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1. Background

The research meeting on Social Protection Policies in South Asia was jointly organized by UNESCO New Delhi and the Indian Council for Social Science Research (ICSSR) on March 18-19, 2010 in New Delhi. It was organized within the framework of UNESCO’s Management of Social Transformation (MOST) Programme and its flagship activity, the Regional and Sub-regional Fora of Ministers in charge of Social Development, launched in 2001 in Latin America to enhance dialogue between Ministers, researchers and the civil society. The South Asian Forum of Ministers in charge of Social Development was launched in 2006 and the Second Ministerial Forum held in New Delhi in 2008 stressed the importance of research for evidence-based policy-making. Accordingly, the research meeting of March 18-19, 2010 was held with the objective of providing support material and expertise to the next Forum of Ministers in charge of Social Development from South Asia, expected to take place in Bangladesh in 2010 on Social Protection and Safety Nets in South Asia. The research meeting specifically addressed the following questions:
· What are the social policies that work under which conditions and what lessons can such experiences offer to other countries?

· How can such policies be further strengthened to enhance the transformative potential? 

· How can a regional perspective be built on issues of social protection? 

There were twelve full-length research papers presented by experts on social protection policies in South Asia, which were thoroughly discussed by the participants in the meeting. In a round table discussion toward the end of the meeting, attempts were made to synthesise and to come up with specific recommendations based on the two days’ deliberations. In the present paper we first present a comprehensive analytical summary of the features of various social protection programmes and policies, drawing on the South Asia experiences. They include the design features, implementability, institutional capacity, fiscal requirements, problems of coverage and quality, and so on. We then discuss the possible social protection policy alternatives that are evidence-based. Even though the papers were focused on specific country experiences, we have organised this summary paper around the programmes and policies to understand better the commonalities and contrasts between countries experiences. 
2. Clarifying the concept: What is social protection?
Almost all the participants in the meeting felt that more clarity was needed at the conceptual level itself. The social protection perspective can be seen as more comprehensive than some other perspectives, such as poverty and deprivation, human development, social security, human rights, and so on. Social protection policies are expected to address insecurities related to the failure to meet basic economic and social needs as well as those related to sudden change for the worse. While the former type of insecurity – persistent poverty and deprivation – would require various ‘promotional’ policies with the broader goal of poverty eradication and enhancing human capability, the latter calls for ‘protective’ measures to provide security in the face of contingencies. In the South Asian context, social protection policies have to deal with both promotional and protective type measures. While promotional policies include income, asset and consumption tansfers to the poor and the assetless, protective policies aim at protecting people from sudden reversals that threaten the quality of their daily lives. To make the concept more inclusive we perhaps need to add such ‘preventive’ policies that are expected to reduce the probability of occurrence of those sudden reversals. 
All these policies can either be viewed as passive beneficiary oriented public policies or as people’s entitlements and citizenship rights. In South Asia there is a growing, albeit limited in scale, tendency to articulate the demand for social protection in terms of rights and entitlements (guarantees). This makes the social protection perspective different from the perspective of conventional peverty alleviation programmes. A related distinguishing feature of the concept of social protection is its emphasis on the ‘transformative potential’
. With increasing awareness about rights and entitlements, the existing imbalances in power in the South Asian societies can be expected to change.   
Apart from the ethical and the right-based perspectives that provide the rationale for social protection, there is an altogether different rationale that is being articulated by economists recently. The recent theory and evidence “offers a new perspective on social protection policies in poor countries, suggesting that there is a scope for using these policies to compensate for the market failures that perpetuate poverty, particularly in high-inequality settings”
. Market failures together with costly nature of informal instruments together provide justification for public intervention in the form of safety nets, credit and insurance for the poor. Presence of social protection can maintain social cohesion and can prevent irreversible losses of human capital, which in turn is considered good for economic growth. To improve or protect human capital, social protection measures range from labor market interventions, unemployment or old age insurance to targeted income support programmes. 
3. The South Asian context  

