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ABSTRACT 

 

 

 

Poverty is one of the most serious problems in Pakistan. Numerous efforts have been 

made to assess poverty in Pakistan, each with a different methodology and approach. 

Likewise several programmes have been launched by the Government of Pakistan to 

reduce poverty, mostly with the support of international donors. A predominant strategy 

adopted by the Government of Pakistan as a poverty reduction measure has been 

economic growth. Little work has been done to critically evaluate the poverty reduction 

strategies of Pakistan and this research is an attempt to start filling that gap.  

 

The work starts with a review of literature on poverty and poverty reduction. Multiple 

concepts and aspects of poverty are explored to get a clear understanding of poverty at a 

theoretical level. Major poverty reduction frameworks and strategies are also illustrated as 

suggested by various scholars. Some general guidelines for poverty reduction are drawn 

from the experience of developing countries.  

 

The second chapter is an attempt to estimate poverty in Pakistan. Although poverty, as 

defined in the first chapter, is a subjective phenomenon, statistical data are also important. 

Hence poverty Pakistan is painted through facts and figures in this chapter. It is broken 

down by region, province, sector and gender. I have presented this as ratios and 

percentages where there is a general agreement between researchers. Here, It is 

important to note down the trend to increased poverty in the 1990s. The politico-economic 

factors causing this are included.   

 

The third chapter is an overview of poverty reduction strategies adopted by the 

Government of Pakistan in the last four decades and in the 1990s. I have also mentioned 

some of the major causes underlying the success or failure of these programmes. The 

shift of approach towards poverty reduction made by the Government in this decade is 

noteworthy.   

 



 v 

The fourth and final chapter is important. The government’s perception and approach 

towards poverty is critically analyzed. Major flaws in the theoretical and practical 

approaches to poverty reduction and pointed out. Politico-economic propositions made by 

various scholars on poverty are used as guidelines to assess the poverty reduction 

strategies of Pakistan. Lessons learned and insights gained by the poverty reduction 

programmes in other developing countries are also referred to know their complications 

for poverty reduction in Pakistan. Although no explicit recommendations are made, some 

suggestions and recommendations are indicated in the general conclusion. 

 

 

***
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Chapter 1. 

  

THE CONCEPTS OF POVERTY AND POVERTY REDUCTION 

 

 

Capturing the idea of poverty is necessary for its’ theoretical as well as practical purposes. 

Preempting the challenge, I will first explore two main questions surrounding poverty i.e. 

‘what is poverty?’ and ‘How to reduce it?’ I will deal these questions two steps: i. Poverty 

and the measurement of poverty and ii. Poverty reduction strategies. The chapter 

appraises literature on poverty and its alleviation mechanisms in general. These concepts 

will be operationalised in the subsequent two chapters that assess poverty and alleviation 

means adopted by the government of Pakistan so far.  

 

1.1. Poverty and the Measurement of Poverty 

 
1.1.1. Defining Poverty 

Plenty of literature has been produced to define and measure poverty, particularly in the 

last few decades. In a broad sense these concepts of poverty can be classified into 

subjective and objective approaches. Objective approaches define poverty in terms of 

income and/or consumption levels. Under this approach, poverty is assessed against the 

minimum level of income or consumption required for the subsistence of a person. Income 

or consumption poverty is usually identified by various statistical measures at regional or 

national level (Lipton 2001; Greely 1994).  

 

While looking at intensity, poverty can be categorized into the absolute and relative forms.  

Absolute poverty is a certain amount of income or consumption below subsistence, while 

relative poverty is measured as a certain level of income/consumption and basic facilities 

below a national average. The former one is sometimes defined against a minimum level 

of calorific requirement for the survival of a person (Hulme and Shephered 2001: 1).  

 

World Bank (WB) defines absolute poverty as ‘inability to maintain a minimum standard of 

living in terms of consumption and of income needed to support consumption’. It further 

states that poverty ‘is not the same as inequality…(It) ‘is concerned with the absolute 
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standard of living as a part of society’. Inequality refers to relative living standard across 

the whole society (World Bank 1990: 26).  

 

Townsend pioneered in defining the complexity of poverty in a subjective context. His 

perception of poverty includes not only income but also problems in accessing necessary 

goods and services. He explained poverty in terms of absolute lack of goods and services 

and ones’ individual or household’s relative standing in society (Townsend 1979: 31). 

People can be identified to be poor when they lack resources to live a life up to the societal 

standard. Exchange commodities of some of the households are so scanty that they are 

socially discarded from customary life of the society (Maxwell 1999).   

 

Corresponding this approach poverty was further defined in a much deeper context by the 

work of Chambers (1983) and Sen (1981). Chambers criticizes income/consumption 

approach arguing that it is highly reductionist and technocratic approach. It only serves 

the purpose of bureaucrats because of its simplicity and crudeness. It does not look at 

poverty as the poor themselves perceive and experience it (Chambers 1983, 1995).   

 

Subjective conceptions of poverty were derived from the participatory interventions of 

development activists into the poor and marginalized communities. They define poverty 

as the deprivation of basic needs and lack of access to institutional resources (Schaffer 

1996, Chambers 1983, 1989, 1992). Under this approach poverty is assessed through 

participatory exercises like social mapping, seasonal calendar, focus group meetings and 

livelihood analyses etc. The underlying intention of participatory assessments is to 

understand poverty and learn how to empower the poor to fight poverty (Chambers 1983: 

194-215, Schaffer 1996: 23-331). Chambers (1983: 105-116) argues that physical 

weakness; powerlessness, vulnerability, isolation and dependency are common 

syndromes that handicap the poor. The protagonists of the subjective approach assert 

that the poor are poor in more than one dimensions. Disempowerment, lack of respect 

and lack of public support also intensifies the miseries of the poor. Each dimension has 

its own incidence and depth and can be seen in absolute or relative terms (Chambers 

1983). ‘Voices of the poor’ collected from almost 60 underdeveloped countries of the world 

reflect the corrupt, discriminatory and exclusionary nature of government institutions in all 

of the countries (Hulme, Moore and Shepherd 2001) 
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Measuring out out human capability is another form of subjective approach to assess 

poverty. The approach was pioneered by Sen (1991, 1999). It includes education, 

nourishment, skills and one’s own capacity to avoid morbidity. It is ‘reflected not in inputs 

but in human outcomes in the quality of people’s lives’ (World Bank 1996: 109). Poverty, 

in this regard, is conceptualized as lack of physical and socio-economic capacity, which 

is developed through health, education, income and assertiveness of rights. ‘Incapability’ 

hampers the poor to achieve their objectives and experience their lives in full (Hulme, 

Moore and Shepherd 2001). Sen showed that labour and income are ineffective, if they 

do not generate entitlement and the capability of the poor, particularly in disastrous and 

uncertain circumstances (Sen 1981). Derez and Sen (1989) argue that poor health and 

illiteracy cannot be separated from endemic deprivation and malnutrition.  

 

Michael Lipton (1986, 1996) defined ultra poor through his famous rule of two 80s. It states 

that the people eating less than 80 percent of their dietary requirement and spending at 

least 80 percent of their income on food are among the poorest. Another important 

characteristic of the ultra poor is that they are highly susceptible to socio-economic 

fluctuations. Generally about 10-20 percent of the population of developing countries is 

estimated to be ultra poor (Lipton, 1983). The poor are then further grouped into several 

strata including the core poor, poorest of the poor, highly dependent poor and the destitute 

(Lipton 1996, Wood 2000, Kozel 1999 as quoted in Hulme, Moore and Shepherd 2001: 

2).   

 

There is an inbuilt relationship between poverty and vulnerability. Vulnerability is a state 

in which the poor undergo a sudden or gradual decline of physical or economic conditions 

and are not in a position to cope. Food, income and health insecurity are the common 

elements of vulnerability (Chambers1989; Hulme, Moore and Shepherd 2001). The lower 

the assets and socio-economic status of a particular group, the more vulnerable they are. 

Women, children and minorities are generally more vulnerable due to their secondary 

social status (Beall 1997b: 88-86).  To the poor, vulnerability and insecurity are not limited 

to income and consumption loss, as is conventionally understood by the official experts. 

Poverty is also indicated with respect to personal liberty, self-esteem, mobility, social 

interaction and so on. There is a whole range of insecurities and vulnerabilities that must 

be taken into account for policy and programmatic intervention (Beck 1989: 27-28)  
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Risk is another key factor associated with the 

life of the poor. Risks are a kind of hazardous 

events (Anderson 1999: 3), say floods, 

earthquakes, democratic instability or political 

conflicts that not only decrease employment 

potential of the poor rather reproduce poverty 

(Fafchamps 1999: 4). It pushes the non-poor 

into poverty and intensifies poverty of those 

already poor (Lipton and Sinha 1999: 4-5). 

Aggregate risks like drought, flooding, 

political upheavals and crop- or market-

failures affect the whole community to varying 

degrees (Davies 1996). Agriculture and 

wage-labour in which the poor mainly 

operate, are highly risk-prone sectors (Barry 

1987; Dillon 1992 as cited in Anderson 19991: 1). The poor are predisposed to risks due 

to lack of assets, productive resources and lack of credit facilities. In extreme 

circumstances, the only asset they have is their body to invest in the labour market 

(Chambers 1983: 113-117; Swift 1989: 9-11).   

 

Spiker (1999 as cited in Keefe and Middleton 2001) weaves all the concepts of poverty 

into a web of eleven clusters: standard of living, limited command over resources, lack of 

entitlements, multiple deprivations, exclusion, inequality, dependency, unacceptable 

hardship, need, lack of basic security and class. He argues that the boundary between all 

these concepts overlaps and all these deprivations are inter-related.  

 

1.1.2. Measuring Poverty 

The poverty line is described as the minimum acceptable level of income or consumption 

and is used to estimate a proportion of population below that line. A universal poverty line 

is defined either by Food Energy Method (FEM) or by Purchasing Power Parity (PPP) 

method. By FEM poverty line is specified at 2500 calories/person/day or absolute poverty 

between 2100 – 2300 calories/person/day (Greely 1994: 54;). By PPP method, the poverty 

line has been specified at US$370/anum or US$1.00/day and extreme poverty at 

US$275/anum or below US1$ a day (World Bank 1990; Lipton 1997: 1003). A moderate 
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poverty line is defined as 50% above the minimum level of income or consumption (Lipton 

1997: 1003).    

 

Two other commonly used measures of poverty are the income-gap-ratio and Foster-

Greer-Thorbeck (FGT) index. The average income shortfall is considered to be the gap or 

depth of poverty while FGT measures severity of poverty. Similarly, MHCHD1 has 

developed a broad index of poverty in Pakistan that takes into account the deprivation in 

education and health in addition to income (ADB 2002).   

