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Introduction

West Bengal is the only state in India to have been ruled continuously for more than a quarter of a century by a Left Front government, which has been motivated by a vision of political, economic and social change that has been different from that observed among most other state governments or the central government. This vision has determined a focus on two specific but inter-related strategies at the state level: land reform, including both greater security of tenure to tenant cultivators and redistribution of vested land; and decentralisation and people’s participation through panchayat institutions. This report therefore has a particular focus on the nature and impact of the two major public initiatives, which have characterised the state in the past 26 years: land reform and decentralisation. The central questions addressed are: how have these initiatives and the processes they have unleashed affected human development and the conditions of life of the people of the state? What specific effects have they had? Why have the positive effects not been even more pronounced? What explains the differences across regions and districts within the state in this regard? What are the factors constraining human development in the state at present and how can they be overcome? 

With a population of about 82 million in 2001, West Bengal is the fourth most populous state, with the highest population density of 904 persons per square kilometre (nearly 3 times the national average). Greater population pressure inevitably puts more pressure on basic infrastructure as well as on the provision of health and education services. The extremely high population density obviously affects per capita resource allocation, so whatever West Bengal has achieved has been in spite of this critical negative factor of having the highest population density in the entire nation. The variation across districts in this regard also needs to be borne in mind when considering inter-district differences in human development indicators. 

About 72 per cent of the people live in rural areas. The percentages of scheduled caste and scheduled tribe populations are 28.6 and 5.8 respectively in the rural areas and 19.9 and 1.5 respectively in the urban areas. Among the minorities, Muslims are the dominant section, accounting for 33.3 per cent of the urban and 11.8 per cent of the rural population. SC, ST and Minority groups together account for more than half the population of the state, and are also the poorest groups in rural West Bengal. According to the Planning Commission, the proportion of population below the poverty line in 1999-2000 in West Bengal was 31.85 per cent. 

The aggregate state domestic product in 2000-01 was about Rs. 17,860 crores in current prices and the per capita SDP was about Rs. 16,072. This is higher than the national average.  It reflects a compound annual growth rate of 7 per cent and per capita growth of 5.4 per cent over the period 1993-94 to 2000-01, making West Bengal one of the fastest growing states in India in that period. This is even more creditable given that West Bengal happens to be situated in a relatively poor and economically stagnant region of India, as well as near relatively backward countries, such that there have been very few economic growth stimuli coming from the surrounding region. 

It is important to situate the state in the overall macroeconomic context. West Bengal, like all the states in the country, has been are crucially affected by macroeconomic conditions that prevail in the country as a whole, and the economic policies of the central government continue to have the dominant effects on the basic conditions of life and work of the people. Since the early 1990s, there has been concentration of fiscal powers and reduced flow of resources to state governments from the Centre, which have dramatically affected both the fiscal position and the ability to engage in productive expenditure, of the state government. Therefore, despite the fact that formally speaking the responsibility for several of the factors that affect human development (such as health and education) rests with the state government, in reality the power to alter these conditions significantly is relatively limited. Despite some apparent successes in certain sectors, on the whole the process of global economic integration has done relatively little to improve the trend rate of GDP growth in the national economy beyond the levels achieved from the early 1980s, did not cause a dramatic improvement in the material conditions of most of the population, and generally added to the greater vulnerability and insecurity. The adverse macroeconomic processes included increasing inequalities of income; worsening trends in per capita food consumption and nutrition; deceleration of employment generation; a relative decline of manufacturing, especially in the small scale sector, and the stagnation or decline of manufacturing employment; and deterioration in the quality of employment. 

All this in turn meant that progress in improving human development indicators for India as a whole has been relatively slow. In addition to this, West Bengal has been particularly affected because the ruling Left Front government in the state has continuously had to deal with a central government led by an oppositional political formation. This has obviously affected its ability to attract or extract any concessions from the Centre.

In terms of the more obvious indicators of human development, the state is somewhere in the middle of all Indian states. In demographic terms, West Bengal has been successful in bringing down both birth rates and death rates, with one of the most rapid declines in birth rate in India. The decline in the birth rate from 30.2 per thousand to 25.4) has been nearly double that of the all-India average over the period 1990-2001, while the decline in the death rate has been one and a half times that of the national average. Infant mortality had also declined at a marginally more rapid rate than all of India. Life expectancy in West Bengal (at 69 years for males and 65 years for females) is well above the national average (65 years for males and 64 years for females), and the state is one of the better performing states in this regard, even in terms of increases over time. However, there are certain districts with life expectancy well below average, which require special attention, such as Malda, Koch Behar, Birbhum and Murshidabad, all of which have average life expectancy of below 60 years. The sex ratio in West Bengal historically was worse for women than the national average, but it has shown greater improvement in the recent period, so that it is now just above the national average. While the sex ratio for the age group 0-6 years has shown deterioration at the all-India level in the period 1991-2001, there is no such tendency in West Bengal. 

Human development in West Bengal presents a mixed picture, and this picture is further complicated by the variations across districts in the state. Table 1 presents the calculations for the Human Development Index for the different districts, as well as for the state as a whole. The table refers to undivided Dinajpur, because of the nature of the data available for consumption, poverty and life expectancy. There are very substantial differences across districts, such that the HDI ranges from a high of 0.78 for Kolkata, to a low of 0.44 for Malda. 

Table 1: Human Development Indices by district

	
	Health Index
	Income Index
	Education Index
	HDI
	HDI Rank

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Darjeeling
	0.73
	0.49
	0.72
	0.65
	4

	Jalpaiguri
	0.61
	0.38
	0.6
	0.53
	10

	Koch Behar
	0.5
	0.41
	0.65
	0.52
	11

	Dinajpur
	0.62
	0.39
	0.53
	0.51
	13

	Malda
	0.49
	0.36
	0.48
	0.44
	17

	Murshidabad
	0.57
	0.29
	0.52
	0.46
	15

	Birbhum
	0.53
	0.27
	0.61
	0.47
	14

	Bardhaman
	0.74
	0.47
	0.71
	0.64
	5

	Nadia
	0.65
	0.41
	0.66
	0.57
	9

	North 24 Parganas
	0.72
	0.49
	0.76
	0.66
	3

	Hugli
	0.77
	0.46
	0.67
	0.63
	6

	Bankura
	0.67
	0.26
	0.62
	0.52
	11

	Purulia
	0.61
	0.18
	0.55
	0.45
	16

	Medinipur
	0.68
	0.45
	0.74
	0.62
	7

	Haora
	0.77
	0.53
	0.75
	0.68
	2

	Kolkata
	0.82
	0.73
	0.8
	0.78
	1

	South 24 Parganas
	0.71
	0.4
	0.68
	0.6
	8

	West Bengal
	0.7
	0.43
	0.69
	0.61
	


Gender discrimination has been an important feature of economic and social processes in West Bengal, and while it has declined in some respects in the recent past, it remains significant. But it is more evident in economic variables and in literacy than in the longevity data, which indicate improving health position of women relative to men. This comes out very clearly in the calculations of the Gender Development Index which are presented in Table 2. 

It is worth noting that the rankings of the GDI broadly follow the same pattern as the HDI rankings, in that districts with low HDI also tend to have low GDI. However, some districts such as Haora, North 24 Parganas, Bardhaman and Koch Behar tend to have worse ranking in terms of GDI than HDI, suggesting especially acute gender discrimination. The very low “Income index” component of the GDI essentially reflects the low workforce participation of women in West Bengal, which in turn suggests a combination of greater restrictions on women’s economic agency as well as social lack of recognition of women’s unpaid work. Both of these suggest a major undercurrent of gender discrimination in society. 