A general concern has been voiced at the UN about the devastating consequences of global economic and financial crisis and the need for urgent actions by country governments to mitigate the social impact of the crisis. In the South Asian context, however, to think of social protection  as responses to global finacial and economic crisis does not seem to be a good starting point. Instead, certain common afflictions which are endemic in nature in almost all South Asian countries need to be kept at the centre of discussion. 
South Asia continues to have the largest concentration of people below the international poverty line in the world, even though most of the countries in the region have been experiencing moderate to high rates of growth in GDP in the past one and a half decades or so. India, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Nepal – they all have had an average annual growth rate exceeding 5 per cent in the period since 1995. Pakistan’s growth rate also followed this trend in the more recent years. There is little evidence that the effects of high economic growth are trickling down to the lowest economic strata. On the contrary, new forms of vulnerabilities have been afflicting a large number of people in the region. This ‘development failure’ despite moderate to high rates of economic growth is reinforced by the slow rate of structural transformation of the labour market. Continued predominance of the informal segment of the economy and persistence of surplus labour provide the backdrop for any thinking toward social protection policies. Conventional measures of social protection, e.g. pensions, provident fund, unemployment benefits, etc cover only a small fraction of the labour force in South Asia
.   
That the formal social security systems of the type common in more industrialised countries are largely inapplicable in South Asia is widely acknowledged. The reasons were summarised by Guhan (1995)
 as follows:

1. Credit and insurance markets are underdeveloped, restricting the scope for private insurance.
2. The scope for social insurance is limited because the labour market is characterised by high proportions of self-employment and unstable and irregular wage employment.
3. Rural populations are spatially scattered, occupationally diffuse and difficult to reach administratively.
4. High occupational diversity and employment instability characterise the urban informal sector.
5. The problem of poverty is not open unemployment, the focus of formal security systems but irregular and informal employment in diverse activities with low returns.

Given these constraints that are embedded in the nature of the economy, how have the countries in the region responded so far to the need for social protection? All South Asian countries focused more on social assistance and promotional policies for a long time. Only in recent times, the need for protective, social insurance and contingency types has been recognized. Apart from this broad similarity between the countries, there are important variations in the social protection policies across countries. After all, social policies are the products of the particular histories and political economies of different countries.  
4. Types of existing social protection policies in South Asia
Even though the triadic classification of social security measures – promotional, protective and preventive – can help us understand the nature of social protection policies in a certain way, there could be other ways of classifying the policies and programmes viewed from different vantage points. From the discussions in the research meeting it emerged that the central focus of the social protection policies ought to be employment-oriented.  
Employment-oriented programmes

