deprived. In fact, the Ministry of Housing & Urban Poverty Alleviation (MHUPA) has defined the survey questionnaire but has not yet declared the identification criteria for urban India.
The statistical jugglery and the effort to delink the declared poverty ratio of 41.8% rural and 25.7% urban with the SECC is nothing but fooling the people and once again an effort to under report poverty. The survey questionnaires, the compromised identification criteria, poorly trained staff, ineffective communication at the grass roots will all ensure that the results will not retrieve the correct ground level data and will certainly deprive very many genuinely needy sections of our population.