Table 2: Gender Development Indices by district

	
	
	Health Index
	Income Index
	Education Index
	GDI
	Rank

	Darjeeling
	
	0.731
	0.356
	0.714
	0.600
	2

	Jalpaiguri
	
	0.614
	0.281
	0.581
	0.492
	11

	Koch Behar
	0.497
	0.287
	0.628
	0.471
	13

	Dinajpur
	
	0.616
	0.291
	0.527
	0.478
	12

	Malda
	
	0.491
	0.291
	0.465
	0.416
	17

	Murshidabad
	0.566
	0.176
	0.527
	0.423
	16

	Birbhum
	
	0.533
	0.178
	0.595
	0.435
	14

	Bardhaman
	0.740
	0.270
	0.669
	0.560
	7

	Nadia
	
	0.649
	0.215
	0.653
	0.506
	9

	North 24 Parganas
	0.721
	0.219
	0.752
	0.564
	6

	Hugli
	
	0.764
	0.259
	0.720
	0.581
	3

	Bankura
	
	0.662
	0.215
	0.605
	0.494
	10

	Purulia
	
	0.606
	0.161
	0.506
	0.424
	15

	Medinipur
	
	0.683
	0.323
	0.728
	0.578
	4

	Haora
	
	0.773
	0.194
	0.742
	0.570
	5

	Kolkata
	
	0.824
	0.320
	0.783
	0.642
	1

	South 24 Parganas
	0.705
	0.192
	0.666
	0.521
	8

	West Bengal
	0.697
	0.270
	0.681
	0.549
	


Land reform


Reform of land relations was one of the earliest and most consistent aspects of state government policy for the first two decades after the Left Front came to power in West Bengal in 1977. There was a strong correlation with decentralisation and greater power to panchayats. From the start, this was envisioned as necessary for successful land reform, as the panchayats became closely involved with the process of registration of tenants as well as the identification of surplus land for redistribution. Not only have the panchayats assisted in better identification of beneficiaries, and contributed to the efficiency of the subsequent support programme to beneficiaries in terms of credit, and mini kits, but they have also coordinated programmes such as IRDP, FfW, NREP and helped to augment rural incomes. Similarly, the land reform in turn enabled the panchayats to have a more democratic character, as the economic and social composition of those elected as panchayat members revealed the growing significance of small and marginal peasants along with landless workers. 


West Bengal inherited very complex production relations, including absentee landlordism, sub-infeudation and the widespread prevalence of sharecropping cultivators without rights. These were widely acknowledged to be the obstacles to the development of agriculture. West Bengal is the only state in India, with the exception of Kerala, to have undertaken both tenancy reform and redistributive land reforms. These land reforms had various economic, social and political objectives. The most obvious aim was to weaken the domination of landlords in rural Bengal, and therefore contribute to the redistribution of assets and wealth. This is why the focus was both on providing land to landless peasants as well as some security of tenure to sharecroppers. Second, the aim was to unleash productive forces which had been constrained by the prevailing pattern of land relations. Third, the purpose was to create a market in rural areas by increasing purchasing power among the peasantry, which in turn was expected to lead to the development of rural industries, trade commerce and other services. Fourth, it was believed that such land reforms would provide the basic conditions for the expansion of literacy, education and public health. Finally, the aim was to empower the weaker sections of society, including Dalits and women, and shift the balance of class forces in the state in favour of working people generally. 

“Operation Barga” involved the active recording or registration of sharecroppers who had cultivated on the same piece of land for a number of years, which gave them permanent and inheritable rights to cultivate the land. The programme was launched in 1978, and achieved substantial success especially in the early years. The total number of recorded bargadars in 2000 was 1.68 million, which accounted for 20.2 per cent of agricultural households, and the land covered amounted to 1.1 million acres, 8.2 per cent of arable land in the state. Given the fact that about 18-22 per cent of arable land is supposed to be under sharecropping, this would definitely have affected a significant part of agriculture in the state. However, since political activism played a major role in effectively implementing the programme, the success varied from district to district according to the strength of the political machinery involved. 

The pace of the programme tapered off in the mid-1980s and since then the rate of additional registration has been negligible. There are several factors behind this. For a significant period of time, such registration will involve a once-off activity, since bargadars once recorded will benefit from the advantages of continued tenure and reduced possibility of eviction, and therefore there is likely to be reduced mobility and consequently fewer new contracts to record. In addition, over time this issue has also become much less of a concern among district officials, panchayats and peasant organisations which have been more involved with other issues. This may reflect changes in land relations and contracts such that the issue of sharecroppers’ rights is no longer the dominant concern. For example, the growth of fixed rent contracts for boro rice cultivation may have contributed to reduced interest in barga registration. It could be that the very empowerment of tenants that was the initial aim and result of barga registration has led to a situation over time where the registration itself is seen to be less necessary or important.

The amount of land redistributed in West Bengal has by far surpassed that in any other state. About 1.37 million acres of land have been acquired by the state government (18 per cent of total land acquired in India), of which 1.04 million acres were distributed (20 per cent of total land distributed in India), even though West Bengal accounts for only around 3.5 per cent of the total arable land in India. With more than 2.65 million pattadars, the state also accounts for nearly half of the total beneficiaries of redistributive land reform across all of India. The process of land redistribution continued throughout the 1990s, and even in very recent years, when it had virtually disappeared from the agenda of all other state governments.  One important feature of the land distribution programme has been the distribution of homestead land to agricultural labourers, fishermen and artisans, with the total number of homestead beneficiaries amounting to 5.5 lakh people
Overall, the land reforms programme (both tenant registration and land redistribution) is estimated to have covered 41.3 per cent of the rural population of the state. The pattern of land redistribution has also been weighted in favour of Scheduled Castes and Tribes, who have constituted more than half of the pattadars in the state. While the land reforms were effective in terms of redressing certain social inequalities such as caste, they were much less effective in terms of reducing gender discrimination. Indeed, the pattern of land redistribution suggests that, until quite recently, the allocation of pattas tended to reinforce existing gender inequalities. 

Several of the original objectives of the land reform have been met at least partially. The economic, social and political domination of landlords in rural west Bengal has declined, and more traditional forms of oppression by landed groups, which are still found in other parts of eastern India, are no longer prevalent in this state. The most significant effect has clearly been the unleashing of productive forces, which led to a dramatic expansion in agricultural output growth, making West Bengal the most agriculturally dynamic state of India in the last two decades of the century. The expected indirect effect of such agricultural change, in terms of creating a wider market for mass consumption goods and expansion of non-agricultural activities, also seems to have materialised to some extent. In terms of social and political empowerment, the land reforms certainly operated to improve the class position of the rural poor in general. They may also have contributed (along with the presence and activities of the panchayats) to maintaining a degree of peace among different communities and castes which may be unmatched in the rest of India.  However, in terms of improving the basic conditions for expansion of literacy, education and health, the expectations have not been adequately fulfilled and the state has lagged behind others in these respects. 

A disturbing feature of the very recent past has been the rapid increase in landlessness among rural households. By the end of the decade, nearly half of the rural households in West Bengal were landless. There have been recent reports of increasing land alienation by pattadars, and of eviction of bargadars. The basic success of the land reform is illustrated by the fact that nearly nine-tenths of all those who had received land under the redistribution scheme, have retained the land, despite the evidence that small cultivators across the country have been facing growing economic difficulties over the past decade. Nevertheless, even some amount of such alienation within a generation, as well as the relatively high incidence in certain districts, are matters for concern. For a state government interested in progressive transformation of economy and society, some new forms of institutional change will have to be considered and implemented, to carry forward the positive effects and develop them further in ways that impact upon gender relations and human development. In particular, the crucial importance of access to institutional credit and provision of adequate and timely extension services must be recognised.  
Decentralisation and people’s participation

West Bengal has created a history of participation of the common people through the process of decentralisation, which is unique in India. It is the only state in India to have had regular elections to local bodies every five years for the past 25 years. The aim has been to provide a share of fiscal resources of the state to the local bodies, and the panchayats (at various levels) have also been assigned a large and substantial range of responsibilities, that were earlier seen as under the purview of the district-level bureaucracy. In addition, the composition of the panchayats has reflected the caste, class, occupation and gender composition of local society, (even if not completely) more faithfully than panchayats anywhere else in the country. There has been substantial representation of the rural poor and of socially deprived groups, as well as women, in the elected bodies. All this has helped to change the power equations in rural society as well as encouraged the social and political empowerment of women and social groups that were earlier marginalised. These are major achievements with dynamic positive effects upon other social and economic tendencies.

From the early years, panchayats were given a range of fairly serious responsibilities and tasks, including relief work and the management of rural employment programmes. What was of significance was the relative importance given to elected representatives rather than local bureaucracy, which was much greater than anywhere else in India. But this needs to be reflected more comprehensively in the financial and account rules that have been framed as well as the orders and clarifications issued with respect to the panchayats. There is a very wide range of duties and responsibilities of panchayats, covering local natural resource management, education and health programmes, etc., but they have received relatively little in terms of resources or administrative support with which to carry out all of these functions. In addition, panchayat bodies do not have administrative or functional control over many of the public sector delivery institutions, such as in health and education, which remain under the control of the line departments. Nevertheless, the relative success of panchayats, particularly in some districts, of success in terms of even partially fulfilling the many designated roles, is a tribute to the motivation of those involved as well as a comment on the huge potential for decentralised governance.