There is some ambivalence in policy thinking about how one should view an employment-oriented programme. The public works programmes that mainly aim at generation of employment are often criticized on the ground that they produce very little social infrastructure. However, from the social protection point of view, this criticism is rather misplaced. In a sense, an employment programme like India’s National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (NREGA) can be seen primarily as a conditional cash transfer programme – a form of safety net. In this view, the goal of building infrastructure for development comes as a secondary one. However, the political acceptability of an employment generation programme among the non-poor might be positively influenced by its potential to create so-called public assets.  
Employment generation programmes have existed in India for long in the form of public works of various kinds, especially in times of crisis or to address seasonal unemployment. The Food for Work (FFW) programme was launched in the 1970s to make foodgrains available to poor landless households conditional on the work they were supposed to perform on public construction projects. This programme was subsequently replaced by the National Rural Employment Programme (NREP), which was later merged into the supposedly better designed and funded Jawahar Rozgar Yojana (JRY). Meanwhile the Maharashtra Employment Guarantee Scheme (MEGS) emerged as the one with the most influence on thinking about employment-oriented social protection measures for its sophisticated design and generous funding. The idea of ‘guarantee’ has since been accepted widely in designing employment programmes, the culmination of which is seen in India’s most ambitious NREGA that was launched in 2006.       
Interestingly, employment programmes in Bangladesh followed almost the same chronological sequence as in India – starting in the 1970s with two employment programmes, viz. the Food for Work programme and the Rural Maintenance Programme, making a gradual transition to the 100-day employment programme in 2008 through the Rural Infrastructure Development Programme lauched in 2002, finally ends with employment programme for the hard core poor
. However, the 100-day employment programme in Bangladesh was launched as an intervention in response to the 2008 food crisis. Yet, the employment programmes could cover only a fraction of the extreme poor. This is generally true for all employment programmes anywhere in the region – the extreme poor, who are incapable of doing hard physical work, are excluded from the coverage.  However, in Pakistan the coverage of employment programmes is generally far more limited than in Bangladesh and India. Nepal too has a food for work programme whose objective is to improve rural infrastructure and generating employment opportunities for the poor through public work schemes. The food-for-work programmes are self-targeted since only the poor are likely to work in these types of programme. Although leakages have been reported, most of the food-for-work programmes have adopted a social auditing system to improve transparency and reduce leakages
. Nepal too has moved to an employment guarantee programme. Sri Lanka has had a public works programme as one of the components of Samurdhi – a large cash transfer programme. We shall therefore discuss Samurdhi in a different section.       
There are clearly lessons to be learnt from each other. For India, the graduation to NREGA, starting from the food-for-work programme, signifies a definite step forward in terms of political and managerial sophistication in design and implementation.  One would like to call it even ‘a paradigm shift’. Earlier publicly funded employment programmes in India suffered from multiple afflictions – low coverage, bureaucracy led implementation with little community involvement, low quantum of work, exclusion of women, corruption driven leakages, non durability of assets created, and so on.
 NREGA seems to have successfully got around some of these problems and achieved moderate success – at least more than all earlier employment programmes in comparison –presumably for its distinctly different design features. For the first time, we see an employment programme which is explicitly right based. The incentive structure for performance is also not perverse, unlike many poverty alleviation programmes. As the resources allocated from the federal government to the states are based on demand, and there is no cap on allocation, the states cannot complain of fund shortage. And most importantly, the wage rate set at the statutory minimum level, which is higher than the prevailing market wage rate in most places, has made this programme distinct from the conventional norm of setting the wage rate below the market rate to ensure self-selection. The so-called self-selection enjoys a kind of easy popularity among economists as an efficient means of targeting the needy. The idea is that some conditions are imposed as necessary for entitlement. For example, a public works programme may set a wage lower than the market wage rate so that only someone desperate for income or the food provided would be willing to participate. This is not a very moral way of proceeding, and NREGA has successfully avoided that route.

The evaluation studies on NREGA implementation show varying success of the programme in terms of average number of days of work per household provided across Indian states. Although the average person days worked per household for 2009-10 turns out to be 37, which is far less than the expected 100 days, states and districts vary widely in terms of this indicator. But to what extent low achievement can be attributed to the failure of the state government or to the labour market dynamics in that particular state is not always clear. The Act stipulates that whoever approaches the local government with demand for job must be provided with work within fifteen days, failing which the person has to be given unemployment benefit from the state government funds. Even though this stipulation apparently puts pressure on the state government and its local bodies, the actual cases of disbursement of unemployment benefit are rare – the number of days of work ‘demanded’ and the number of days of work ‘provided’ almost always match in the data provided by the state governments. In the states where the rural landless people are known to have very limited alternative job opportunities at the wage rate offered by NREGA, it is apparent that work actually provided is not a true reflection of the demand.       
The employment programmes are likely to have easy political appeal since they have high visibility. They rely on a high degree of self-selection. In the case of NREGA both seem to have been favourable – the political and economic imperative of winning the rural vote got expression in the programme and the civil society activism that preceded the enactment succeeded in securing some space in the public discourse. Self–targeting has also worked – participation of the Scheduled Tribes and Scheduled Castes in the programme is more than their respective proportions in the population.  
Social assistance through subsidized food

India’s public distribution system (PDS) is the costliest single government programme distributing subsidized food and some other essentials like kerosene, worth more than Rs. 300 billion annually to about 160 million families, at subsidized prices through a network of 462,000 fair price shops. It is perhaps the largest distribution network of its kind in the world. This hugely expensive programme involves a complex storage and acquisition scheme. 