 

While measuring poverty in a particular country, the dimensions of ‘incidence’, ‘depth’ and 

‘inequality’ are usually considered. ‘Incidence’ is based on head count ratio i.e what 

percentage of the poor are living below the poverty line. ‘Intensity’ is a deficit from a 

specified poverty level known as the poverty gap. ‘Inequality’ is the ratio of income 

distribution between various groups and classes (Middleton and Keefe 2001: 206). The 

level of inequality is usually measured by a Gini Coefficient, between ‘1’ and ‘0’, where ‘1’ 

is total inequality and ‘0’ is total equality.   

 

Economists believe that stipulating a poverty line is essential to have a clear 

understanding and estimation of poverty. It helps in policy formulation and facilitates 

governments and development agencies in specifying resources for its alleviation. It 

guides the setting of targets and measures the impact of poverty reduction programmes 

(Baulch 1996: 42).  

 

1.1.3. Problems Associated with the Concepts of Poverty 

There are several problems associated with the objective and subjective approaches of 

poverty. Both of these approaches also have their own weaknesses along with their 

strengths (Maxwell 1999).  For example, the calorific measure of poverty cannot 

adequately explain the minimum nutritional level. One’s calorific-needs may vary with 

his/her body weight, climate, age, sex and activity. Likewise, in terms of the ‘‘dollar-

measure,’’ there is no purchasing power parity between different communities and groups 

within and outside the country. With the same level of income, the purchasing power of a 

group may be different depending on the nature of market and the types of commodities 

                                                 
1 Mehboob-ul-Haq Centre for Human Development - Pakistan.  



 -6- 

they need. Rural and urban purchasing power parity are usually different within the same 

country. Moreover income/consumption poverty measures neglect the non-resident 

members of the household and discrimination against women within the household 

(Greely 1994: 54).   

 

Despite certain problems linked with income and consumption measures of poverty, both 

of these methods are widely used to aggregate the poor. Aggregation is essential to devise 

strategy for reducing poverty at a regional or national level (Baulch 1996: 42). The 

measure of dollar-poverty is considered to be simple, practical and monitorable. That is 

why it is sometimes preferred over more complex measures of poverty (Lipton 2001: 41).  

 

Subjective approaches of poverty have also been subject to criticism on the following 

bases. Under participatory appraisals, we may get different responses to the same 

questions or exercises depending on the respondents’ behaviour and socio-cultural 

context. For example, the perceptions of honour and social status are different in different 

cultures (Baulch 1996: 36-37). On these lines, the decisions of resource allocation for 

poverty reduction sometimes may get problematic because priorities vary at inter and 

intra-household level (Greely 1994: 55).  

 

Poverty is essentially a dynamic concept. People keep falling in and coming out of poverty 

but both of the above-mentioned approaches neglect this aspect of poverty. They just tell 

who is poor at a certain point of time. Only those who suffer from poverty for a longer 

period of time are known to be the poor (Baulch 1996: 40)  

 

Incongruity and criticism do not mean that there is no consensus on the concepts and 

existence of poverty. There is a universal agreement that poverty needs to be understood 

at individual and household level. It is clear that relative deprivation necessarily exists, 

whatever its degree or level. Both subjective and objective aspects of poverty are essential 

to comprehend poverty and devise a policy (Maxwell 1999). Integrating both of these 

approaches could be the most appropriate strategy to make a real assessment of poverty 

and identify the poor (Baulch 1996: 39).   

 



 -7- 

1.2. Poverty Reduction Strategies 

As the definition and measurement of poverty and identification of the poor are 

complicated so are the strategies of poverty reduction. Poverty reduction is a complicated 

process and requires several areas and aspects to be considered while framing a policy 

(Stryker 2001: 74-77). Various ideologies have been shaping strategies and frameworks 

of poverty reduction in developing countries. Over the last decade neo-liberal theories 

have dominated the politico-economic agendas of developing countries. In the present 

decade two policy themes can be clearly identified: rolling back of the state from economic 

intervention and compensatory programmes for poverty reduction (Yashine 1999: 47; 

Toye 1999: 6-10).  

 

Conceptualization and operationalization of poverty reduction are directly interlinked. Non-

quantifiable aspects of poverty are as important as the quantifiable aspects of poverty. A 

successful framework of poverty reduction needs to be comprehensive, profound and well 

built. It should address not only the symptoms but the structural and causal factor of 

poverty as well (Stryker 2001: 74-88).  

 

It is pertinent to observe policy shifts in the poverty reduction strategies in the last few 

decades. In the 1950s and 1960s the major focus was on income, reflected in macro-

economic indicators like GDP and GNP per capita. In the 1970s growth was emphasized 

with redistribution to alleviate poverty (Maxwell 1999). Spillover effects of growth on basic 

needs and small-scale industries were accentuated in the 1970s.  Poverty eradication 

through the structural adjustment, direct transfers and broad based employment-oriented 

growth were being recommended in the 1980s (Chaudhary 1996: 253). In the 1990s 

poverty reduction has once again emerged as a dominant trend. International 

development agencies like the World Bank, UK’s DFID, and Action-Aid are giving special 

attention to policy and funds for poverty reduction (Toye and Jackson 1996; Maxwell 1999, 

Hanmer and Naschold 2000). Poverty reduction policies during the 1990s have been 

revolving around gender, environment, participation and human rights, and now from aid 

to cooperation (Middleton and Keefe 20001: 196). Support and services have shifted from 

agricultural inputs or food subsidies to safety nets (Devereux 1999: 61).   

 

The World Bank introduced a three-pronged framework of poverty reduction in the World 

Development Report of 1990. This consists of improvement in economic growth with 
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special emphasis on labour-intensive production, increasing public expenditures to build 

up human capital and devise schemes of social safety nets to support the vulnerable and 

socially excluded people (World Bank 1990). ADB (1999) highlights the significance of 

assets and opportunities as a basic right and personal and material security as a part of 

poverty reduction strategy (As mentioned in ADB 2002).   

 

Analyzing rural livelihoods and the dynamics of five capitals i.e. natural, human, produced, 

social and cultural for the implication of poverty reduction has been considered to be 

important. The ways people access, combine, transform and expand their resources helps 

to understand the assets flow at work. What is crucial to know is how people deploy their 

assets while engaging with other actors like state, market and civil society to change the 

rules and relationships dominating the control, distribution and transformation of income 

(Bebbington 1999: 2022-2039). The literature on rural livelihood and diversification 

(Bernstein 1992; Bryceson 1999; Ellis 1998 as quoted in Murray 2002) demonstrates that 

a massive number of the rural poor in the underdeveloped countries, from 40-60% in 

general, survive on rural non-farm activities. Hence promoting non-farm entrepreneurs for 

poverty reduction is quite essential.  

  

Studies of poverty suggest that expansion of opportunities, and removal of constraints to 

diversification and provision of opportunities to education, credit, non-farm enterprise and 

infrastructure are the most reliable policies to bring poor out of poverty (Painter et al 1992; 

Ravallion 1995; Dercon and Krishnon; 1996 as cited in Ellis 1998: 25-30).  

 

While scrutinizing poverty reduction strategies, Sen argues, that the whole literature on 

poverty reduction can be classified into two major approaches: Blood-Sweat-and-Tears 

(BLAST) and Getting-Along-By-Little-Assistance (GALA). BLAST encompasses accrual, 

growth, trickle down propositions and dual economy model etc. GALA comprises on 

human development and believes in the instrumental role of education, health, technical 

skills, civil and political rights and other non-material aspects for poverty reduction and 

development. Sen himself advocates the GALA approach (as cited in Greeley 2001: 54). 

But Greely (2001: 56-70) comments that presently, we are at risk of the throwing baby 

with the bath water. He argues that human development approaches and policies are 

imperative but that we must not neglect growth and accumulation, as they are also 
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important for poverty reduction. He argues that actually we need a good balance between 

the two approaches to formulate an effective policy.   

   

Poverty appears with its own geographic and cultural features in various regions. There is 

no universal framework or strategy of poverty reduction except some broad guidelines. 

The concerned country needs to devise its own strategy at micro and meso level to enable 

the poor to secure their basic rights and entitlements. It must address the nature and form 

of poverty in its own socio-economic context. Poor people’s own perceptions and 

demands also need to be incorporated in policy and resource allocation (Mullen 2002).  

 

Although most development agencies and developing countries place poverty reduction 

as an over arching goal, the effects of different interventions are usually not studied 

deeply. OECD’s study of networks of poverty reduction reveals inconsistency of 

approaches in poverty reduction with various development agencies, which of course 

influences the developing countries policies on poverty reduction as well (Stryker 2001: 

75-76).  

 

Some of the problems of poverty reduction strategies are associated with definition and 

identification of the poor. Different approaches and definitions adopted for poverty also 

affect the policies and programmes based on these premises (Adams and He 2001). 

Subjective and objective approaches of poverty not only describe varied characteristics of 

the poor rather researchers select different groups of the poor during their research. This 

tendency causes problems in aggregation of the poor and planning for targeted 

intervention (Baulch 1996: 36).   

 

But one thing is clear, that the poor themselves are not capable of eliminating poverty and 

vulnerability on their own. Governments and development agencies need to develop 

socio-economic strategies and instruments to reduce poverty and vulnerability (World 

Bank 2000/01: 151-158).  

 

In this chapter, I have explored various concepts of poverty and poverty reduction. My 

purpose was to explain these concepts as briefly as possible. These concepts and 

definitions will help us understand and analyze poverty and poverty reduction strategies 

of Pakistan in the next two chapters. I have intentionally not taken any theoretical position 



 -10- 

here in this chapter. But theoretical insights provided by the literature on poverty will 

enable us to evaluate the poverty reduction strategies of Pakistan. Nevertheless, I will 

adopt a clear stance while evaluating the Government of Pakistan’s strategies to reduce 

poverty in the final chapter. The approaches illustrated above will serve as a theoretical 

context throughout this work.       

 

*** 
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Chapter 2.  

 

NATURE AND INCIDENCE OF POVERTY IN PAKISTAN 

   

 

This chapter is a commentary on poverty in Pakistan. The factors aggravating and 

reducing poverty are identified. They will help us understanding how far and in what ways 

the Government of Pakistan is or has been addressing the issue of poverty. There are 

various ways of assessing poverty in Pakistan, sometimes producing inconsistent results, 

but I will highlight the consensus trends and features. Although the statistics are generally 

a bit deceptive, there is no suitable alternative. Hence the nature and level of poverty has 

been painted through facts and figures.   

 

2.1. Sources and the General Assessment 

Assorted efforts have been made to assess poverty in Pakistan with more than one of the 

approaches. Scholars like Akhtar (1998), Zaidi (1992), Jaffri (1992) illustrated poverty 

through income/expenditure analysis determining the poverty line as a fraction of mean 

income. Ahmed (1993) studied poverty in the context of the poor’s own perceptions of 

poverty. Poverty as absolute deprivation using the relationship between caloric-intake and 

food expenditure, was studied by Naseem (1977), Irfan (1984), Cheema and Malik (1984), 

Mehmood et al (1991), Shirazi (1993) and Jaffri (1999) etc. Malik (1988), Irfan and 

Khattack (1995), Ali (1995), Bahtti (1995) and World Bank (1995) assessed poverty under 

the basic needs approach i.e. probing the capability to arrange minimum stock of needs 

like food, clothing, housing, health, education etc. (Bhatti and Haq 2001).  