The main focus of the decentralised planning introduced in West Bengal from the state level, so far has been on integration or coordination of district-specific schemes of the departments at district and block level.   The autonomy of the local planning authorities has been primarily limited to choosing the location within the district, selection of beneficiaries, or a choice between various schemes sponsored by the departments. Recent efforts at district level planning are based on a slightly different approach oriented towards community action for meeting the needs of the people. This has been associated with a renewed effort by the panchayats, especially in certain districts such as Jalpaiguri, Bardhaman, and Purulia, to map and estimate the available resources, which can then be used productively in a planned manner. In this current process, it is being emphasised among the villagers that the focus should be on using the existing surplus labour and productive assets available locally, rather than depending upon the government’s resources. 

West Bengal was the first state in the country to make a serious effort at devolving funds from the state government level to lower tiers of administration. However, actual financial devolution has been relatively constrained, especially from the mid 1990s onwards, when the state government’s own severe fiscal problems reduced both the ability to make available untied funds and even the amount of planning and other departmental funds which could be utilised by the panchayats. In general, more backward districts have tended to receive larger per capita allocations from the state government. Some major anomalies remain in terms of financial devolution and the control, and even the financial information, provided to the panchayats. In the absence of more state level funds being forthcoming, local government institutions should be given some more authority for local resource mobilisation. 

The composition of the various tiers of decentralised government has shown a significant representation of occupational categories that are traditionally among the oppressed, such as agricultural labourers and marginal farmers, as well as social groups that were earlier politically marginalised, such as women and those belonging to Scheduled Castes and Tribes. Women have been relatively well represented not only at Gram Panchayat level, but even at the higher tiers of district government such as the Zilla Parishads. Average attendance at Gram Sabha meetings has been low and declining in recent years, with the average attendance at slightly more than 13 per cent of the electorate. Howver, there is very high attendance on the part of bargadars and pattadars, who are among the poorest sections of the rural society, and who account for nearly half the rural workforce. In most districts, the rate of attendance of these groups combined is above two-thirds. In recent times, especially in districts where the recent attempts at decentralised planning have proceeded further, attendance at gram sabhas has picked up to some extent.

The West Bengal government has recently decided to create Gram Unnayan Samitis, which are to be representative committees to carry out decisions and monitor the activities of panchayats. These Gram Unnayan Samitis are to be watchdog bodies who also work in collaboration with the panchayats, and the explicit attempt is to make the entire process more transparent and non-partisan, and also to involve as many people from the local community as possible. The full implications of this and the effects on the power and functioning of the elected panchayats are yet to be seen. It is important to ensure that such changes do not in any way affect the constitutional powers of panchayats as elected representative bodies.

Material conditions

West Bengal is a middle-income state, ranked ninth among the fifteen major states in terms of both per capita income (SDP) and per capita consumption expenditure. In the last two decades, the state has experienced relatively rapid economic growth, compared with the rest of the country. This is an improvement from the first three decades after independence, when the relative position of the state in income terms was deteriorating. In the 1990s, West Bengal was one of the fastest growing states in India, and actually showed the second highest rate of aggregate SDP growth among major states, after Karnataka. Its aggregate rate of growth was faster than that of Gujarat and Tamil Nadu, both of which are more commonly described as dynamic states, and this tendency was even more marked in per capita terms. 

The most remarkable acceleration of growth occurred in agriculture. Crop output in West Bengal was the most rapidly expanding in India for the 1980s as a whole.  Most of this expansion occurred in foodgrain, especially rice. The moving force of this agricultural output expansion has been small cultivators, unlike the rest of India, and this was substantially due to the fact that productive forces were unleashed as a combination of the land reform and greater power to decentralised elected bodies. This reduced several institutional fetters to growth, making for more efficient use of land as well as greater utilisation of groundwater resources, affecting both area and yield. The introduction of boro rice (high-yielding winter rice variety), which was itself enabled by the spread of minor irrigation and the greater availability of rural credit, played a major part in increasing rice yields. Agricultural growth decelerated in the 1990s, although West Bengal still had the highest rate of growth of foodgrain production in India. There was substantial crop diversification in West Bengal in the 1980s and 1990s, as both wheat and potato production increased. Some of the more significant crop diversification relates to horticulture and vegetable production. 

The earlier expansion in crop output slowed down in the 1990s, due to adverse processes such as the effects of rising input costs, falling output prices and declining access to institutional credit. Future agricultural strategies of the state government may now need to focus especially on the revival of rural extension services and credit to agriculture, in particular small farmers. 

The performance of industrial growth has been less impressive than for agriculture overall, although there has been an acceleration of industrial output in the 1990s. The 1980s was a period of relative decline for industry in West Bengal, but the latter part of the 1990s exhibited an impressive recovery. While organised industry declined, the unorganised manufacturing sector in West Bengal has exhibited much greater dynamism than earlier, and contributed to the acceleration of aggregate industrial growth in the state. There was a substantial increase in the number of informal sector manufacturing units in the rural areas, and manufacturing employment over the 1990s increased in rural West Bengal even as it decreased in urban West Bengal. It is possible that the combination of institutional changes and agricultural growth that occurred over the 1980s put greater purchasing power into the hands of rural masses, and this has led to the expansion of rural industrialisation and services.

The services sector has experienced very large output expansion over the past decade in particular, growing at an annual rate of well over 10 per cent per year. Some of the output increase actually reflects the increased wages of public sector workers consequent upon the Fifth Pay Commission awards from 1997 onwards. Some of it also reflects the increase in certain sectors such as transport, distribution and trade, which are positively related to real output growth. There has been some expansion in IT-enabled services in the urban areas of the state, but mostly limited to the metropolitan area of Kolkata. There is also some part of the increase in services which represents a distress movement of workers who are unable to find employment in agriculture or industry. 

Per capita income in Kolkata is substantially above that in all other districts, and the disparity has increased over time. While the richest (Kolkata and Darjeeling) have retained the highest positions among districts, there has been a lot of change in the middle and lower ranks. Thus, for example, there has been a significant improvement in the relative positions of Jalpaiguri, Nadia and Malda, and to a lesser extent of Bankura and Medinipur. By contrast, there has been significant deterioration in rank for Birbhum and Purulia, and also for both the 24 Parganas districts. Per capita District Domestic Product is not strongly correlated with per capita consumption; some of the richer districts like Darjeeling and Jalpaiguri show relatively lower average consumption expenditure, while some poorer districts in DDP terms such as Koch Behar or North 24 Parganas show relatively higher per capita consumption. Rural per capita consumption tends to be much less unequal across districts than aggregate output. There are very sharp urban-rural differences in average consumption across most districts, with urban per capita consumption typically being much higher, and often more than one and a half times, rural average consumption. The exceptions to this are two districts where per capita consumption seems to be both relatively low and evenly spread across rural and urban areas: Murshidabad and Jalpaiguri. 

On the whole the incidence of poverty in West Bengal has come down. Agricultural labourers remain the poorest section of the population, and have also experienced the lowest decline in poverty rates. Even in 1999-2000, nearly half of such households were absolutely poor. The group of cultivating households showed a broadly stable extent of poverty, at around one-fifth of such households. 

In terms of transport infrastructure, West Bengal has performed reasonably well in terms of progress of roads: road length per 1000 sq. km in West Bengal (753.40 km) is much higher than the all India average (484.96 km). It is true that the rate of road expansion in the recent past in West Bengal (decadal growth of 21 per cent) has been lower than the national average decadal growth rate of 37 per cent. However, roads under local governments, which are not included in the above data, have registered a very impressive increase over the last two decades. Among the sixteen major states, West Bengal ranked 9th in the number of buses plying over its roads. The ground reality appears to be that road transport is moderately developed connecting a high number of rural points in the state. While every village however is not connected through bus routes, in most of the blocks there is a point from where people can get connection to other places through bus routes. West Bengal has a better railway infrastructure compared to the larger states of India, with fourth rank in terms of rail route density. 

Employment trends


In West Bengal, much as in the broad all-India trends, employment growth lagged well behind output growth. The macroeconomic forces which contributed to the slowdown in employment elsewhere in the country, such as reduced public investment and expenditure on public services, effects of import competition on manufacturing activity, and inadequate flows of bank credit to small producers in all sectors, were also in operation in West Bengal. However, unlike most of rural India, rural West Bengal did not experience an absolute decline in agricultural employment, which continued to grow, albeit at a slower rate. As in other states, the work participation rate of male workers in terms of main activity fell quite significantly over the decade. The slowdown in the rate of male main workers was countered by the increase in the share of male marginal workers, which suggests that more secure forms of employment may have been replaced by less secure forms. The state has one of the lowest rates of female work participation in the country. However, unlike the rest of the country, female work participation rates in West Bengal have been rising in the recent past, both for main and marginal workers. 