PDS started out as a minimally targeted rationing scheme with a strong urban bias. Since the 1970s it rapidly extended its network to rural areas and has evolved as an important instrument of government policy for management of availability and for distribution of foodgrains at affordable prices. Historically, the objectives of PDS have been (i) maintaining price stability, (ii) achieving food security at household level, (iii) rationing during situations of scarcity, and (iv) keeping a check on private trade
.
The Targeted PDS (TPDS) was introduced in 1997 and under this scheme special cards were issued to families below poverty line (BPL) and foodgrains were distributed at a lower price for these families compared to those above the poverty line (known as APL families). Entire population divided into three categories – BPL (Below Poverty Line), APL (Above Poverty Line) and AAY – Antyodaya Anna Yojana (destitute). APL was removed for some time but introduced again for viability of ration shops. The BPL households are provided with 35 kg of foodgrains per month at subsidized price. AAY, the destitute households (part of BPL households) are provided at specially subsidized rates (Rs. 2 per kg for wheat and Rs. 3 for rice) – monthly provision of 35 kg of foodgrains. 25 million (38% of BPL) have been covered under AAY. Targeting is supposed to be more effective as compared to the universal system. Central government allocates to different States of India based on poverty ratios. According to Central Government there are around 65 million poor households. States in turn distribute based on BPL list. Targeting is done by states based on 13 non-income indicators to select BPL population. If we add states’ BPL list there are 100 million poor households. There is competitive populism to include more households in the BPL list. TPDS is subsidized by the central government and to some extent by state governments. 

PDS/TPDS has been instrumental in preventing widespread hunger and famine by supplying food from surplus regions of the country to deficit ones by means of market integration. It has helped in maintaining stability of foodgrain prices to a large extent. PDS, including system of minimum support price and procurement, has performed reasonably well, contributed to foodgrain production and income security to farmers in certain regions. It has been successful in reaching out to a large number of consumers, including the poor, in several regions. India’s food policies and PDS helped control domestic food prices as compared to soaring global food prices during 2005 to the middle of 2008. Even on earlier occasions PDS contributed to relative stability of food prices and distribution of food grains in years of droughts and famines in several parts of the country. 

The TDPS is plagued with large inclusion and exclusion errors of targeting and leakages. 
Leakages vary enormously between states. In Bihar and Punjab, the total leakage exceeds 75 per cent. Some other problems are: low quality of foodgrains, infrequent supply of foodgrains, inefficiency of FCI, political interference and corruption, no system of inspection of entitlements and, viability of Fair Price Shops (low margins, etc.). 

Food subsidies generally involve large transaction costs that gobble funds. There is clearly a need for reform of TPDS. The focus of reforms can now be shifted to more efficient delivery systems of public services. It has been recognized that better governance is very important for effective functioning of food based programmes. Social mobilization, community participation and decentralized approach are needed. Introduction of food coupons is going to be a major step toward reform. States like Andhra, Rajasthan and recently Bihar introduced food coupons and considerable improvements have been reported. It has helped in reducing the number of bogus ration cards and effective in checking the PDS grains being diverted to the open market. The basic problem in PDS is lack of public accountability. 
Right based approach toward food security

The Indian parliament is going to enact the National Food Security Act in order to provide a statutory basis to food security for all. According to this proposed law, every family below the poverty line in rural as well as urban areas will be entitled by law, to 25 kilograms of rice or wheat per month at Rs. 3 per kilogram. Although the ongoing ‘targeted public distribution system’ (TPDS) is supposed to provide subsidized foodgrains to the BPL population, the legislative measure may lead to better accountability by making the PDS system more responsive in reaching out to the targeted population. There has been a serious debate in this context. Should the PDS be targeted or universal, as right generally refers to all citizens?  