   

The prime source of data on poverty assessment and trends are the two major surveys: 

The Household Income and Expenditure Survey (HIES) and Pakistan Income and 

Expenditure Survey (PIES). They were conducted by the Federal Bureau of Statistics-

Pakistan in 1983/84, 1987/88 and 1991/92. These surveys were combined in to a single 

survey known as Pakistan Integrated Household Survey (PIHS) in 1993/94. There are 

some other sources of information like economic reports, census surveys, education and 

health information systems and some internal and external agencies have also estimated 
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poverty in various sectors (IMF and IDA 2001; Bhatti and Haq 2001). The poverty line was 

set by HIES as 2500 calories/adult/day (Anwar 2001).  

 

Adams and He (1995) believe that Pakistan’s per-capita income growth was good during 

the 1970s and 1980s. GNP increased from $170/capita to $338/ capita. Likewise there is 

a general agreement that poverty decreased in Pakistan between 1960 and 1990 though 

inequality and the structural underpinnings of poverty remained as it is (Ercelawn 1991; 

Gazdar and Howe 1994a; Malick 1988 as quoted in Beall 1997: 60-61). Amjad and Kemal 

(1997) suppose that absolute poverty declined in the 1970s and 1980s as the result of 

large-scale labour export to the Middle-eastern countries. According to HIES data, poverty 

in Pakistan fell from 46% during this period and was around 34% in 1990. Using a 

reference poverty line of Rs. 296/month for rural areas and Rs. 334/month for urban areas 

poverty gap also fell substantially, more so in urban areas than in rural areas (Islam 1998). 

It was also held that the worst forms of poverty (Burki 1988) like, hunger, famine and 

starvation (Zaidi 1993) had been eliminated.  

However, poverty began to rise in the 1990s. The poverty head count ratio at a national 

level moved up from 29% in 1993/94 to 32% in 1998/99 (IMF and IDA 2001). Poverty gap 

increased from 4% in 1993 to 7% in 1999 and its severity by FGT measure, increased 

from 1% to 2% during the same period (FBS 2001 as quoted in ADB 2001). SPDC (2001) 

estimates that unemployment rose from an average of 5% in 1990/1 to 7% in 2000/01. 

Poverty in average increased by 5% in the 1990s and the population below poverty line 

almost by 7% (SPDC 2001). Some studies show that caloric- and basic-needs poverty 

has more or less doubled from 17% in 1987/88 to 33% in 1998/99 (Ishrat 2001). More 

distressing, economic surveys of 1999/00 demonstrated that around 38-42% population 

of Pakistan was living below the poverty line (ADB 2002; SPDC 2001; Anwar 2001; UNDP 

2000). Poverty has increased in almost all sectors and agriculture, construction and labour 

are the worst affected areas (ADB 2002).  

 

2.2. Governance, Macroeconomic Growth and Poverty 

It is estimated that most of the increase in poverty happened during 1997 and 1999, a 

period of slow growth and macroeconomic instability. Since 1999 growth has slowed down 

yet further and fiscal instability increased resulting in poverty and unemployment (World 

Bank 1999, ADB 2002).  
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Pakistan has always had a poor record in the social sector. One of the major reasons for 

the poor social sector record is extremely low public sector expenditure (Bines and Morris 

2001). The proportion of social development expenditure over the period of 1988-2001 

has consistently decreased from 8% to 3%. Inattention of public institutions to the poor 

and suppression by the dominant classes obstruct their access to social services and 

economic resources. The opportunities to build-up human capital for the labour force have 

shrunk greatly (Husain 2001). Food Prices have increased from 3-5% in 2000/01 (SPDC 

2001). State institutions have almost failed to maintain law and order and provide security 

to the poor. Public institutions act on the influence of the well to do. They are unable to 

manage conditions under which the poor can sustain and secure their assets to stave off 

risk and vulnerability (ADB 2002). The result has been growing insecurity and poverty.   

 

The vulnerability of the poor is exacerbated by exclusion or the denial of basic rights by 

the public officials. Maltreatment on the basis of gender, ethnic origin and profession 

places them in a further disadvantageous position. The non-formal sector workers are 

particularly harassed by the police or government officials who seek rents. They 

manipulate regulatory implications to affect livelihoods of the poor. The poor often 

complain of the police’s brutality and judicial sleaze, and of rudeness, neglect and 

humiliation in their interaction with government officials and local authorities. Government 

institutions have not only failed to deliver services but they are playing a role to suppress 

and disempower the poor (Anwar 2001).  

 

The poor have extremely limited access to public infrastructure. Only 10 % of the poor 

have access to gas and 54% to electricity (ADB 2002). The process of discrimination, 

deprivation and social exclusion is extremely severe in Pakistan (Beall 1997b).   

 

2.3. Spatial Disparity and Poverty in Pakistan 

Poverty is unevenly distributed in rural and urban areas of Pakistan. Similarly, the regional 

and provincial discrepancy in poverty is also noteworthy.  

 

2.3.1. Rural Poverty in Pakistan 

The scale of rural poverty in Pakistan has always been higher than urban poverty (Amjad 

and Kemal 1997). Approximately 70% of the total population resides in rural areas and 
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around 70-75% of them are estimated to be poor (WB 1995, Zaidi 1993) while 37% out of 

them can be categorized to be categorized as the extreme poor (ADB 2001). Rural out-

migration and poverty climbed more rapidly during the 1990s than in urban areas (Bines 

and Morris 2001).  

 

The agricultural sector 

contributes 25% of the GDP of 

the country and engages about 

75% of the labour force (GoP 

2000). Arid land, water logging, 

salinity, deforestation and 

excessive exploitation of 

Common Property Resources 

are also increasing poverty 

(Morten et al 1998 as cited in 

Bines and Morris 2001). 

Irrigation water and farm to market roads are among the major problems for the poor 

according to their own perceptions (GoP 2000). Furthermore, major crop base of the 

country i.e. rice, wheat, sugarcane and cotton is too narrow to depend entirely. All of these 

crops are highly vulnerable to shocks. If ansy crop performs badly the entire agricultural 

growth is affected which in turn affects macroeconomic factors and generates 

unemployment and poverty (SPDC 2001).  

 

Differing from the common perception, 40-50% of the rural poor are engaged in non-farm 

activities (Bines and Morris 2001, ADB 2002). Various analyses suggest that landless 

small farmer households’ share of non-agricultural activity is much greater than agri- or 

agri-associated activities. The rural non-farm sector ranges from small size loom industry 

to artisanal work (Islam 1998). Out of the four sources i.e. agriculture, non-farm, transfer 

and rental, the poor households hardly receive 10% of their income from the agriculture 

(Adams and He 1995).    

 

Non-farm activity and livestock have been observed to have inequality reducing effects, 

because these are poorly associated with land which is a major source of inequality. The 

poor households in rural areas draw almost 60% of their income from the production of 



 -15- 

livestock (Adams and He 1995). Adam (1993 as quoted in Islam 1998), discovered from 

his district level studies, that non-farm income accounts for almost 41% income of the 

poorest quintile, while the agri-income accounts for 21% and livestock generates 22% 

income of the poor (Adam 1993 as quoted in Islam 1998).  

 

2.3.2. Urban Poverty in Pakistan  

Pakistan is estimated to be the most urbanized country in South Asia. The population of 

urban areas has grown by 5%/year in the last three decades. Around 45 million of its 

population lives in urban areas. Unfortunately no in-depth study has been conducted to 

assess urban poverty accurately so we have to rely on alternative sources (Zingel 2001).  

 

The magnitude of urban poverty in Pakistan is not as severe as rural poverty. It has been 

estimated to decrease significantly in the 1980s (de Vos and Zaidi 1994, IMF and IDA 

2001) began to increase once again in the 1990s and has been judged around 25%. Like 

several other underdeveloped countries (Haddad et al 1999: 1891-1893), urban poverty 

and undernutrition are on the rise in Pakistan. Assuming unemployment as an indicator 

for urban poverty we can say that the rate of urban unemployment was 7% in 1993-1994 

and if we include under employment as well the percentage shoots up to 13 % (Zingel 

2001).    

 

Poverty in small towns is closer to that of rural areas but there are deep pockets of poverty 

in metropolitan areas (World Bank 1995). As urban poverty is usually less visible so we 

need to explore it in multi-dimensional perspectives. It is hidden in the cervices and 

interstices of the metropolitan areas and is constantly on the rise (Beall 1997a). There are 

less durable safety nets and support mechanisms in urban areas than in rural areas. 

Insecurity, particularly in big cities, is a constant threat to the livelihoods of the poor. 

Violence mainly in Punjab and Sindh also has eroding effects on employment and assets 
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of the poor (Beall 1997b: 60).   The wages of unskilled workers and casual labourers barely 

increased by 1% in 1970s and 3% in 1990s, which can hardly catch up with rapid inflation 

and price hike in the country (Islam 1998). The wages of unskilled casual workers in larger 

cities of Pakistan even 

decreased in 1990/91 (World 

Bank 1995). It has been noticed 

that more landless labourers are 

coming down to larger cities 

now in comparison to those who 

migrated a decade earlier 

(Husain 1991 as cited in Islam 

1996). The incidence of poverty 

is higher among self-employed 

vendors than casual labourers 

(ADB 2002).    

 

Approximately 35% of the urban poor live in the slum areas of big cities. Some micro 

studies show that squatter-settlers live under a constant threat of eviction from land owned 

privately or by the government. Insecurity of tenure is the most serious problem for almost 

all of the squatter settlers. Sanitation and drinking water facilities are extremely poor in 

these areas. They usually live in an unhygienic environment and water is often 

contaminated. Some of the communities are living in a state of conflict with local leader or 

councilors (Beall 1997b: 64-65).  

 

Lacking social networks, which are very important in Pakistan, the slum dwellers have 

difficulty in finding a secure job. Most of them are virtually in a state of debt-bondage or 

exploitative relationship to middlemen or to their employer. Under these circumstances 

their chances of upward mobility are very limited (Ibid: 61-62). 

 

The most disadvantaged communities of sweepers, trash-pickers and beggars are doubly 

discriminated because of their stigmatized professional status. They are almost 

completely excluded from institutional services like health, education and other facilities.  