Rural employment has suffered more than urban employment in the 1990s. In the rural areas, population growth has been more than double the rate of growth in the number of main workers, while the number of marginal workers has increased at a rapid rate. In urban areas, the employment picture looks slightly better: while marginal work is clearly the most dynamic with a very high annual rate of growth, main workers grew faster than total population growth.

Within the overall stagnation of aggregate employment in the West Bengal countryside in the recent past, one very significant shift has been the diversification into non-agricultural activities. By 2001, cultivators constituted only one-fourth of the rural workforce in rural West Bengal. The state currently shows one of the highest rates of employment diversification out of agriculture, in the whole of rural India. The districts with very high non-agricultural employment shares (in excess of 50 per cent) are also those that have experienced substantial urbanisation and expansion of the metropolis into the rural hinterland. Only a very limited number of districts have not experienced very rapid diversification away from agriculture, and these are among the districts generally considered “backward”: Uttar Dinajpur (18 per cent) and Dakshin Dinajpur (28 per cent), Purulia (28 per cent) and Bankura (30 per cent). All other districts show more than 30 per cent of the rural workforce in non-agriculture, with the state average being around 40 per cent. However, while jobs in non-agriculture have been growing, they clearly need to increase at a much faster rate in order to absorb the available rural labour force productively. 

The increase in rural non-agricultural employment that has occurred can be linked with the expansion of output in small-scale manufacturing and services that was noted in the previous chapter. It is likely that the land reforms and other institutional changes in the countryside operated to increase the mass market for locally produced goods and services in rural West Bengal, which has then translated into increased activity and employment in non-agriculture. A lot of petty food processing activities, small-scale trading, and basic production of consumer goods for local markets would have contributed to this.  In addition, of course, there has been consciously designed and policy-assisted diversification into a range of activities such as fisheries, poultry and livestock raising and sericulture. There is micro evidence that more women are entering into various types of economic activities that are related to the expansion of local networks such as panchayat-based groups and Self-Help Groups. Most of this work is in non-agricultural activities, although it may be in related activities such as dairy, livestock rearing and food processing.

Much of the employment diversification away from agriculture in rural West Bengal represents positive and dynamic processes and tendencies. However, there are doubts about the sustainability and continued viability of several of these activities, either from an ecological or an economic perspective. Thus, it is not known whether small-scale local manufacturing industry will be able to compete effectively over time with the products of large-scale companies or branded multinational products benefiting from superior marketing and distribution techniques. Also, the expansion of alternative activities such as prawn farming and fisheries has ecological implications which cannot be dismissed and which raise question about the future effects. However, the future for a wide range of small-scale services appears to be relatively bright, especially as improvements in rural infrastructure and communication are also bringing a range of previously urban services into the rural areas. 

Rates of urban employment generation have slowed down in the most recent period. While rates of employment growth for men have not declined, the decline has been sharp for women. in Kolkata, unlike the state as a whole, the proportion of male main workers to male population has increased over the 1990s. The reversal of employment generation for urban women in the latter part of the 1990s is a very serious issue which requires specific policy focus in order to redress.  This is especially the case given that labour force participation rates for women in West Bengal were already very low. Also, there is a substantial gender gap in wages, which stems primarily from the fact that most female employment in the urban areas is in low income occupations. 

In terms of district-wise variation, the greatest differences are apparent for work participation of women, which extends from a low of 5.8 per cent in South 24 Parganas to a high of 20.9 per cent in Murshidabad. Only in Bardhaman, Purulia and Medinipur towns have male work participation rates (in terms of main work) actually declined over the decade 1991-2001, but the range of changes over the decade has been very large across districts, with the most rapid increase being experienced in  Koch Behar and Nadia. 

In general among the urban workforce, the share of the secondary sector has gone down and that of the tertiary sector has increased. Within services, which accounted for more than 63 per cent of urban employment in 1999-2000, the biggest increase in share has been in the sub-sector “trade, hotels and restaurants”. The big decline in the urban areas has been in organised sector employment. This has occurred in industry and services, as the restrictions on public employment expansion have limited increases in organised sector service employment, and the generally poor performance of organised industry has prevented employment expansion from that source. The biggest declines in organised sector employment occurred in Kolkata, for obvious reasons, but there were also substantial falls in North 24 Parganas, Haora and Bardhaman. 

Migrant labour is a substantial proportion of the urban workforce in the state. There are three broad streams of migration into urban areas of West Bengal: from the rural areas of the state; from other states within the country (typically Bihar, Orissa and Uttar Pradesh); and from neighbouring countries (typically Bangladesh and Nepal). Recent patterns of migration indicate lower in-migration into Kolkata as well as into other cities and towns, and increased out-migration from urban areas of West Bengal to places possible even outside the state. While these could reflect improved conditions in the countryside, they also may result from relatively stagnant opportunities in the cities and towns. 

Clearly, employment generation has to be a critical focus of future policy in the state. This can be achieved dominantly through diversification away from those sectors which are exhibiting low employment elasticity, or changing the pattern of growth in these sectors. Ideally, employment diversification has to be based on activities using locally available resources. This can involve activities such as agro-processing as well as fishery development and so on. There should also be an attempt to exploit the opportunities created for the increase in rural services, either because of the indirect effects of government spending or because people take up activities such as petty trade for want of alternatives. In the urban areas, simply encouraging the diversification of activities away from employment towards manufacturing and services may not be sufficient to cause employment expansion in the urban areas, given the current pattern of growth in these sectors. What may be needed is a change in the nature of such growth, which would make these activities not only more dynamic, but also more labour-using than they are at present. 

Health and nutrition

Several outcome indicators for health and nutrition suggest that while average conditions could have improved more rapidly, there is substantially more equality of access across the population than in other parts of India. In the context of the high population density in the state, the extent of reduction of the decennial growth rate of population in West Bengal has been quite impressive at nearly 7 per cent as compared to the Indian average of 2.5 per cent. This has occurred in a scenario of both birth rates and death rates declining quite rapidly. The improvement in the sex ratio in West Bengal has been considerable, at the rate of 1.86 per cent as compared to the average Indian improvement of 0.6 per cent. Sex ratios also show district wise differences, with Medinipur being the best and Kolkata being the worst. Of course, high rates of male in-migration into Kolkata may explain this difference to some extent; however, the sex ratio for 0-6 years is also the lowest in Kolkata. 

West Bengal ranks third in India with respect to infant mortality rates. Even in terms of reduction over time, between the 1982-1992 period and the 1992-2002 period West Bengal appears to have done much better than India as a whole, which clearly suggests a gradual improvement in health facilities over the years in the state. This is also the case when IMRs for boys and girls are considered separately; indeed, the gap between West Bengal and India is especially high for female IMR, indicating that West Bengal has a better record of ensuring the lives of girl infants than India as a whole. Since within aggregate infant mortality, nearly 42 per cent of the deaths occur within the first week, the control of early neonatal mortality would lead to a much improved IMR. 

The data on nutrition overall indicate that the average level of nutrition in the state, and especially among women, is low by several criteria. However, malnutrition among children is lower than the national average, and severe malnutrition is also low, suggesting that distribution is better than in most other states. The overall anaemia status of children in West Bengal is very poor as it ranks as low as nineteenth among 25 states. The proportion of children with anaemia (78 per cent) is higher compared to the Indian average of 74 per cent. However, the proportion of children with severe anaemia is marginally lower, at 5.2 per cent compared to the national average of 5.4 per cent. In the rural areas, 82 per cent of children are estimated to have anaemia,   compared to 64 per cent in urban West Bengal and 60 per cent in Kolkata. Severe anaemia is also higher in rural West Bengal, at 5.3 per cent compared to 4.6 per cent in the urban areas and 0.7 per cent in Kolkata. 

The nutritional status of women in West Bengal is significantly worse than the national average. The incidence of anaemia among women is much higher than in many other parts of the country. Compared with the national average of 52 per cent, 63 per cent of ever-married women in West Bengal were characterised as having iron-deficiency anaemia in 1998-99. However, the proportion of such women with severe anaemia, at 1.5 per cent, is lower than the national average of 1.9 per cent. This suggests lower but more equitable distribution of nutritional intake among women in West Bengal, than in many other states. Once again, rural women tend to be worse off in terms of anaemia, although the incidence of severe anaemia shows the opposite pattern, being the lowest in the rural areas at 1.4 per cent, compared to 1.8 per cent in all urban areas and 2 per cent in Kolkata. In terms of other nutritional supplements, West Bengal is not so badly off. The most deprived nutritional group consists of children between 1-3 years of age. 