The proposed national food security act seems rather narrow. The right to food campaign demands a comprehensive ‘Food Entitlement Act’. It not only goes beyond the narrow promise of supplying foodgrains to BPL population by demanding universalisation of PDS, its demands include safeguards against the invasion of corporate interests in food policy and elimination of all social discrimination in food related matters. The general view is that at the very least the Act has to build on several interventions: nutrition schemes for children, the PDS, social assistance for vulnerable groups (e g, pensions, Antyodaya Anna Yojana) and other interventions.

Social assistance through cash transfer

All the countries in South Asia have some social assistance programme that transfers income to specific groups such as the old, disabled, widows, and so on. India’s National Old Age Pension (NOAP), widow/disabled pension are all examples of cash transfer. Cash transfer can be either conditional or unconditional. 
The Old Age Allowance was introduced in Bangladesh in 1998, which covers 1.7 million aged over 65 years. This is a tax financed social assistance scheme targeted to the poorest 20 people in each ward. It is means tested, and the beneficiaries are selected by the community.
The main safety net programme in Sri Lanka, Samurdhi, is a large cash transfer (unconditional) programme for the income poor. The programme has three components – the cash transfer component which accounts for 80% of the programme budget, a small micro-credit and microinsurance component and a rural public works component. The latter two components are intended to help recipients smooth their consumption flows and graduate out of poverty. The income transfer is received as commodity and encashment stamps that can only be used to purchase goods at government co-operative stores at unsubsidized prices which are often higher than those prevailing in the open market. The value of the cash transfer is not adjusted for inflation and has hence deteriorated over time. The income transfer now provides a smaller share of a household’s food consumption basket than before. Various reforms have been undertaken by the government to improve transparency in its targeting procedures and to ensure exit clauses to help people move off the eligibility rolls. Yet the targeting efficiency has not improved much. Many poor households who need support remain outside the programme. The experience of Samurdhi shows how political interests can create obstacles to achieve the desired outcome, how the change from a universal programme to a targeted one converted the programme into an instrument of political patronage
.  
In Nepal, the Old Age Allowance programme was introduced as early as in 1994. A monthly allowance of NRs 100 was given to all citizens of 75 years and above. In 2008, the amount was raised to NRs 500 and the age limit was reduced to 70 years in general, and 60 years for Dalits and the residents of Karnali, the remote region of Nepal. As a result of these changes, the number of beneficiaries has more than doubled from 360,733 in 2007/08 to 643,441 in 2008/09, with a four-fold increase in budget. Widows aged above 60 years who have no income source were provided with NRs 150 per month. In 2008, the amount was increased to NRs 500, and definition of beneficiaries has been expanded to cover all single women above the age of 60 years. These changes have almost doubled the number of beneficiaries from about 250,000 to about 500,000, with a 5.5-fold increase in budget
.

Conditional transfer

The most prominent conditional transfer programmes are food for work and employment guarantee programmes, which we discussed earlier. Here we discuss other kinds of conditional transfer programmes. Bangladesh launched the Food for Education programme in 1993, which was subsequently replaced by the Cash for Education programme in 2002. It provides monthly cash transfers to poor households on condition that children are enrolled at school and have a minimum attendance The Cash for Education programme form a major component of the education budget, accounting for about one third of annual development budget earmarked for primary education. It is the largest conditional cash transfer programme in the country and is fully financed by the Government. An estimated 5.5 million pupils benefit from this programme
. 
There are several other conditional cash transfer programmes in Bangladesh. The Female Secondary Stipend Programme stipulates the condition that the recipient must attend a secondary school and must not get married early. The Vulnerable Group development Programme transfers food to destitute rural women on the condition that the recipient participates in skill development programme
. 