The poorest of the poor groups are the waste-collectors and garbage-pickers. They are 

the most vulnerable and deprived of all of the categories of the poor (Ibid: 61-62).   
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2.3.3. Provincial Distribution of Poverty in Pakistan 

Punjab, the largest province of Pakistan has the largest share of poverty. Approximately 

35% of the people of the province are known to be poor. Balochistan has the lowest share 

of poverty i.e. 22% of the province’s population is poor (Zaidi 1993). At intra-provincial 

level, the incidence of 

both rural and urban 

poverty is highest in 

south Punjab where 

nearly 50% of the 

people are living in 

abject poverty. Urban 

Sindh has been 

assessed to have 

lowest level of poverty 

i.e. 16% of the 

population. The ratio of 

rural poverty in NWFP 

and Balochistan is 42% and 46% of the population respectively (ADB 2002; World Bank 

1995; Islam 1996). Rural urban difference of poverty is larger in Sindh than other provinces 

(Islam 1996).   

 

2.4. Poverty and Inequality in Pakistan 

There are wide gaps between income and asset levels of the people in Pakistan (World 

Bank 2002b: 16). Inequality and poverty are not synonymous, but inequality does provide 

certain insights to look at poverty (Adams and He 1995).  

 

In the past, rural income-inequality decreased from 1963/64 to 1970/71 probably due to 

the impact of green revolution. Income-inequality increased once again during 1970/71 

due to increased mechanization and labour-reduction.  Recommencements of self-

cultivation by the landlords under the intimidation of land reforms also deepened 

inequality. In the present decade, a sharp rise of inequality can be attributed to structural 

adjustment and higher output prices, which are not in favour of small farmers (Islam 1996).  
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Urban inequality is generally higher than rural inequality. The Gini coefficient for both rural 

and urban areas increased from 0.273 in 1970 to 0.379 in 1985. Except for a very brief fall 

in the late 1980s the pattern of inequality pattern has been on the rise throughout 1990s 

and reached around 4.10 during 2000/1 (ADB 2002; Islam 1996; UNDO 1993). The 

income distribution pattern is also very asymmetrical. The lowest 20% of the households 

receive less than 7% of the national income only, while the upper 20% of the households 

were receiving above 50% of the overall income till 2000/1 (ADB 2002, Amjad and Kemal 

1997).  

 

Inequality of land is one of the major factors intensifying poverty. Along with all other 

assets land distribution is highly disproportionate in Pakistan (Adam and He 1995). Nearly 

50% of the farmers own around 10% of the arable land. In rural and tribal areas land 

ownership is a surrogate for one’s status in society. Less or no ownership of land expands 

poverty and makes the poor more vulnerable. Those possessing huge tracts of land 

dominate politico-economic positions as well. Big landlords have privileged access to 

social and physical infrastructure (ADB 2002).  

 

Poverty can further be differentiated between men and women. The incidence of poverty 

among women is much higher than men. Norms of prda and seclusion restrict women to 

participate in labour market. Conventional gender role ideologies govern women’s choices 

and chances (Beall 1997a). Gender discrimination has almost become a norm of the 

society. Women suffer from poverty of opportunities both in education and skill 

enhancement. Their participation in the labour market is around 13% in comparison to 

70% of men.  Women generally concentrate in secondary and segmented sectors of the 

labour market like teaching, nursing and serving, which are low paid and lack opportunities 

for growth (ADB 2002).  

 

2.5. Occupational Characteristics of the Poor   

Economic dependence, household size, educational status, land and livestock are the 

major variables of poverty and social exclusion in Pakistan (McCulloch 1998 as cited in 

Bines and Morris 2001).  
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On an occupational basis, the households 

engaged in agriculture, 36-40% were 

below the poverty line in 1991. The ratio of 

poverty is extremely high among the 

agricultural landless labourers i.e around 

56%. They are even worse than the casual 

labourers in rural non-farm sector between 

whom the incidence of poverty is 45%. 

Tenant cultivators also have a high 

incidence of poverty i.e. 44% are below the poverty line. The ratio of poverty among self-

employed with assets of less than Rs.1000 is 46%. The incidence of poverty among skilled 

and semiskilled workers is around 28%. The self-employed with the assets of less than 

Rs.1000 had the highest incidence of poverty among all groups i.e. 52-55%. The ratio of 

poverty among them is even higher than casual manual labourers. The poor having 

regular and secure jobs have the lowest incidence of poverty (Islam 1996; Zaidi 1993).  

 

To sum up the incidence of poverty is higher in the households headed by the self-

employed, the agriculture labourers and construction and transport workers. These 

occupations, sometimes known as elementary occupations, mask a lot of 

underemployment (ADB 2002). 

 

Poverty and household size are correlated. Households with 9-10 members on average 

have the highest rate of poverty and 3-4 member households clearly have a lower ratio of 

poverty while 6-7 member households are found somewhere between these two (Zaidi 

1993). In the same way literacy level affects poverty. The illiteracy ratio among heads of 

the poor households was about 73% in 1999 (ADB 2002).  

 

In Pakistan, It has been observed that the poor families spend a greater portion of their 

income on food (Haq 1997 as cited in Bhatti and Haq 2001). HIES surveys illustrates that 

more than half of the total expenditure of the poor households goes to food consumption, 

while the remaining expenditure goes to housing, fuel, health, clothing, shoes and others 

(ADB 2002).   
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2.6. Poverty and Vulnerability in Pakistan 

Vulnerability was given little importance in earlier studies of poverty. It can be seen as the 

lack of ability to cope at the times of crises and lack of access to public entitlements, goods 

and services. Not only certain households but also whole communities are found to be 

living in a vulnerable position afflicted by chronic poverty (Bines and Morris 2001). 

 

Present studies on poverty in Pakistan indicate that the poor speak less about material 

deprivation and more about the problems they face in managing their material and social 

assets. They also express increased concern over the insecurity emerging from communal 

and sectarian violence (ADB 2002).  

 

The rural poor in Pakistan are more vulnerable to income risk than in other low-income 

countries. This is because their asset potential is too low to support them in times of crisis 

(Kurosaki 1999). Some district level studies conducted in NWFP on labour force allocation 

and vulnerability exemplify that households prefer to diversify their income to stabilize 

consumption instead of seeking self-sufficiency in food-consumption. Both ex-ante and 

ex-post cooping strategies are poorly developed in the rain-fed areas and among the non-

farm households as no public support has ever been extended in this regard (Hussain and 

Kurosaki 1999).   

    

In the absence of any support mechanism, natural exigencies like drought and floods 

seriously affect the livelihoods of the poor. Within the last 5 years drought has raised the 

inflation rate by 0.6% points, unemployment by 0.8% points and poverty by 3.3% points. 

In absolute terms drought has pushed 4.6 million people below the poverty line. The 

impact of drought was mainly concentrated in rain-fed   and remote areas of Sindh and 

Balochistan (SPDC 2001).   

 

2.7. Human Underdevelopment and Poverty in Pakistan 

The Human Development Index ranks Pakistan at 135th out of the 174 lowest income 

countries (UNDP 2000). Human development indicators in Pakistan are lagging far behind 

other low-income countries (Beall 1997a: 61). The development of social sector has 

always been neglected in Pakistan. The limited resources allocated to the social sector 

have been used inefficiently; the quality of services is inadequate and substandard. Poor 

social services have been affecting the capacity and capital of the poor and resulted in 
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low level of human development. Poor human capital, health and education, are the direct 

causes of low growth (ADB 2002). 

 

Both health and literacy indicators are very low in Pakistan. More than 31% of the people 

live on less than US$1 a day (UNDP 2000). Around 15 to 20% of the labour force is 

estimated to be unutilized or underutilized (Qureshi 2001). The exponential increase in 

population has undermined the per capita growth and has contributed to the problem of 

unemployment and underemployment (Islam 1996).   

 

Poor health and education mean poor understanding of agri cum industrial production, 

which results in poverty. Household dependency ratio is 43% below the age of fifteen, 

which naturally increases the proportion of poverty (ADB 2002). Poor health and education 

are both the cause and effect of poverty as can easily be observed in Pakistan (RBC: 

What is the dependency ratio??).   

 

2.7.1. Education and Poverty in Pakistan 

Lack of opportunities, sometimes known as poverty of opportunities, has always been high 

in Pakistan. Educational opportunities have always been scanty for the rural and urban 

poor. In the 1990s poverty of educational opportunity has been three times higher than 

poverty of income opportunities. The poverty of opportunities has been falling very slowly 

and the situation has been even worse for women. Gender inequality is on the rise both 

in education and health (MHCHD2 1999 as quoted in ADB 2002).  

 

The adult literacy rate in Pakistan is 25% lower than other countries ranking at the same 

economic level. (Beall 1997a: 61). Girls’ education enrolment ratio is 40% lower than other 

comparable countries (ADB 2002). Literacy rate of women is incredibly poor in Sindh and 

Balochistan i.e. 36% and 17% respectively. The school enrolment ratio among the poor is 

four times lower than the non-poor (World Bank 2002b: 15).   

 

Education data are extremely disappointing for the 1990s.. Net enrolment rate is only 51% 

and the literacy rate is still 43%. The net ratio of male child enrolment has even decreased 

in the 1990s. Rural-urban and male-female disparity in education is still sharp i.e. 67% - 

                                                 
2 Mehboob-ul-haq Centre for Human Development.  
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45% and 57% - 44% respectively (WB 2002b: 15). Gross Enrolment Ratio (GER) has been 

stagnant for the whole 1990s. Adult literacy is only 45% with enormous gender and spatial 

variation (UNESCO 2000 as quoted in Bines and Morris 2001). The ratio of school 

attendance by children is also related with the parents’ literacy. The children of less 

educated or uneducated parents are less likely to attend school regularly (Oxenham and 

Oaki 2000 as cited in Bines and Morris 2001). Public expenditures on education hardly 

increased from 1.7% to 1.8% of GDP in 2000/01 (IMF and IDA 2001).     

 

2.7.2. Health and Poverty in Pakistan  

Like education, health indicators are 

also deplorable in Pakistan. The gross 

percentage of GDP spent on health 

even fell from 0.63% in 1995/96 to 

0.50 % in 2000/01, which is extremely 

low by development standards. 

Average life expectancy in 1990/91 

was only 58 years. Access to health 

services, safe water and sanitation 

was around 60%, 58% and 24% in 1990/91 (IMF and IDA 2001; Chaudhary 1996: 254)  

Fertility rate of the country is 65% higher and infant mortality is 30% higher in comparison 

to other less developed countries. Life expectancy at birth is estimated to be 55-57 years 

only and Pakistan is one of the few countries where life expectancy of men is higher than 

women. Almost one third of pregnant women and half of the under five children are 

malnourished. Mortality rate of under-five girls is higher than boys (Beall 1997b: 61).  