Food security is obviously one of the prime factors for nutritional well being, and therefore an important determinant of the overall health condition. Food security in turn is affected by aggregate production within the state, the ability to access outside production, and the distributional features within the state that determine the access to food of households in different geographical areas as well as households of different income and occupation groups. In this context, the recent deterioration of the public food distribution system, and its declining ability to reach households across the state and provide the desired range of foodstuff, is a source of concern. 

The relationship between per capita production and consumption of various food items has been quite good. Food items such as cereals, tubers, vegetables, eggs and fish, which are produced in larger quantities than the national average, are also consumed more in the state.  The per capita consumption of cereals appears to be significantly higher than the all-India average, as well as of other foods such as vegetables, eggs and fish. Per capita vegetable consumption is significantly below per capita production in the state. In the case of cereals, tubers and fish, per capita consumption in West Bengal is also well above the recommended daily allowance of the ICMR. However, per capita consumption of pulses, milk, fruit and sugar is below the national average. 

The prevalence of malnutrition is possibly a major cause for certain health problems in the state. The evidence therefore points to certain areas of public intervention that can be usefully pursued, such as the provision of sanitary facilities and campaigns to improve food consumption practices to ensure adequate nutrition. The data also indicate that service delivery needs overall improvement at all levels.

The data on morbidity among the general population indicate very high incidence of asthma and jaundice. These are diseases which are affected by the extent of atmospheric pollution and the availability of safe water and sanitation, so these are clear areas for public health intervention. There are some diseases for which West Bengal appears to have much higher incidence than any other state. For example, 40 per cent of the reported cases of measles in India in 2001 were from West Bengal. This is even though the rate of measles immunisation in West Bengal is higher than the all-India average. The state also has a higher than expected incidence of some diseases that can be prevented by timely vaccination, such as neonatal tetanus (21 per cent of all reported cases in India) and diphtheria (17 per cent of all reported cases). This suggests that the preventive health delivery systems need to be strengthened. However, rates of leprosy, Kala azar and Japanese Encephalitis are less in West Bengal than the Indian average. 

The problem of excess arsenic in drinking water exists in at least 75 blocks spread over 8 districts, accounting for an estimated population of over 13.5 million people. This is an urgent problem requiring immediate public intervention. Along with the technical and infrastructural measures that are necessary, such as identification and treatment of those affected and the provision of alternative sources of drinking water, an effective communication strategy is required. This has to correct the prevailing myths about arsenic poisoning, clarify the awareness about contaminated and safe water, and increase people’s motivation to switch to arsenic-free drinking water for themselves and their livestock.
The public health system in West Bengal bears an exceptionally large burden, because in addition to the high demographic pressure in the state, the bulk of curative services are in public hands, such that 76 per cent of the health institutes in West Bengal are run by the government, compared to less than 40 per cent elsewhere in India and as little as 25 per cent in states like Kerala and Tamil Nadu. The panchayat system has a lot of potential in terms of mobilization and ensuring effective vaccination and personal and community cleanliness which contributes to the control of disease. However, to a significant extent this potential has not really been utilised in West Bengal so far. The state has a very low rank in terms of coverage of vaccines such as DPT, OPV and measles. Furthermore, there is evidently a very high dropout rate with respect to successive immunisation for DPT and OPV, which has obvious effects on the efficacy of the vaccination. The problem of maintaining continuity in services is evident even in antenatal care.  The data indicate a good beginning in terms of coverage, but subsequently a gradual fallout among women who receive ANC.  The reason could be lack of motivation or gaps in service delivery itself.

The broad health indicators, such as the birth rate, death rate, life expectancy at birth, neonatal mortality rate, infant mortality rate, child mortality rate are better in West Bengal as compared to India. The state also has a better morbidity profile of diseases like diarrhoea and malaria. However, the service indicators suggest that there are gaps in its service delivery mechanisms and also in the involvement of the community in the entire process of the health delivery system. There is tremendous potential to improve the health care and delivery service, not only through increased public expenditure, but also by involving panchayats and local communities more generally. The empowerment of women is a crucial instrument towards better health for the society in general.

The current aim of the state government is to involve panchayats in creating community health consciousness, and also to take over some of the more basic activities of the Primary Health Centres which currently are still run in a centralised way from Kolkata. These measures are designed to increase the involvement of local government and local communities in the public health services, which will therefore become more directly accountable to the people. However, care must be taken in such measures, to ensure that they do not result in a lower track parallel system of health care provision under the supervision of the panchayats, operating with community involvement but with fewer resources. Some further system of ensuring local accountability of the public health system needs to be devised. At the same time, it is also necessary to regulate the activities of private medical practitioners and institutions.  All these measures are part of a broader programme based on the philosophy that the people’s health is in the people’s hands. 

Literacy and education

The literacy rate in West Bengal has always been higher than the all-India average, and West Bengal ranks sixth among the major states in this regard. In the past decade, the state government has been making concentrated efforts through various special schemes such as ‘total literacy campaigns’, ‘non-formal education’, etc. apart from formal schooling for children to achieve the goal of ‘education for all’ as soon as possible. As a result, according to the Census, the literacy rate in West Bengal has increased from 48.6 per cent in 1981 to 57.7 per cent in 1991 and to 69.2 per cent in 2001. While rural literacy is predictably lower than in urban areas, it has improved more rapidly in the recent past. Also, while literacy among rural females is still low compared to other groups, it has increased most rapidly in the recent past, going up by nearly 16 percentage points in the last decade.


The largest improvements in literacy have been in some of what were the most “backward” districts, and especially among females. Increases in the female literacy rate have been in excess of 20 percentage points in Dakshin Dinajpur and Koch Behar, and more than 15 percentage points in Jalpaiguri, Murshidabad, Malda, Darjeeling, Nadia and Birbhum, in the period between 1991 and 2001. Nevertheless, certain pockets of illiteracy remain. In 1999-2000, 27 per cent of households in rural areas and 12 per cent of all households in urban areas did not have any literate adult (15 years and above). The proportion of households without any female adult literate was substantially higher, at 51 per cent and 31 per cent in the rural and urban areas of West Bengal respectively. Further, the literacy status of Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes and minority community households is significantly worse than for other households, especially in rural West Bengal.  Even among the literate population, around 17 per cent is only literate at “below primary” level. However, there is clear evidence of progress even in terms of level of education of the population. 


The relatively most deprived occupation group appears to be that of agricultural labour households, of whom more than half of all such population, and nearly two-thirds of the females, are non-literate. Households consisting of the self-employed in agriculture show the highest rates of literacy, for men and women in rural parts of the state. Gender gaps remain substantial, and women of rural labour households (both in agriculture and non-agriculture) are the worst off among the rural population in terms of illiteracy. Gender gaps in literacy are slightly less marked in urban parts of the state. Here, casual labour households are the worst off, and nearly half the women in such households are illiterate. 

Income categories are also relevant in determining access to education. People from the bottom 20 per cent of households according to income are more than twice as likely to be illiterate as those from households in the top 20 per cent income category. About 66 per cent of rural females of age 7 years and above are non-literate in the lowest quintile as compared to 30 per cent in the richest quintile. However, these differences are less marked than in other parts of the country, and the apparent occupational discrimination in education is less in West Bengal (especially in rural parts of the state) than in India as a whole and in most other states. Furthermore, the income gaps in access to education have narrowed in the past two decades. 

Literacy among persons of age 7 years and above in the ST households is uniformly lower as compared to all other social categories. The problem of illiteracy is particularly acute among rural women from ST households, with 70 per cent of them being non-literate. The low levels of literacy among ST households indicate that the problem also has a spatial or regional dimension, since ST households tend to be concentrated in certain regions/districts/blocks, and poor physical infrastructure in such areas makes communication and the provision of basic public services including education much more difficult. In SC households, more than half of the women are illiterate. The gender gap is approximately equal across caste category, indicating that gender discrimination in not more marked among any particular caste group, but is shared across all castes.

While there is some inequality in access to literacy and education across religious groups, this is not as marked as it is elsewhere in India. The level of illiteracy among persons of age 7 years and above in the Muslim households (at 46 per cent) is uniformly higher as compared to the Hindu households (35 per cent). However, Muslims as a group are not more educationally deprived than either STs or SCs, both of which show higher rates of illiteracy in rural West Bengal. 