Similar conditional cash transfer programmes are in place in Nepal too. Scholarships are the most significant education-related transfer. Under the programme, following transfers, a monthly stipend of NRs 350 is given to 50 per cent of girls in primary school, especially those belonging to poor households or excluded groups, and a monthly stipend of NRs 350 is given to Dalit students in primary schools. Both of these scholarship schemes are a conditional cash transfer. They are based on the condition of students’ regular attendance to schools
. 
Social assistance through transfer in kind

Food is the most common form of transfer in king across all the countries in South Asia. We discussed India’s Public Distribution System in moderate detail in a different section. Other examples of in kind transfer are India’s Indira Awas Yojana housing programm for the poor, free text books, free hostels, free uniforms, and so on. In kind transfers are generally viewed by economists as paternalistic. 
Social protection in urban areas
There has been a relative neglect of social protection in urban areas throughout South Asia, especially in India. The most talked about employment guarantee programme in India, viz NREGA, is meant for the rural poor. The characteristics of urban poverty and vulnerability are different from the rural. Restructuring in the urban economy is more frequent than in the rural. Eviction drives have become a common feature of the metropolitan cities in India in response to infrastructure demands placed on the cities for supporting rapid economic growth. Some urban households may remain poor because they do not have access to quality education, while children of some households may be forced to exit from the education system because their shelters have been demolished or they have been relocated to a resettlement site. This heterogeneity and the absence of an appropriate institutional structure to address the social protection needs make it more challenging in urban areas. Any social protection initiative in urban areas would have to take into consideration an inclusive definition of urban citizen, a right based approach to basic shelter, water and sanitation, institutionalization of the process of tenure allocation
.   
Social protection for the conflict affected
South Asia has the world’s largest conflict-affected population – around 71 million
. Nepal has had a period of violent conflict marked by massacres, torture, disappearances, displacements, and a general terror that eclipsed faith in the state. Needless to say, conflict deeply affects the lives of people. More than 13,347 people had been killed in Nepal by the end of 2006, approximately 8 per cent of them women and about 3 per cent children. Political activists, agricultural workers and police personnel became major victims, sharing some 72 percent of the total
. The Mid-West Development Region was the most affected. Overall, the conflict took its highest toll in rural, less developed areas and regions, such as Mid-West and Far-West Development Regions as well as excluded groups and poor population, including rural agricultural labourers. The Government of Nepal allocated NRs 1.5 billion in the 2008/09 budget for subsistence allowances to families of martyrs and handicapped as a result of conflict and compensation to conflict-affected people. In addition, the government with donor support is providing subsistence allowances to the ex-combatants. The total social security budget due to conflict amounts to NRs 23 billion.
 In Sri Lanka too, a separate social welfare programme, besides Samurdhi, provides dry ration and cash assistance to internally displaced people.
Drawing on traditions
There are at least two traditional systems of social assistance that found place in the discussions. The Zakat programme in Pakistan, which drew on the Islamic concept of zakat as religious duty, was the first major form of social assistance in the country. It was introduced in 1980 as part of the Islamasitation drive undertaken under Zia-ul Huq’s regime
. It is financed by imposing a 2.5% tax on every Muslim income earner and the assistance is also meant for poor Muslims. The Zakat programme was intended to assist the needy, the indigent and the poor, particularly the orphans, widows and the disabled. The local Zakat committees are responsible for identifying who is eligible for assistance.     
The other traditional system of social assistance is the tradition of granting Kidu or welfare by the king of Bhutan to people facing various situations of hardship. As a tradition that has not waned, it has been rather strengthened with each successive monarch.  This is even in conformity with Article 9 of the Constitution that states: “The State shall endeavor to provide security in the event of sickness and disability or lack of adequate means of livelihood for reasons beyond one’s control.” Alongside the other social protection policies and initiatives of the democratic government today, His Majesty the Fifth King continues to look into the social needs of the people, just as his father before him did. He strengthened the Gyalpoi Zimpon’s Office, which receives and looks into formal applications for kidu from people, by appointing welfare officers in various districts of the country. Another measure taken to ensure effective delivery of kidu, was the appointment of Their Royal Highnesses the Princesses of Bhutan as His Majesty’s representatives to different regions of the country. This was done primarily so that they could evaluate and monitor the welfare program in various districts, by traveling and working frequently with the people in remote locations. Over the course of his numerous tours around the country, His Majesty has granted kidu to students in financial difficulty, the aged, destitute, disabled, and other vulnerable sections of Bhutanese society. Such welfare considerations have mostly been in the form of land, but also cash and in-kind according to need. These have at times been given in the aftermath of natural calamities such as the recent floods and earthquake that caused significant destruction in the country. 