 

Although health indicators improved a bit in the 1990s, they are still poor in comparison to 

other developing countries. The infant mortality rate in Pakistan is the highest in South 

Asia and the maternal mortality rate is one of the highest in the world. The ratio of 

underweight babies is also very high. Pre and post-natal care is quite uncommon 

particularly in rural areas. Similarly the ratio of preventive health care is also very low. In 

1996/97 less than half of the child-population was immunized among the lowest income 

quintile. The average child bearing rate is 5 children per woman. Despite a high ratio of 

contraceptive information (i.e. about 92%) the actual practice still hangs around 20%. The 
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population growth rate reduced from 3% to 2.2% during 1991–2001 (World Bank 2002b; 

GoP 2001).  

 

There are several shortcomings in health and preventive care systems. For example Lack 

of trained staff, equipment and medicine is a serious problem in Basic Health Units (BHUs) 

and Rural Health Centers (RHCs). Managerial problems in the health sector weaken the 

situation further ((IMF and IDA 2001; GoP 2001).  

 

This chapter surveyed poverty in Pakistan. The nature and form of poverty has been 

illustrated at regional, sectoral and professional level. The depth and severity of poverty 

has been depicted through ratios and percentages. I have not emphasized or exaggerated 

one or another area of poverty to keep my presentation objective. The poorest of the poor 

have been particularly identified with some indications of the determining factors. In 

reference to the meaning and measurement of poverty explained in chapter one, we can 

see which aspects of poverty are being considered and/or neglected. I have analyzed the 

rise, fall and rise of poverty. It enabled us to note down the politico-economic factors 

working around and will be useful to look at poverty reduction strategies in the next 

chapter.    

 

 

*** 
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Chapter 3. 

 

POVERTY REDUCTION STRATEGIES AND PROGRAMMES IN PAKISTAN 

 

 
This chapter is a survey of poverty reduction strategies and programmes developed and 

implemented in the past and in the present times. I have briefly explained the main 

features, objectives and implementation mechanisms of various programmes launched by 

the Government of Pakistan. It will be important to note the government’s perception and 

approach to poverty and poverty reduction underlying these programmes. A few 

comments about the success and failure of these proagrammes will also be made. But 

theoretical flaws and politico-economic problems with the government’s approach and 

methodology will be illustrated in the next chapter.   

 

Poverty reduction and human development have been described as the main objectives 

of the state in Pakistan. Successive governments have reiterated their commitment to 

alleviate poverty and provide basic infrastructure to the poor. But the question is how far 

the Government of Pakistan has been successful in following this commitment! For this 

purpose we need to examine the actions taken by the Government of Pakistan so far.  

 

3.1. Poverty Reduction Programmes in Retrospection 

As described earlier rural poverty is much more critical in Pakistan than urban poverty. 

Assuaging rural poverty has been a formidable challenge to various governments. 

Numerous programmes have been launched to address the issue since the 1950s. A 

Village Aid (V-Aid) Programme was introduced in the same decade with enormous support 

of USA and other donors. It aimed to provide agriculture input and facilities to augment 

production. Village Cooperatives were set up for cropping and marketing facilities to the 

farmers. Some efforts were also made to organize rural youth in this process. The 

programme had a fractional impact due to hierarchical approach and bureaucratic 

inefficiency (Qureshi 2001).  

 

The well-known system of Basic Democracies was initiated in the 1960s. Having a political 

orientation, it aimed to achieve twin goals of infusing democracy at grass root level and 

involving local people to manage basic needs and facilities for themselves. This system is 
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still in operation despite going through several ups and downs with changing regimes. 

District and Union Councils formed under this system were responsible to implement 

urban and rural development projects. The irony of devolving democracy at municipal level 

without financial freedom could not make any difference at the ground level. Plus the 

programme was inherently meant to extend political support to the then military ruler not 

to facilitate the poor as proclaimed on the surface (Ibid).  

 

A particular programme known as the Rural Works Programme, renamed the People 

Works Programme, complemented the basic democratic institutions. It was initiated with 

the support of the United States Food For Peace Programme. The programme 

endeavoured to utilize the self-help capacity of the rural poor and enhance agricultural 

production. It was implemented through Union and Tehsil Councils under the supervision 

of the Deputy Commissioner. The programme had a marginal success in creating some 

employment but farm productivity could not be improved. Centralized and inadequate 

planning and low participation of the farmers was a major barrier (Ibid).  

 

Likewise, an Integrated Rural Development Programme (IRDP) was initiated in the 1970s. 

The design of this project was rooted into the concept of community. The task of organizing 

small-scale farmers in to cooperatives with multi-sectoral representatives was left to the 

community. Local organizations and departments were supposed to coordinate so as to 

improve the quality of health, education and agriculture services.  

   

In the late 1980s a special programme was inaugurated to development squatter 

settlements and promote education in urban areas but the programme lost its whole 

impetus with the change of regime. Immediately after that, two consecutive programmes, 

Tameer-e-Wattan and People’s Programme, were launched to provide basic amenities to 

the rural and urban poor. These programmes had a very limited success (Ibid).  

 

3.2. Growth as a Poverty Reduction Strategy 

From the 1960s to 1980s the policy emphasis remained on high economic growth; poverty 

reduction was supposed to result from trickle down effects.  Foreign remittances, mainly 

in the 1980s, made a significant contribution to economic growth (Chaudhary 1996: 255). 

On average the growth rate was quite good i.e. 5-6% in this period. As a result, Pakistan 

did achieve a marginal success in per capita income and poverty reduction.  The impact 
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of growth on poverty reduction was far lower than expected. The benefits did not in-fact 

trickle down to the poor (Amjad and Kemal 1997).  A slow down was observed between 

1991-999, when the growth rate fell from 6% to 4% due to fiscal imbalances, drought and 

debt servicing problems (Qureshi  2001).   

 

Despite the fact that agriculture accounts for 25% of GDP and engages above 40% of the 

labour force, manufacturing sector has always been preferred over agriculture. The 

agricultural commodities have been suffering from low pricing or under pricing due to 

government’s interference. The present regime has devised a policy of non-interference 

in the agriculture sector. Agriculture prices have been left to be fixed freely by the market. 

And there is no more a restriction on the import and export of agriculture commodities. 

However the government has decided to continue price support policy only on wheat to 

protect wheat-farmers from volatility of market and keep the flour prices lower (GoP 2001). 

 

The present government is revitalizing efforts to regain economic growth and redress fiscal 

imbalances. It is reforming fiscal policy, expenditure control and debt management to 

induce macro-economic stability to regain growth. An attempt is being made to create 

enabling environment to improve investors’ confidence. It is expecting to lift GDP growth 

to 6% by 2004. Industrial sector has been opened up to foreign investors on a 100% equity 

basis (IMF and IDA 2001). The Government believes these strategies will help to reduce 

poverty and generate employment.  

 

3.3. Land Reforms for Poverty Reduction  

So far two major efforts have been made in Pakistan to introduce land reforms in order to 

enhance production and reduce poverty.  One, in 1959 and another from 1972-1977, fixing 

the land ceiling at 500 and 1000, and 150 and 300 acres for irrigated and arid land 

respectively. The second effort complemented tenancy reforms to provide security to the 

tenants. Both of these efforts could not succeed as hardly 5% of the land could be resumed 

to be redistributed among the poor. The powerful lobbying and vested interests of 

landlords and the bureaucrats’ did not allow the reform be implemented successfully. The 

tenancy reforms were also not be implemented effectively except at a very limited level in 

Punjab. On the contrary the landlords began to evict tenants under the perceived threat 

of ownership transfer by the government (Jalal 1995, Khanna 1991).    
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PRSP, still in a planning phase, intends to distribute around three million acres of state 

owned land to the rural poor. It ties-up a package of infrastructure, input supply and 

agriculture credit along with the distribution of land. Women will be given preference in this 

process to promote equal access to this productive asset. A part of that process has 

already been completed. Until now 829 acres of land have been distributed to 9137 

peasants in the province of Sindh, while another 986 acres of land is to be transferred to 

the landless farmers of Baluchistan (GoP 2001).  

 

3.4. Poverty Reduction in the 1990s  

Poverty reduction has rarely been a dominant concern in Pakistan’s political agenda. The 

prominent focus on poverty reduction in the 1990s is almost entirely a new phenomenon 

(Bines and Morris 2001) and has been instigated by the international development 

agencies.  

 

A ‘Task Force on Poverty Alleviation’ was set up in 1993 comprising the leading 

economists of Pakistan, but it only had one meeting and eventually collapsed with 

dissolution of assembly (Zingel 1998). Several new initiatives were taken in the mid and 

late 1990s including macroeconomic reforms and human development initiatives.     

 

3.4.1. Improving Governance to Reduce Poverty 

The volatile political situation, excessive defence budgets, non-productive expenditure 

and deteriorating investment climate sunk the country into a deep governance crisis (IMF 

and IDA 2001). It was in the 1990s that the Government of Pakistan realized that plunging 

growth and mounting poverty were not the result of economic factors exclusively. It has 

been recognized in the PRSP that poverty and economic problems have much to do with 

the crisis of governance. (GoP 2001: 34-38).  Poor governance itself is one of the causal 

factors of poverty. Insecurity and frequent violation of the rule of law erodes investors’ 

confidence, which translates into low employment opportunities and poverty. Hence pro-

poor reform in the structure and functions of state institutions is necessary to alleviate the 

hardships of the poor (ADB 2002: 17).   

 

The government now believes that endemic poverty can only be reduced through an 

effective partnership between civil society, Government and the market. The government 
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has brought about civil services reform and a devolution plan to improve service delivery 

and develop local partnership in political process (IMF and IDA 2001).   

 

3.4.2. Asset and Income Generation for the Poor   

No successful effort has been made by the government to generate assets, mainly 

housing, for the poor (Qureshi 2001). Quite recently the government has devised a plan 

of transferring ownership rights to the occupants of slum settlements. Under this plan, first 

the settlements occupied in the last 50 years will be transferred to their inhabitants, while 

the areas captured in the recent past will be considered case by case. In addition the 

government is promising a better service delivery to the squatter population. Similarly, 

communal and state owned patches of land are also being considered to be allotted to the 

rural poor (GoP 2001).  

 

A new impetus to income and asset generation was made in the late 1990s with a major 

focus on microfinance. The following programmes have been launched in this regard:  

   

3.4.2.1. Pakistan Poverty Alleviation Fund (PPAF)  

To increase the outreach of existing NGOs and CBOs the Government has established 

the Pakistan Poverty Alleviation Fund in 1999 as an autonomous, not for profit 

organization. The Fund is working for the institutional capacity building of NGOs and CBOs 

involved in infrastructure development and income generation for the poor. The Fund has 

been established with a contribution of $100 million from the World Bank and a small share 

from the government and the community. It is expected to disburse more than Rs. 5 billion 

within five years. The principal role of the Fund is to implement the government’s policy of 

granting access to credit to the poor and encouraging them to initiate micro and small 

businesses to generate income. Another important component of PPAF is Community 

Physical Infrastructure (CPI) projects. The Fund supports local communities through grass 

root organizations to implement mini projects for irrigation, drinking water and drainage 

operations. These projects are designed, implemented and managed by the communities 

with the assistance of local organizations (PPAF 2002).   