School attendance rates for boys were generally slightly lower than the all-India average in both urban and rural areas. However, attendance rates for girls aged 6-10 years in rural West Bengal were generally better than the all-India average, although in urban areas the rate in West Bengal was slightly lower. Never enrolled children tend to be more concentrated among the lower income groups and the Scheduled Tribe and minority populations. 

The reasons for the relatively low ratio of attendance at schools in rural West Bengal include the sheer physical lack of schools in the vicinity of children.  Lack of basic infrastructural facilities continues to be a serious concern for the proper growth of primary education in West Bengal. Not only are there not enough schools, even those that exist often do not have buildings to speak of, not to mention other facilities and equipment. Despite the rapid increase in the number of schools and school teachers over the 1990s, there are very severe gaps in physical availability of schools. The number of schools with no room is depressingly high, and amounts to nearly one-fifth of all schools. When a school does not have a building, it does not only affect the quality of the learning experience; it can even affect the quantity of instruction, since such schools cannot function, for example, on rainy days. Schools with only one room amounted to nearly another one-fifth. While the average number of teachers per school is 3, this is still below the number of classes, which must cover at least Class I-IV and sometimes also Class V. This means that at least two classes would be taught together on average. In addition, there are major inadequacies with respect to the physical condition of schools and the absence of necessary fitting and fixtures, toilets and basic equipment and teaching materials such as blackboards. Many rural school buildings are characterised by poor natural light and often no electricity, with inadequate toilet facilities (especially for girl students) and mostly very insufficient furniture, which make them unattractive places to be in for young children. Separate urinals for girls are very rare, while latrine facilities do not exist in most rural schools.


Available dropout rates may be overestimates, mainly because enrolment itself is over estimated at the primary stage and therefore subsequent data for later classes do not capture similar numbers. Therefore the problem of high dropout at primary level may not be as severe as generally imagined. The typical reasons for dropout include lack of interest in education, inability to meet the expenses, distance of the school from the home, and the need to attend to domestic and other household duties, including collection of fodder and water. In urban West Bengal, the most important reason is the inability to meet the expenses associated with schooling. 


There are serious and continuing concerns about the quality of primary education, in both urban and rural areas, including poor infrastructure and inadequate equipment in schools; sporadic and irregular attendance of some teachers; lack of accountability of teachers; and inadequate school inspection. There may be a need to restructure the organisation and administration of schools, to make them amenable to greater local community control. 

Per capita real expenditure on general education more than doubled during 1980-81 to 1997-98. Total expenditure on general education as a proportion of the total expenditure of the West Bengal government has similarly increased, from less than 6 per cent in the early 1980s to more than 7 per cent in the late 1990s. However, it is worth noting that the relative importance of elementary education as a proportion of total general education expenditure fluctuated around 36 per cent during 1980-81 to 1987-88 and fell to around 33 per cent by the late 1990s. Salaries have been the largest single element of the expenditure on elementary education. The next most important items are textbook printing and school construction and repairs. 

Universalising primary education remains a gigantic task, for which the issue of resource mobilisation is now the most immediate concern. In the late 1990s a new system of alternative schooling was launched by the state government, the Sishu Siksha Karmasuchi. The purpose was to provide access to basic education to the large number of children in the age group 5-9 years who are unable to get enrolled in the formal primary school because of lack of easy access, unsuitable school timings, lack of accommodation or similar problems. There are many positive features of the alternative system, such as greater flexibility, greater responsiveness and approachability of the teachers, and more possibilities for supervision by and accountability to the local community through the Managing Committee and the panchayat. 

However, there are problems with making this the basic way forward in expanding the scope of primary education in the state. Apart from proper infrastructural facilities, quality education is another important factor to be considered immediately for these otherwise out-of-school children. In many more backward areas where such education is really required, it is difficult to find a woman above 40 years who is able to teach primary children. More importantly, the basic assumptions, that anyone can teach children and that pedagogy is unimportant at elementary school level, must be faulted. The lower salaries paid to teachers, the lack of infrastructure and the absence of proper facilities all point to the creation of an inferior level of education compared to the formal school system, rather than ensuring equal opportunities for all children. Therefore it is necessary to avoid the possibility of this parallel system becoming another means of class differentiation in school education. In turn, it is necessary to devise ways of making the formal system more responsive to local needs and to the specific requirements of children from disadvantaged groups, perhaps by increasing community participation in the supervision of such education. There is therefore a strong case for increasing the control of panchayats over the formal school system in the state.

Human security


If human development is defined as a process of widening the range of people’s choices, human security means that people can exercise these choices safely and freely and with some confidence that today’s opportunities will not be totally lost tomorrow. The crime situation in West Bengal has always been better in comparison to most other states in India, and it also seems to have been improving over time. Not only was the rate of cognisable crime (relative to population) in West Bengal less than half the national average, it was  almost one-fourth of the crime rate in the worst region, Delhi, and not very much higher than the best performing region, Lakshadweep. In terms of rank, West Bengal had the fourth lowest crime rate among all 32 of the states and Union territories in the country. Furthermore, the number of cognisable crimes in West Bengal actually decreased over the period 1997-2001, which is in marked contrast to most of the major states.  The rate of violent crimes in West Bengal was 13.4 per lakh population in 2000, compared to the national average of 23.8 and the rate of 48.7 in the worst state, Rajasthan. Among all major cities in India, Kolkata contributed only 3.4 per cent of total crimes under IPC in 2000, which is well below its share of population of these cities.


In terms of recorded crimes against women, West Bengal had a crime rate of 7.1 compared to the national average of 14.1 in 2000 and 22.3 in the worst performing state, Madhya Pradesh. The crime rate against women in Kolkata was 4.3 in 2000, compared to 17 for the 23 major cities of India. In this respect West Bengal is certainly a more secure place for women than many other parts of the country. However, domestic violence (“cruelty by husband and relatives”) was the most significant form of violence against women in West Bengal, and this is widely known to be under-reported across India. 


One area in which the state performs very well is with respect to violence against Scheduled Castes and Tribes. The national violent crime rate against SCs/STs in 2000 was 2.5 per lakh of total population in 1999 and 2000. However, West Bengal which accounted for 12 per cent of the Scheduled Caste population in the country did not have any reported crime against this group for several years up to 2000.  Similarly, there were no reported crimes at all against Scheduled Tribes in West Bengal during 2000.


In terms of community security defined by religion, the state also has a good record. Social conditions in West Bengal remained almost entirely unaffected, at times when states like Gujarat and Maharashtra were in the grip of major communal tension, rioting and violence. Because of this greater prevailing security as well as the effects of local participation in government through the panchayats and their activities, the communalisation of public and social life is much less developed in West Bengal than in many other regions of the country. 


West Bengal is prone to various kinds of natural disasters. The most significant of these has been floods, which have been the major cause of agony due to natural disaster. In addition, cyclones have also wreaked substantial damage periodically.  In the 1980s and early 1990s, it was estimated that more than 45 per cent of the villages in the state were susceptible to floods, and more than 40 per cent of the land area of the state has been identified as flood-prone. Among all natural calamities, the devastation caused by cyclones tends to be the most sudden and severe; however, the effects can be mitigated by timely and precise weather forecasts. In recent years, improved forecasting, better disaster preparedness in highly exposed regions and more systematic response by local authorities have tended to reduce the human and animal deaths caused by cyclones, even if they have not managed to reduce the damage to property and real assets. The western districts of the state, especially Birbhum, Bankura and Purulia, are drought-prone and tend to receive inadequate rainfall. Drought management requires a combination of sustained and improved water harvesting techniques which reduce dependence upon any one rainy season, and much improved transport and communications links between the drought-affected areas and the rest of the state and neighbouring regions, such that greater supply of food and other commodities is provided during and just after the drought. The improvement of transport links is critical in this regard.

Environmental issues

West Bengal has a total land area of 8,875 thousand hectares, of which around 63 per cent is under agriculture and around 14 per cent is under other types of land use. Over the last two decades, the net sown area and its share in total area have remained more or less the same. Between 1980-81 and 2000-01, the forest area has increased by 10.4 per cent. There has been an appreciable decline in barren and uncultivable land by 41 per cent. In terms of land degradation by district, the districts of 24 Parganas (North and South) have the highest percentage (69.2 per cent) of degraded non-forest lands followed by Medinipur East (65.9 per cent), Haora (63.2 per cent) and Darjeeling (35.3 per cent). All of these are well above the state aggregate of 28.8 per cent. 