As a response to the immense destruction caused by the earthquake in the Eastern part of the country in 2009, His Majesty’s welfare office created the Kidu Fund. With contributions to this fund coming in from individuals and organizations within and outside the country, financial and manpower support is well underway to help those affected in rebuilding their homes. A new kind of kidu i.e. the provision of a mobile medical clinic was recently initiated in 2009 when His Majesty took a medical team with him during a trip to the most remote locations in the country. This was done in order to provide specialized medical services to the people, which while available in the country, were still difficult for those in the most far-flung villages to access. 

5. Issues in governance and design
In absolute terms, the Indian government spends huge sums on poverty-reduction programmes. The amount of expenditure and the sheer range of schemes of selective support are impressive. And yet much of that spending never reaches the poor and economically insecure. The Indian Tenth Five Year Plan estimated that the leakage from the numerous Centrally Sponsored Schemes was between 20% and 70%. In India, there is a bureaucratic inertia in reexamining the schemes in the light of rigorous evaluation. Schemes are often replaced for no apparent reason except that certain minister wanted the change. In Bangladesh things seem to be somewhat different. Successive governments have shown willingness to evaluate programme effectiveness, confront shortcomings, and ready to make amends. As a result, substantive changes in the administrative structure and implementation mechanisms can be observed. Most relief programmes have subsequently transformed into social protection programmes with development focus. The practice of engaging NGOs in the implementation of various safety net programmes. 
The People’s Security Surveys that ILO conducted in 15 countries reveal that in Bangladesh a large majority of the people were aware of a good number of targeted schemes implemented by the government. The poorer households are more likely to be aware of most of them. The awareness level in Bangladesh about these programmes is much higher compared to other countries. This is clearly due to the successful efforts of NGOs in Bangladesh. 

Universal versus targeted
Although the limitations of various forms of selectivity that go with targeting have been documented very extensively, there is a hard-held belief that a targeted programme is always better than a universal programme. The argument starts from the claim that targeting is necessary to make sure that limited resources reach the neediest or the most deserving. This poses a moral dilemma. Who are the neediest? Are some people in need less deserving of social security and assistance than others? Any criteria for selection of the deserving must inevitably be arbitrary.    

Means-testing is the most common form of selection, which usually depends on either income or a proxy for income, such as assets. Some observers refer to administrative targeting, whereby local officials determine who should receive assistance by checking on proxy indicators of income or means, such as land ownership, schooling, ownership of amenities etc. Application of a multitude of implicit tests of need and deserving status will set up unfairness, incentives for deception and petty corruption. Identification of BPL families by the state governments in India is a case in point.   

There is an increasing demand for universal social protection measures in India, where some existing programmes are universal and some other programmes are targeted. While the PDS became targeted since 1997, the Integrated Child Development Services (ICDS) has remained universal since its inception. India has many targeted programmes for below poverty line population. On the other hand, NREGA is a self-targeted scheme. 
Targeting has both tangible and intangible costs. The administrative and political economy costs of targeting are more serious as compared to other costs but can be minimized in the case of self targeted public works. In India there is a lot of debate on which one is better – universal or targeting?
In Bangladesh, the beneficiaries for the old age allowance scheme are selected by the community. This type of community based selection procedure may not be problematic in this context as one of the selection criteria is the recipient’s age. Community based targeting strategy may have populist appeal but it presupposes a very special set of circumstances. It presupposes a democratic structure within the community that would guard against clientelist practices.  
Administrative targeting can take place at various levels of government, national or local. It has been found that central government is better able to identify poor communities, while local bodies are better at identifying poor households and poor individuals.  