 

3.4.2.2. The Micro Finance Bank   

On the same lines the government has founded a Micro-Finance Bank known as 

Khushahali Bank with the support of private and foreign banks. The bank has commenced 
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its activities from a remote and poor district of Punjab and is working in coordination with 

NGOs and CBOs working for poverty alleviation. It has a network of 30 branches 

established in the poorer districts of the country (GoP 2001: 41, ADB 2002: 9, Bines and 

Morris 2001: 1).        

 

3.4.2.3. Supporting NGOs to Support the Poor 

With the growing intervention of NGOs in the late 1980s and the 1990s the Government 

of Pakistan established a network of Rural Support Programmes namely: Agha Khan 

Rural Support Programme, Balochistan Rural Support Programme, Punjab Rural Support 

Programme, Sarhad Rural Support 

Programme, Thar deep Rural Support 

Programme and a federal branch of 

National Rural Support Programme 

under the Ministry of local government 

and rural development. The 

predominant goal of RSPs is to 

provide basic infrastructure facilities 

and financial services to the rural poor, 

in coordination with local NGOs. Although these organizations are supposed to provide 

microcredit and physical infrastructure to the rural poor but the major thrust is on 

microcredit. Agricultural Development Bank and first Women Bank are also supposed to 

deliver agricultural and small enterprise credit (ADB 2002; Qureshi 2001).  

   

3.4.3. Social Action Programme (SAP)  

SAP is a multi-sectoral programme launched in two phases 1993-1996 and 1997-2002. It 

is the first major initiative to improve social sector provision, particularly for women and 

the poor, in Pakistan (IMF and IDA 2001). It aims to build human resources and reduce 

poverty through a social development approach and has been initiated with the financial 

support of the Government of Pakistan and several donors3. The SAP is intervening in 

four key areas i.e. basic health, education, population control and, water and sanitation. It 

is also attempting to improve the quality of services, enhance stakeholders’ particularly 

                                                 
3 Donors include World Bank, Asian development Bank, the Netherlands Government, UK’s Department 

for International Development, the European Commission and the Canadian International Development 

Association (Mallick, A. Ahmd 2000: 2).  
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women’s participation and widen the coverage of services Improving planning, 

implementation and monitoring capacity of the government agencies is also part of the 

project. Another vital purpose of SAP is to improve public sector expenditures with in a 

span of eight years It is being executed by the five concerned departments: Education, 

Health, Population Welfare, Public Health Engineering and Local Government (Mallick 

2000).  

 

In education SAP is struggling to improve enrolment and provide facilities to rural schools. 

Furthermore, raising non–salary expenditures, impart on-job training, providing teaching 

material, reduce absenteeism and introduce merit based selection are vital elements to 

enhance public schools’ performance (Qureshi 2001).   

 

3.4.4. Poverty Reduction Strategy Programme (PRSP)  

By contrast with the past the Government of Pakistan is just beginning to address 

education and health as a poverty reduction strategy under Poverty Reduction Strategy 

Programme (PRSP).  

 

Coupled with development planning, the Ministry of Education has developed an action 

plan for Education Sector Reform (ESR) for 2001-2004. It aims to achieve the goal of 

‘education for all’ by 2015 through formal and non-formal education.  Its main target is the 

poor and socially excluded communities. Food entitlements, uniforms, textbooks and 

stipends have been specified for the poorest families. Polytechnic institutes are to be set 

up at district level to impart technical skills to the rural and urban poor. Gender disparity in 

educational has been planned to be reduced by 2005. Learning and life-skills improvement 

opportunities for adults will be provided under ESR. The dropouts’ ratio will be reduced by 

addressing the economic or social factors causing problems for the poor to continue in 

education (GoP 2001: 42).  

 

Through PRSP the GoP will take measures to improve health and nutrition of the rural and 

urban poor. Through National Nutrition Programme, it will strengthen breastfeeding 

practice by a countrywide campaign. The government is showing its intention to raise 

health expenditure at primary and secondary levels of health care. This is a clear shift of 

approach from curative to preventive measures. Special training will be organized for Lady 

Health Workers (LHWs) to build the health and nutritional status of the poor. Numerous 
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LHWs have been promoted to recover the nutritional status of women so as to balance 

gender disparity in health. District health offices and public health care networks are being 

organized to make them locally managed and controlled. While introducing a system of 

cost recovery in health the poor will be subsidized from Zakat funds. Similarly, Urban 

Health Centres will be established to meet the health and nutritional requirements of the 

poor. ‘Women friendly’ hospitals will be established in 20 districts with special objectives 

to address obstetric needs and nutritional deficiencies (GoP 2001)      

 

3.5. Reducing Vulnerability 

  

Both natural and economic volatility are quite frequent in Pakistan. In this regard, three 

programmes of income transfer i.e Zakat, Usher and Bait-ul-mal are in operation to help 

the poor and vulnerable people. Zakat and Ushr are Islamic levies deducted from a certain 

amount of wealth and production.  The average annual collection is Rs. 2.4 billion and 

almost 2. 5 million people get the benefit every year. The fund has been managed to be the 

significant element of social protection and as a safety mechanism to safeguard the poor 

and destitute under Zakat and Ushr ordinance of 1980. It is a system of income transfer to 

the indigent such as orphans, widows and disaster-afflicted people. A subsistence 

allowance of Rs 500 is given to the poorest men and women every month (ADB 2002).   

 

Under the revamped system, these funds are now being used for empowerment and 

rehabilitation of the poor. Small-scale projects to employ the poor have been started in 

accordance with their skills and requirements. Around one million beneficiaries will be 

provided Rs. 10,000 to Rs. 50,000 to set up small-scale trades for self-reliance. Part of the 

fund is given to schools and hospitals to help the needy. Handycraft centres are also 

operating under this scheme. Local Councils in coordination with district Zakat and Ushr 

committees are supposed to administer these grants (Qureshi 2001; Chaudhary 1996: 256).   

 

Bait-ul-Mal is a federal programme comprising of two components i.e food subsidy and 

financial assistance. This programme provides assistance to the non-Muslim poor (who 

do not receive Zakat) and to calamity affected people. It helps the households whose 

income is less than Rs. 1500/month regardless of their family size. On the same grounds, 
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a Food Stamp Programme is also functioning to address the nutritional deficiencies of 

poor families having no source of income. These families are given a voucher to buy food 

commodities from the market (Qureshi 2001).  

 

In the early 1990s the Government of Pakistan began to run a system of controlled food 

prices. Under this system 800 outlets of the Utility Stores Corporation were opened in all 

cities of Pakistan. These store provide consumer goods at prices 5-10% cheaper than the 

market rates. The system was established, mainly to provide subsidized food to the poor 

but every one can shop there equally. Although there are some administrative problems 

but food stamp programme has been generally welcomed by the poor (Qureshi 1001).      

 

This chapter has described the poverty reduction programmes devised and 

operationalised by the Government of Pakistan. Looking at poverty reduction strategies in 

the past is important as they were influenced by a particular approach practiced in 

Pakistan for a long time. We have also noticed that poverty reduction in the 1970s and 

1980s, was short term as the whole situation reversed in the 1990s. The results of SAP 

are still in process, however, no symptoms of success have been observed in the first 

phase. PRSP, apparently a very sound strategy, has not yet been implemented. It is also 

noteworthy that all of these programmes were initiated with huge donor funding and no 

programme was launched by the government on its own. Moreover, all of the programmes 

launched before 1990, were quite general and poverty reduction was expected to result 

indirectly. An over-all evaluation of the government’s approach and initiatives will be made 

in the next chapter.   

 

***  
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Chapter 4.    

 

CRITICAL EVALUATION OF POVERTY REDUCTION 

STRATEGIES/PROGRAMMES  

 

 

The purpose of this chapter is to critically evaluate the strategies of the Government of 

Pakistan towards poverty reduction. The pattern 

and sequence of my appraisal will be more or less 

the same as followed in the former chapters.  All 

areas of policy formulation and programme 

implementation will be assessed under the 

comments and opinions of various scholars. 

Unfortunately little research has been conducted 

to judge the effectiveness of poverty reduction 

strategies in Pakistan, except few comments 

while assessing poverty. Therefore, I shall draw 

some of my critique from the experiences of 

poverty reduction in other developing countries 

comparable to Pakistan. The Government of 

Pakistan’s approach to poverty reduction will be weighed against the politico-economic 

theories of poverty reduction. But most of the issues brought forward are specifically about 

Pakistan.    

 

4.1. Issues of Approach and Methodology   

Different definitions and methodologies used to assess poverty have been yielding 

inconsistent results. There has been no national poverty line or mutually agreed upon base 

line for the state of poverty in Pakistan. In some of the cases the results are even 

contradictory. Hence there has been a considerable uncertainty about the degree or 

incidence of poverty over time. Incomparable and even contrasting results have been 

affecting policy formulation and resource allocation (Islam 1998; IMF and IDA 2001). 

Most studies are based on HIES data which have been conducted infrequently between 
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1964 and 1991 (ADB 2002). Since 1991 no significant efforts have been made to assess 

poverty at regional or national level (Islam 1998).  

 

Poverty research in Pakistan has been conducted mostly in an econometric and 

technocratic manner, which is quite a narrow approach to understanding poverty. The 

econometric concepts of poverty usually exclude socio-political aspects like honour, 

leisure, personal security, social identity, cultural goods and political rights. These 

elements do constitute the well-being or ill-being in the life of the poor (Toye 1999: 7) and 

need to be considered for relative deprivation.  

 

Stryker (2001: 75-86) has illustrated that several issues of poverty reduction stem from the 

ways poverty is defined and the groups identified by an agency or the government. 

Unavailability of systematic data on poverty constrains rural-urban sectoral analysis, which 

is essential to formulate specific poverty alleviation plans (IMF and IDA 2001). It also 

limits the evaluation of the impact of a particular programme on poverty reduction 

(Addison 1996: 25-30).  

 

Although extensive research has been conducted on poverty assessment, little has been 

said about how the poor relate to private sector market and public agencies at different 

levels. There is little probing on how the poor react to barriers while moving out of poverty 

or what factors push them into poverty (ADB 2000). No individual analysis and policies 

have ever been made to address the poverty of highly marginalized and stigmatized 

communities in Pakistan. The vulnerability and insecurity of these groups need to be 

addressed by research and policy measures (Beall 1997: 66).  

  

Measuring poverty is entirely different from understanding why it happens. Surveys and 

studies supported by governments (including Pakistan) are usually interested to identify 

the symptoms of poverty not its underlying causes (Maxwell 1999). Like socio-cultural and 

geographic variety, the poor’s economy is quite diversified in Pakistan, ranging from 

pastoralism to agriculture and mining to fisheries. I believe it needs specific interventions 

for particular economies but the government has been adopting a one-size-fits-all strategy.  
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4.2. The Politics of Poverty Reduction  

Borrowing Jackson and Toye’s idea (1996: 58-59), I will say that poverty reduction has 

rarely been a top priority of Pakistan’s politico-economic agenda. While devising a policy 

there is hardly any mention of the socio-political constraints lying behind poverty reduction. 