Estimates of forest cover vary between 14 and 15 per cent of the total geographical area, but the state is still deficient in forest cover compared to the national average of 23 per cent. The gradual increase in the extent of forest cover in the state could be related to the large scale afforestation efforts in both forest and non-forest areas as well as the protection offered by the Forest Protection Committees (FPCs) under the scheme of Joint Forest Management. The involvement of women in the JFM programme has become a major thrust area. In all FPCs, wives are joint members along with their husbands, while in some FPCs women are primary members. Some all-women FPCs have been found to function better. 

Water is an increasingly scarce resource, in West Bengal as in most other parts of India. The main source of water in West Bengal is rainfall, and because of relatively high rainfall, the state is well endowed with ground water resources. However, the distribution is not uniform over the regions. Ground water in West Bengal is tapped by means of heavy and medium duty deep tube wells. Shallow tube wells also cater to water requirement for small scale irrigation and domestic use. The expansion of groundwater tapping especially from the 1980s has been a major activity of rural panchayats in the state.

While most districts have near universal or at least adequate coverage of habitations and population in terms of water supply, there is distinct inadequacy in some districts, where at least 15 per cent of the population is not covered. The worst affected districts in this regard are South 24 Parganas, Haora and Nadia, while Medinipur, Koch Behar and North 24 Parganas also require attention. One problem with regard to water pollution which has recently assumed critical proportions relates to arsenic poisoning through tubewell water, which has affected 8 districts in particular. 

Air pollution is dominantly an urban problem. In the twin cities of Kolkata and Haora quite a large number of industrial units are located within the residential areas. In general, Haora is more polluted than Kolkata. Moreover, between 1990 and 1995 in both cities the air quality degraded. However, since 1997-98, there has been a tendency towards reversal, and the quality of Kolkata’s air started improving marginally since then. One of the main reasons for the high levels of urban pollution is the location of industries. In West Bengal industries have been and continue to be located on the basis of availability of raw materials, proximity to human resources, access to market, transport facilities and other techno-economic considerations, rather than environmental considerations. In addition, about half of the total air pollution load of Kolkata and Haora is contributed by automobile exhausts, especially from diesel driven vehicles. 

Domestic activities like cooking and heating are the major sources of indoor air pollution. When the effects of indoor air pollution on women over 15 years and children under 5 years in India are considered, it is found that 24 per cent of the national burden of disease for children less than 5 years comes from ARI (acute respiratory infection). COPD (chronic obstructive pulmonary disease) accounts for 1.8 per cent of NBD for women and sustained exposure to indoor air pollution places them at higher risk with respect to lung cancer. Indoor air pollution is also a problem in rural areas, mainly affecting women and girl children who are responsible for household cooking. 

Regional issues


Both material and human development in West Bengal have strong regional dimensions. The central importance of Kolkata means that levels of human development tend to be highest in the greater Kolkata region, and deteriorate in concentric circles according to distance from this region. 
Given this, there are some regions which require particular attention from the perspective of human development. There are three particular sub-regions in West Bengal which face particular problems of development and constraints on improving the conditions of well-being, due to historical reasons, or distance and locational considerations, or social composition. Therefore, they tend to be more backward in terms of infrastructure development and also human development indicators. The Paschimanchal region in the west of the state spans the all the blocks of Birbhum and Purulia, and some blocks of Bankura, Medinipur and Bardhaman. These blocks are relatively isolated, with poor transport infrastructure, and therefore tend to be backward. In North Bengal, the Uttar Banga and DGHC blocks span the two major watersheds of the Tista and the Mahananda. The hilly blocks of the DGHC region, the terai and the Duars share some characteristics, although Koch Behar is more similar to the two Dinajpur districts. In this region, the presence of Siliguri in Darjeeling district creates a more developed centre, but the economic and developmental linkages to surrounding areas are still weak. Finally, there is the Sunderbans area in the southernmost part of the state, mostly in South 24 Parganas and some blocks of North 24 Parganas, a special region with an exceptionally fragile environment of mangrove forests and estuaries. It is noteworthy that these three regions also have in common higher proportions of SC/ST population relative to the rest of the state.

Within North Bengal, three sub-regions can be identified with different characteristics: (i) Malda and Dinajpur (ii) Darjeeling, Cooch Behar and Jalpaiguri and (iii) the “chicken neck” of North Dinajpur. These areas are not only geo-ecologically distinct, but also were until recently separated with little interaction in terms of transport or trade, especially after the Partition of India broke pre-existing links. The region as a whole has a much higher rate of in-migration than other parts of West Bengal. The advantages are that migrants bring in new skills and also tend to be better educated, so they utilise local educational and other resources better. But this also raises questions, for example the problem of the local deprived groups, such as the SCs/STs in the area. 

In this region a particular role is played by the substantial presence of tea gardens, especially in Darjeeling and Jalpaiguri districts. While the expansion of such tea estates, including into Uttar Dinajpur district, has been associated with the decline of small-holder subsistence cultivation, there is also a recent tendency for closure of some of these plantations, because of worsening international market conditions. There is a lot of wasted land on plantations, which produce only 41 per cent of the tea used in the local tea factories. These factories deal with tea blends that include both local and imported tea leaves. Conditions of labour on the tea estates are cause for some concern. There have been increases in labour productivity, but a simultaneous increase in the casualisation of labour, especially of women workers. Female work participation is much higher in the tea areas, but this is mostly in the form of casual labour. 

The experience of North Bengal highlights three policy areas relevant for improving human development: the role of infrastructure in redressing development imbalances; the importance of institutions, in a range of areas such as banking, marketing, research, education, health, industrial development; and the simultaneous significance of both decentralisation and co-ordination in the planning process. Given the diversity within this region, which contains not only many economic variations but also many different languages and cultures, one single development policy for the whole region cannot serve the purpose. Therefore decentralisation may serve an especially useful function in this region, in terms of recognising local differences in material conditions and culture, and incorporating these into planning. However, there may be a case against “excessive” decentralisation and bifurcation of activities also, which can lead to lack of co-ordination both at the district level and between districts.
The Sunderbans forest area, located in the estuarine section of the Ganga-Brahmaputra river system at the mouth of the Bay of Bengal, is a fragile and unusual ecosystem. The crucial problem for future development in the area is of creating a balance between the delicate and threatened ecosystem, the needs of the local population, and the demands of resource exploitation and material development. The human development problems in the area go beyond those determined by the lack of productive employment and the poor physical infrastructure. 

The population of this area is very heterogeneous, with a rich history of in-migration especially in the post-Independence period, with new migrants (often displaced people from the east) pushing into a relatively harsh natural environment, clearing forests for habitation and cultivation. This process of uncontrolled population growth has reduced the per capita cultivable land, and created overcrowding and high rates of disguised unemployment in agriculture, as well as overexpansion of pisciculture and brackish water shrimp farming which have created a range of ecological and socio-economic problems in the region. The consequent difficulties in ensuring livelihood have also led to high rates of out-migration, especially among young male workers. 

The economy of the region suffers from very substantial structural underemployment. A large part of the population is basically dependent upon rain-fed monocropping (recently dominated by boro rice) and whatever subsidiary activities are available. About half of the households are those of landless labourers. The limited possibilities of extending cultivation and the features of the area, have led to an increase in dependence upon fishing and the collection of bagda prawn seeds. 

There are complicated issues of social cohesion, given the diversity of the population and the contradictions between fringe villagers and relatively new migrants. Also, because of inaccessibility, the panchayat system is less developed and integrated into society than in other parts of the state, and therefore the use of local government institutions to further human development goals, while still possible, is more constrained. 

The western parts of the state include some of the most backward areas from the point of view if infrastructure and material development, with the lowest levels of per capita income and also relatively poor HDI rankings. The relative inadequacy of transport and communication networks, and the inadequate physical provision of basic public goods and services are compounded by the fact that this region is relatively speaking the driest in the state; it receives the least amount of annual rainfall and is more prone to drought than other parts of West Bengal. Nevertheless, the problems of the Paschimanchal region appear to be more tractable than those in the other regions, because they stem more directly from poor infrastructure and lack of material development. Many of the social requirements for improved human development and empowerment of disadvantaged groups are more developed in this region than in some other parts of the state. 