Cash or kind? Conditional or unconditional?
As in other countries, India does not have conditional cash transfers in the form of social assistance, although NREGA is a kind of conditional transfer. It is often argued that in most of the situations cash transfer is better than in kind transfer. The arguments in favour of direct cash transfers run in terms of freedom of choice exercised by the poor, relieving financial constraints, less administrative costs and less burden on administration, reduction in inequality in subsidies and, reduction in patronage and corruption. India’s four major transfer programmes, viz. PDS, fertiliser subsidies, rural housing, i e, IAY, and self-employment, i e, SGSY, together accounted for Rs 73,144 crore in the 2008 budget. The huge costs of these programmes can be avoided if cash in stead of kind were chosen for transfer. There is a need to have some type of conditional cash transfer, particularly for women and children, to improve food security. Conditional cash transfers that have worked well include the food-for-education program in Bangladesh, Mexico’s PROGRESA program and the Bolsa Escola in Brazil. Cash transfer may not achieve the desired outcome if the supply side is weak so that the recipient finds it hard to exercise her freedom choice. 

6. The way forward

· Even though enough light has been thrown on the definition, scope and limitations of the concept of social protection, it can hardly be claimed that a precise, robust and mutually agreed-upon conceptualization has been arrived at. Although it raises the need for further dialogue, the lack of precision may not be a serious issue as we feel that there is a shared understanding – however rough it is. Social protection strategies must encompass promotional, protective as well as preventive types of policies.
· There are different levels of concerns that need to be brought under the focus. The ‘upper’ level issues include the macroeconomic and political economy considerations and how they impact on the social protection policies in South Asia. The ‘development failure’ that is characterized by the growing incidence of unemployment and underemployment coexisting with moderate to high economic growth calls for urgent attention to be given to employment oriented protection strategies.  
· Analyses of some of the existing employment programmes help us understand the design issues so that they can be improved upon. India’s NREGA could be compared with similar programmes in other countries, e.g. Employment Guarantee Programme in Nepal and Benazir programme in Pakistan. The right-based approach toward guaranteeing certain days of employment need to be promoted.
· The moral appeal of human rights could always be invoked even if the rights in question were not legalized. The idea of pre-legal human rights has often motivated legislative initiatives, as it is the case of India’s right to food campaign and subsequent legislative process to make it an Act of Parliament. Once it is an Act, it may not reversed easily by a new government in power.   
· With increasing movement of people across national and regional boundaries, the issue of migrants’ rights and entitlements need to be addressed.
· India leads the way by enacting Social Security for Unorganised Sector Workers in 2008, which would cover the country’s 340 million workers in the unorganized sector. Other countries in South Asia may consider pursuing the line. The Indian Act demonstrates that social protection for the informal economy workers is not impossible. 
· The ‘intermediate’ level issues include how one chooses between different types of social protection policies, given the changing economic scenarios. For example, all South Asian countries have so far relied mostly on social assistance type schemes. With increasing risks and vulnerabilities there is a growing need for various social insurance type programmes. The poorer sections are vulnerable to a range of risks which can have a devastating affect on their livelihoods and well-being. They have higher exposure to a variety of risks, such as health shocks, labour market risks (many work in informal sector and have high risk of unemployment and underemployment), harvest risks, life cycle risks and various other special risks. In addition, they have community risks such as droughts, floods, cyclones, structural adjustment policies etc. Different types of vulnerabilities would require different kinds of protective strategies against risks. For example, the global economic downturn imposed very specific problem on Bangladesh as the migrant workers returned from the Middle East and Malayasia after being expulsed
.  
· The ‘lower’ level issues are those related to the design features of various programmes and policies. It is increasingly being suggested that we need to move toward more cash-based social assistance programmes for the chronically poor. The governments should show greater willingness to experiment in programme design and inform decisions based on systematic evaluations. Bangladesh has good experience with conditional transfer, but India, for no apparent reason, followed that path. 
· Address the neglect of urban social protection policy. The cities seem to lack appropriate institutional mechanisms to pursue social protection strategies in a meaningful way. 
· The UN Social Protection Floor (SPF) Initiative may be formulated more concretely in terms of three major programmes: (1) a major social assistance program of the PDS kind after a thoroughgoing reform of the programme in a more cash-based direction; (2) a public works program of the NREGA kind after extending it to urban areas as well; (3) a basic social security package for those outside the formal sector.
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