Like other developing countries, it is being governed by the indigenous elites promoted by 

the former colonial rulers. Their rent-seeking attitude is still a barrier to pro-poor policy 

formulation. The existing socio-political structure has much to do in causing and 

generating poverty. The rhetoric (in Pakistan) is generally pro-poor but practical 

intervention is not effective (Ibid: 87-88). Poverty gets deeper and more severe in areas 

that are remote from administrative and economic centres (Mason 1996: 67,78). Hence 

there are obdurate difficulties on the way to sustainable poverty reduction 

 

Pakistan’s poverty reduction agenda has always been formulated under the influence of 

international agencies/donors. In agreement with Rajny Kothari (1993 as cited in Toye 

1999:6) I think that a country’s politico-economic transformation is improbable under 

pressure from outside. Although cross-fertilization of ideas is always helpful to learn from 

others a sustainable transformation in poverty reduction and development needs to be 

initiated from within. The major problem is to make poverty reduction an internally 

developed agenda.        

 

Pakistan is one of the largest recipients of development aid from donor countries and 

international development agencies (Bines and Morris 2001). Evidence from various 

developing countries suggests that foreign funded projects lose their impact once the 

funding is withdrawn (Chaudhary 1996: 256). In the foreign funded projects, it is not clear 

how much aid is actually spent for poverty reduction (White 1996). It is however a general 

opinion that aid has a limited impact on poverty reduction (Griffin 1986: 44) although 

research-based evidence is not available from Pakistan. Through trickle down effects a 

very small percentage of benefits goes to the poor (William 1981, Mosley 1987, Mosley 

and Dahl 1985, Madley 1991; Lipton and Maxwell 1992 as mentioned in White 1996: 85-

89). Several problems like rules for accessing the rare inputs and resources, leakage and 

the choice of technology create barriers for the poor to benefit from aid financed projects. 

Aid is partially effective only in those countries where the country’s own policies are 

poverty oriented (Pramit 1986: 14-19).  
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The Government of Pakistan has been giving importance to the state of poverty not to the 

processes. Structural factors generating and intensifying poverty are almost ignored from 

the present poverty agenda (Jackson and Toye 1996: 58). The landlords and tribal chiefs 

act as intermediaries between government officers and the poor masses. Infrastructure 

development is sometimes difficult without their consent. In some of the cases, they 

nominate the persons to be employed by the project. The hierarchical social structure 

places the poor in a disadvantageous position and is perpetuating poverty (ADB 2002). 

Poverty reflects powerlessness and no mechanisms to empower the poor are being 

addressed. It is difficult to empower them politically unless the powerful are willing to share 

their power. In practice the poor’s participation in planning and implementation activity is 

barred by several means (Middleton and Keefe 2001: 213-214).  

 

Leaving everything to the free market, without any effective regulatory and protective 

system, is actually an indicator of government’s failure to take direct measures for poverty 

reduction. Fragile governments themselves are usually engaged in a power struggle with 

opposition and feudal lords so that no plan for poverty reduction can be continued for long. 

Poverty reduction has been mainly left to economic growth, foreign donors, charity 

organizations and NGOs (Zingel 1998). While liberalizing economy the government should 

be conscious to have balance of trade. Otherwise domestic production and labour market 

will suffer causing unemployment and poverty (SPDC 2001).   

 

4.3. Issues of Macroeconomic Growth, Governance and Poverty Reduction  

In the earlier decades of Pakistan, some adhoc measures for relief to the poor were 

adopted while in later years the whole trust for poverty reduction was based on economic 

growth. Policy makers have mainly been relying on growth and market forces believing 

that social problems will be solved as a result of spill over effects. Growth without 

redistribution has been having little impact on poverty (Zingel 1998). Poverty reduction is 

less likely or the process remains very slow in the countries with high economic growth, 

large population, and high-income inequality (Hanmer ad Nashold 2000; Lipton 1997, 

2003).  

 

Pro-poor growth strategy, which is recently being talked about, is not sensible without a 

clear approach to poverty reduction (Middleton and Keefe 2001: 213-214). The emphasis 

still lies on growth without labour intensive productive arrangements. Under the influence 
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of its donors, the Government of Pakistan believes that ‘resource transfer and policy shifts, 

perhaps rightly so, will enhance economic growth’. But not much consideration has been 

given to how the poor can get proper benefit without any skills or without effective 

participation and access to the market (Addison 1996: 25-30). 

  

Another problem is that growth itself becomes uneven without political stabilization 

(Middleton and Keefe 2001: 203), as we have seen in Pakistan. Political instability and 

inexistence of the rule of law have been barriers to secure employment for the poor 

(Ashfaq 1994, Kemal 1995, Farooq-i-Azam 1995 as mentioned in Zingel 1998). Good 

governance is essential for pro-poor growth. Establishing regulatory and legal framework 

is necessary for effective functioning of the factor markets i.e. land, labour and capital. But 

in the case of Pakistan, haphazard adoption of structural adjustment programmes, 

shedding of public-sector employment, lowering wages, and withdrawal of subsidies have 

caused a reversal in poverty reduction. Reform package is not being implemented 

sensibly. Its’ impact on the poor is not being studied and alternative employment systems 

are not being developed (Chaudhary 1996). Above all governance reforms are being 

opposed by the powerful elites both inside and outside the government (ADB 2002).  

 

In the recent approaches to poverty reduction asset building for the poor is a central 

element. But this objective has only been left to some credit interventions (like Khushahli 

Bank, Women Bank, and PPAF) in Pakistan. Distribution of land has been neglected 

except for the few state owned tracts of land possessed by the poor slum dwellers. 

Property rights are still a neglected element (Keefe and Middleton 2001: 193). In this 

situation the asset building process for the poor is extremely slow and uncertain.  

 

4.4. Obstacles to Human Development and Poverty Reduction  

Developing countries have given varied emphasis to growth and human development. 

Some prefer growth as a source of human development others prefer human development 

as a source of growth. Although there is a chain relationship between human development 

and economic growth, theoretical and empirical evidence from a number of developing 

countries demonstrates that it is not wise to prefer growth before human development. 

Countries with a prior focus on human development have been doing better than the 

others (Rain et al 2000: 197-203). But Pakistan has been emphasizing economic growth 
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throughout history at the cost of human development. It has only just begun to address 

human development through SAP and PRSP.  

 

In a country like Pakistan, where qualitative and quantitative distribution of resources, 

especially land, is highly skewed, promotion of human capital could play a significant role 

to address the poor people’s vulnerability to income risk (Kurosaki and Hussain 1999). 

Development of human capital is essential for poverty reduction but it could prove to be a 

successful tool only if there are complementary opportunities for new works and 

acquisition of new assets (Lipton 2001:56), but that has not been the case so far.  

 

Much of the educational investment in Pakistan has not been pro-poor (World Bank as 

quoted in Bines and Morriss 2001). There is a lack of analysis on the part of government 

about the link between literacy, livelihood and poverty reduction (Aftab 1995 as quoted in 

Ibid). Moreover, the relationship between literacy and capital formation needs to be 

understood. If the Government of Pakistan believes that there is a vital link between 

education and livelihood then it needs to focus both on elementary and adult education 

simultaneously. Especially the link between adult/parental education and economic 

development needs to be understood. The government now agrees that the basic 

curriculum needs to be changed but how to make it relevant for livelihood and poverty 

reduction is less thought about. Emphasis on technical and vocational education stands 

only at a rhetorical level. Little importance has been given to widening the livelihood 

opportunities through technical training. Implementation issues also involve understanding 

the needs for different livelihoods in different localities (Ibid). Special incentives need to 

be given to enhance female enrolment and reduce gender disparity in education (IMF and 

IDA 2001).  

  

Micro-studies in urban areas of Pakistan reflect the crucial need to address the lack of 

women’s participation in the labour market. But this does not mean that women are not 

contributing to the national economy as is generally assumed. They are extensively 

engaged in informal and services sector but most of them are underemployed and their 

contribution is not recognized at domestic and national level. Hence acknowledging their 

contribution and ensuring equal wages is another measure to be taken (Beall 1997).    
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The overall outcome of SAP has been very disappointing mainly because of administrative 

snags. Quality enhancement of public sector provisions, the main aim of the programme, 

was not financially demanding but the activities could not continue smoothly because of 

operational hitches (World Bank 2002).  

 

In terms of education, the enrolment ratio remained more or less the same except a 

nominal increase in girls’ enrolment. The gross enrolment ratio was well short of the 

ambitious target of 88% (IMF and IDA 2001). SAP has focused on education excluding 

non-formal literacy programmes (Bines and Morriss 2001). In the health sector it did 

achieve a relative success but not to the level of expectations. Availability of safe drinking 

water and sanitation facilities increased at a very small scale. Immunization facilities were 

increased at a marginal level with the availability of additional health workers (World Bank 

2002: 17).  

 

One purpose of SAP was to enhance public sector expenditures. In practice the result has 

been otherwise due to governments’ preference for other sectors like defense. Public 

sector expenditures even reduced during 1994 and 2001. Social sector spending 

associated with SAP has been only 2% of the GDP (Bines and Morriss 2001).   

 

PRSP has not yet been implemented in Pakistan. However, it is a very comprehensive 

and multi-dimensional plan to address the issues of poverty. The only risk associated with 

PRSP is that it is endeavouring to achieve too much simultaneously. Its success depends 

on adequate financial and monitoring mechanisms. The government has recently set up 

a Centre for Research on Poverty Reduction and Institutional Development and a Poverty 

Cell in the Planning and Development Division of the Ministry of Finance. It is an 

appreciable research initiative by the government to understand poverty and take action 

(ADB 2002: 10).  

 

Although PRSP has developed a framework for tracking pro-poor public-sector 

expenditures and monitoring poverty, much work needs to be done for continued 

evaluation and progress. Monitoring expenditures in the sub-sectors like education, health 

and sanitation on priority basis is an important aspect. Provincial and local governments 

need to be involved for the determination of the poverty line as they are directly 

responsible for service delivery. The monitoring system developed by the Poverty Cell 
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lacks any mention of institutional arrangement for implementation and monitoring system. 

It also needs to build required capacity for this activity (IMF and IDA 2001).   

 

No system of monitoring and evaluation has been developed to assess the impact of other 

programmes like Khushali Bank, Kachi Abadi Housing Plan or PPAF initiatives (IMF and 

IDA 2001). What is even more objectionable is that monitoring and evaluation exercise, 

till the recent past, was not only disregarded but was often manipulated in its own favour 

to seek further support from the international donors (Spicer 2000: 1).  Regular monitoring 

and impact assessment is essential to see the effects of programmatic interventions 

(Stryker 2001: 82-83).    