The way forward

The experience of West Bengal highlights three significant relationships that have crucial implications for human development anywhere. The first is the inherent difficulty of an autonomous development trajectory within a constituent province of a country, even with a federal system of government, and the role of broader macroeconomic processes in determining outcomes even within the state. The second is the importance of mobilising resources for public intervention, and the possible limitations upon the advance of human development imposed by fiscal constraints. The third is the crucial two-way relationship between institutional change and economic processes, as well as the importance of continued mobilisation and involvement of ordinary people in the infrastructure and delivery mechanisms necessary for improving conditions of human development.

The issue of inadequate resources devoted to human development is crucial. But there is also the important question of why the existing services, upon which there has been substantial expenditure, have not been deployed to more effect in terms of greater spread and better quality. There are important issues with respect to the delivery system for public health. Similarly, the public education system, especially at the primary level, suffers not only from large infrastructure gaps, but also from genuine problems of quality and unequal access.  Apart from the real problem of shortage of funds in these areas, this may be one important reason why there are continuing concerns about the efficacy and responsiveness of public delivery systems in the areas of health and education. 

However, that the paucity of resources for public intervention in these crucial areas remains one of the most significant constraining factors upon human development in this state. Given the reduced flow of resources from the Centre (which needs to be contested) it is urgent for a state government such as that in West Bengal to consider seriously all available options for additional resource generation within the state, and to consider how to redirect available resources in such a manner as to make them most effective in furthering the human development of the people in the state. In this context, it is disturbing to note that the state government’s own tax-raising capacity has declined in recent years. The generation of new imaginative methods of public resource mobilisation is possible the single most important economic issue in the state today, which also has critical implications for public interventions towards better human development conditions. 

One way of dealing with the resource constraint has been to try and reduce the actual cost of new expenditure in these areas, through new interventions that effectively circumvent the salary and other expenditure requirements, as well as some of the bureaucratic controls, of existing systems of delivery. These are evident in both health and education, through for example the alternative schooling created by the Shishu Shiksha Kendras as well as the proposed schemes for panchayat-controlled health units rather than department-controlled primary health centres. These schemes typically involve much lower remuneration and non-permanent contracts to service deliverers such as teachers and health workers, which is why they can be undertaken at much lower cost. It can be argued that in a context in which universal access is a necessary and urgent goal, there is something to be said for this, but the perpetuation of unequal system of pay for public workers and facilities for some citizens cannot be desirable and must be transitional at best. It would be best if the flexibility and local control that the new interventions provide could be incorporated into existing education and health systems, with more resources being made available to such service delivery. Obviously, the best alternative would be to integrate all such delivery systems and make them accountable to representative local government institutions.

Public intervention for social and economic change needs to be designed recognising the new environment. Employment opportunities are of course crucial in this context, but they are not all that matters. The strengthening of public health conditions and increasing the access to education of the poor and other disadvantaged groups, are important means of ensuring that the balance of class forces remains tilted in a positive direction. But it may be unrealistic to expect previous institutional change to continue to deliver positive results in the new environment: it will be necessary to undertake further innovations in institutional mechanisms and delivery systems, in order to ensure universal access and improved quality of services. Increasing the direct administrative control of locally elected bodies over these local delivery systems is likely to play a positive role in this regard. Strengthening the mechanisms by which the local bodies themselves are more responsive to local people’s requirements may also be necessary. 

The two crucial planks of a forward looking strategy therefore are: increasing the efforts for resource mobilisation to enable more state government spending in necessary areas; and innovating and strengthening institutions and mechanisms to ensure the better delivery of public services. Such a strategy would help to generate a virtuous cycle of human development and economic growth positively reinforcing each other. 

In addition to this broad strategy, there are particular areas that require specific intervention, which have been identified in the previous chapters. Some of these are described very briefly here:

· In the area of land relations, the recent increase in landlessness needs to be analysed in terms of its causes and the viability of peasant cultivation needs to be strengthened. This may require strengthening certain rural institutions, and especially ensuring improved access to institutional credit, public marketing services of input and output, and the provision of adequate and timely extension services. 

· In land distribution, the recognition and granting of land rights to women needs to be further extended. 
· The legal-administrative framework should be altered in order to preserve and strengthen the basic goals of decentralisation, in terms of ensuring the capacities of the panchayats, and their accountability to local people rather than to the bureaucracy. All formal changes should not in any way affect the constitutional powers of panchayats as elected representative bodies
· There is a very strong case for giving panchayats and municipal bodies greater administrative and functional control over many of the local social sector delivery institutions, such as in health and education. 
· Urban-rural income disparities need to be addressed; in particular, the growing gap between the metropolitan area of Kolkata and the rest of the state is a cause for concern. In addition to reducing rural-urban gaps, there is need to develop other urban centres in the state for make for more balanced urbanisation.
· In terms of poverty alleviation, the single most affected group is that of rural wage labour households, whose needs need to be specially considered. 
· More than half of the villages in West Bengal lacked connection by roadways in the mid-1990s. This obviously has important implications for the provision of a range of basic services and utilities, as well as health and education infrastructure.

· Employment generation has got to be a critical focus of future policy. The change in the pattern of job creation towards more casual, marginal, part-time and insecure contracts or self-employment is a major source of concern. Improvements in this area will require diversification away from those sectors which are exhibiting low employment elasticity, or changing the pattern of growth in these sectors.  

· The reversal of employment generation for urban women, as well as the large male-female wage-gap in urban work, require focussed intervention.  

· The low nutritional status of women and young children requires urgent attention. Areas of public intervention that can be usefully pursued in his regard include the provision of sanitary facilities and campaigns to improve food consumption practices to ensure adequate nutrition.

· The recent deterioration of the public food distribution system, and its declining ability to reach households across the state and provide the desired range of foodstuff, is a source of concern.

· Health service delivery needs overall improvement at all levels. In particular, preventive health delivery systems need to be strengthened. Less than expected performance in terms of vaccination coverage and high dropout rates in vaccination, antenatal and post-natal care and quality and quantity of supplementary feeding, should all be rectified. Panchayats and other groups could be much more actively involved in the mobilisation of people necessary to ensure complete coverage.

· Arsenic poisoning is an urgent problem requiring immediate public intervention. Along with the technical and infrastructural measures that are necessary, such as identification and treatment of those affected and the provision of alternative sources of drinking water, an effective communication strategy is required. There is a need to change social attitudes towards the health effects of arsenic exposure, as well as to provide people in affected areas with scientifically correct information along with feasible safe drinking water options. In all of this, there is an important role for the panchayats.
· Measures that are designed to increase the involvement of local government and local communities in the public health services are clearly desirable. However, care must be taken that such measures do not result in a lower track parallel system of health care provision under the supervision of the panchayats, operating with community involvement but with fewer resources. 

· In education, certain spatial and social pockets of illiteracy need to be addressed. In occupational terms, agricultural labour households (and especially females in such households) require special policy attention. Scheduled Tribe households (especially females) also require a focussed drive to increase literacy.

· This is reflected in a regional imbalance: districts and blocks that are more remote and inaccessible, and with a higher proportion of ST/SC/Muslim population, tend to have lower rates of literacy and schooling in general. This makes it easier to identify those block requiring special attention for providing education infrastructure.

· Overall, lack of basic infrastructural facilities continues to be a serious concern for the proper growth of primary education in West Bengal. The issue of finding more resources for education – especially for increasing the availability and quality of the physical infrastructure - is therefore crucial. 

· The continuing concerns about the quality of delivery services for school education suggest that there may be a need to restructure the organisation and administration of schools, to make them amenable to greater local community control. There is therefore a strong case for increasing the control of panchayats over the formal school system in the state.

· Where new initiatives such as the Sishu Siksha Karmasuchi are underway, it is necessary to avoid the possibility of such parallel systems becoming another means of class differentiation in school education, and to integrate them into the wider public education system as soon as possible.. 

· Drinking water supply: there is distinct inadequacy in some districts, where at least 15 per cent of the population is not covered. The worst affected districts in this regard are South 24 Parganas, Haora and Nadia, while Medinipur, Koch Behar and North 24 Parganas also require attention.

· Kolkata and Haora show very high levels of urban atmospheric pollution, due to the location of industries and vehicular pollution, creating health problems for the residents. 

· The specific problems of certain regions (North Bengal, Sunderbans and Paschimanchal) highlight several policy areas relevant for improving human development: the role of infrastructure in redressing development imbalances; the importance of institutions, in a range of areas such as banking, marketing, research, education, health, industrial development; the simultaneous significance of both decentralisation and co-ordination in the planning process. The problem of ensuring sustainable development with social cohesion is especially marked in these regions. 
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