 

4.5. Addressing Rural and Urban Poverty Reduction 

Most of the programmes initiated in the early history of Pakistan either failed or could 

improve the condition of rural poor to only a very limited level. Lack of inter-departmental 

coordination, centralized decision-making and financial control barred these programmes 

from having a positive impact. Political interference and low level of recovery rates affected 

the success of employment generation schemes (Qureshi 2001). One of the reasons was 

limited country resources and excessive dependence on foreign assistance. The 

government departments failed to achieve targets and win cooperation of the local people. 

Large farmers were favoured at the cost of small and poor farmers (Khanna 1991: 21).       

 

Insufficient growth in agriculture and rural industry could not generate employment and 

reduce poverty (Chaudhary 1996: 256). Excessive mechanization has been disemploying 

the agricultural labourers continuously and adding to the miseries of the rural poor. The 

threat of land reform and cash-cropping tendency urged landlords to speed up the process 

of mechanization (Adam and He 1995).   

 

Empirical evidence from Indonesia and South Africa suggests that growth in agriculture 

and services sector is more effective for poverty reduction than industrial or overall 

economic growth. In addition to that, small farmers’ access to credit and appropriate skill 

and labour-intensive technology helps to reduce poverty (Khan, A. Haider 1999: 521-522, 

526-529). Unfortunately, Pakistan has mainly preferred industrial sector growth to 

agriculture. 
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Both of the land reform efforts, 1959 and 1972, failed due to the intertwined interests of 

bureaucrats and the politicians (Jalal 1995: 140-150; Alvi 1972:69). Whatever small parts 

of the land were distributed to the poor peasants, could not prove beneficial as no agri-

input or credit facilities were extended to them. The government has been assuming 

pricing policy and consumer subsidies as an instrument for poverty reduction, which failed 

completely (Zingel 1998).  

 

Cash crops have been preferred over the staple crops although it has been observed that 

staple crops increase income and have an inequality-reducing impact (Adams and He 

1995). Efforts to reduce poverty will fail, if they neglect the imperative of developing staple 

crops and redistributing land (Lipton 2001: 48). Like staple crops, livestock has a 

considerable role in shedding poverty and inequality. It is a vital source of income for the 

landless poor. Despite this fact no sound effort has ever been made to supplement 

livestock production save the few efforts made by independent NGOs in NWFP and 

Northern areas. 

 

Urbanization in Pakistan has been happening without any planning. Regardless of the fact 

that a large share of the rural poor’s income depends on transfers from urban workers, in-

migration has been resisted by the government with a policy of ignoring their settlement 

and employment (Adam and He 1995).  

 

There has been, as such, no formal strategy for urban poverty alleviation. Informal sector 

and small-scale entrepreneurship where most of the poor are found have rarely been 

considered for protection and promotion. Some half hearted slum improvement policies 

have been almost entirely unsuccessful. Civic facilities in squatter settlements are 

extremely poor. Regularization decision of the slums is still lingering on (Zingel 1998).  

Most of the marginalized and disadvantaged communities are almost excluded from the 

government’s poverty reduction programmes. The legislation passed in 1986 to regularize 

slum settlements was implemented very sketchily depending on the type and the location 

of the community (Beall 1997: 63). Most of the communities are still living under the threat 

of evacuation.        

 

Except for one or two failed attempts no large-scale policy has ever been devised to 

improve the housing facilities of the poor. A backlog of four million housing units is 
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estimated to be pending with the housing departments of Pakistan (Qureshi 2001) 

Changes in the labour structure and household assets have much to do in pulling people 

out of poverty (Lipton 1988 as quoted in Adams and He 1995) but no attention has been 

paid to that.  

 

4.6. Microcredit as Poverty Reduction Measure  

As mentioned earlier chapters, the Government of Pakistan has been promoting 

microcredit as a poverty reduction measure since the early 1990s. Evidence from several 

Latin American and African countries is shaky about the effectiveness of micro-credit for 

poverty reduction. Its success should not be assumed by the number of borrowers or the 

amount disbursed but by its worth, cost, outreach, length, scope and the development of 

appropriate skills (Navajas et al 2000: 344-345). The flow of aid funds towards micro credit 

needs to be scrutinized, as some alternative measures may be more effective for the 

welfare of the poor. The Government/s (of Pakistan) must know whether the poor gain 

more from the credit or from health and education services or food supply etc (Rogaly 

1996, Buckley 1997, Mosley and Hulme 1998, Morduch 1998b as quoted in Ibid: 334, 344- 

345).   

 

Micro-credit is being taken as an instrument to empower women, but some extensive and 

intensive experiences show that it is not as successful a tool to empower women as it is 

ideologically claimed to be. It does not change women’s structural vulnerability as in most 

of the cases the loan is used by the husbands or male relatives. Choosing women could 

be more in the favour of microcredit institutions than of women themselves for ensured 

repayment and a minimum ratio of default. In most of the cases women are being 

manipulated instrumentally to empower men. In this situation the fundamental assumption 

of improvement in health and education (as women are supposed to prefer education and 

nutrition of the family) when they are capable to use money, is challenged. In this way, a 

credit facility is an in appropriate way to reduce structural constituent of women’s poverty 

(Rahman 1999: 67-73, 79). I will argue that spending directly on human development 

could be a more efficient strategy than channelising millions of dollars through micro credit 

with the expectation of building their assets and human capability.  
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4.7. Coping with Risk and Vulnerability    

Zakat and Ushr are the only social safety nets introduced so far. Their impact as poverty 

reduction measure has never been specifically estimated but it is clear that it is extremely 

limited (Bines and Morriss 2001; UNDP 2000 as quoted in Bhatti and Haq 2000). They are 

hardly a cushion against the adverse outcomes of slack growth (World Bank 1999). They 

could never create a longer lasting dent in poverty as was anticipated. They also lost their 

credibility due to a high level of centralization and opaque management. The levy also met 

resistance from the larger sect of Islam who were finally exempted. This reduced the 

annual collection to a great extent (Zingle 1998). Furthermore, there have been 

administrative problems in collection and re-distribution of zakwat, ushr and biat-ul-mal 

(Qureshi 2001). Nevertheless, Zakat and Ushr Committees have performed better under 

local governments with resident representatives (Chaudhary 1996: 256) and this system 

needs to be consolidated. 

    

Inadequate human capital and lack of diversification opportunities have been making 

people susceptible to various kinds of risks. There has been no public intervention to 

reduce income risks and generate social benefits for the poor. Educational improvement 

with weak employment will not help the poor. Fragile infrastructure keeps adding to the 

income risk of poor households (Kurosaki and Hussain 1999). The scheme of subsidized 

food was partially helpful but all of the Utility Stores were opened in urban areas. So the 

rural poor could not take advantage of the low price commodities (Qureshi 2001).   

   

No specific measure has ever been taken for the physical and psychosocial insecurity of 

the poor in big cities. In case of violence and disaster, security of employment and 

rebuilding the poor’s assets is not considered the responsibility of the state. Insecurity of 

tenure keeps disturbing the livelihoods of the poor. In anti-poverty strategies the isolated 

minority of Hindus and Christians has been grossly neglected (Beall 1997: 63-64). 

Integration of socially stigmatized communities into the larger society is outside the 

poverty reduction concerns (Bubel 1990, and Furedy 1989 as quoted in Beall 1997: 88).   

 

I have attempted to pinpoint some of the gaps and issues pertaining to the poverty 

reduction strategies of the Government of Pakistan. I have mainly examined those aspects 

of poverty described in chapter 2 and 3. The major stance I have adopted here is that 

poverty reduction must be made a homegrown agenda. Government must address the 
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structural causes of poverty and inequality. Human development should be given priority 

over economic growth and microfinance.  Negotiations with donors should be on these 

lines. No deliberate effort has been made to bring forward policy recommendations, but 

there are underlying indications towards a better approach. Some explicit 

recommendations will be listed in the form of general conclusions in the next chapter.   

 

*** 
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Chapter 5.  

  

 CONCLUDING REMARKS 

 

 

Without any claim to an in-depth analysis or new work on poverty reduction, I have made 

an attempt to critically evaluate the poverty reduction strategies of the Government of 

Pakistan. The major issues I have brought forward and the stance I have adopted for 

effective poverty reduction can be summed up in to few do’s and don’ts:     

 

The Government of Pakistan should realize that poverty alleviation is not an obligation but 

it is a must for sustainable development. No robust mechanisms of poverty reduction have 

been elaborated in the country. It is clear that whatever decline in poverty happened in 

the 1980s was not the result of any sound government policy. That is why the whole 

equation was reversed in the 1990s.  

 

Addressing the structural factors of poverty like redistributing of income and assets, mainly 

land and housing, is necessary along with continued emphasis on economic growth. 

Consolidation of tenancy and ownership rights coupled with land distribution are crucial 

but are not possible without political will.  

 

Agricultural growth, with a focus on staple crop production, can have a significant impact 

on poverty reduction. The promotion of agricultural production can stimulate growth 

between farm and non-farm activities and will help reduce poverty. Labour-intensive 

agricultural and industrial expansion is crucial for poverty conscious development. A 

strong policy focus is on non-agricultural sources of income is also needed, as evidence 

has shown their vital role in poverty reduction. Rural infrastructure is one of the basic 

needs to be considered, this helps the poor to access market and public facilities.   

 

Removing bureaucratic barriers between the formal and informal sector is also necessary 

to let the benefits of the market be transferred to the poor. Policy makers need to know 

how the poor participate in the market. The Governments itself needs to build capacity for 

effective regulation of markets (but with less price interference) for pro-poor outcomes. 
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Public expenditure must be pro-poor in the development of the social sector. Greater 

attention to health, education and skill development is essential to improve the productivity 

of the poor. Inequality, especially gender, needs to be addressed because even a high 

growth rate cannot reduce poverty if the level of inequality is as high as in Pakistan. If 

choice needs to be made, human development should be preferred over economic growth. 

Human development has a more sustainable impact on equality, productivity and poverty 

reduction.  

 

A large part of the population of rural areas depends on income transfers. So why resist 

it? Rural migrants must be facilitated to settle and find employment in urban areas.   

 

Public intervention for income generation and more effective safety nets other than Zakat 

and Usher are necessary to save the poor from employment and income risk. 

Development planners in Pakistan need to understand the coping strategies of the poor. 

This will help them to devise initiatives corresponding to the poor’s own rationality and 

preferences. It also needs to be insured that necessary inputs and services are available 

to the poor along with the support provided by the government.  

 

The relationship between civil society, NGOs and the Government of Pakistan needs to 

be institutionalized to promote human and economic development. This will also improve 

implementation capacity and enhance the pace of poverty alleviation in general.  

 

*** 
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