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In this edition:
From the Editor
This is a Special Issue on Social Protection Floor Initiatives in South Asian Countries. The first article is to give an idea about building Social Protection Floor Initiatives for the development of the society.
The second article on Social Protection Policies in South Asian countries is complied from the summary report of a research meeting on Social Protection Policies in South Asia organized by UNESCO New Delhi office and the Indian Council of Social Science Research (ICSSR), within the frame work of UNESCO’s Management of Social Transformation (MOST) programme. The MOST programme flagship activities are the regional and subregional Forums of Ministers in charge of Social Development. The article was prepared by Achin Chakaraborthy, Professor of Economics, Institute of Development Studies, Kolkata, India.
I hope these articles will be useful to the readers in understanding social protection policies in South Asian countries.
Building Social Protection Floor Initiatives for Development of a Society
The characteristic of a good security system is one based on human rights including economic and social rights, the right to medical care, social services and right of education under Articles 22, 25, and 26 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR).
The key elements to promote a social security floor with a guaranteed a minimum level of social security are:-
· Essential health care benefits to all residents
· Income security for all the children through family/child benefits aimed to facilitate access to nutrition, education and care.
· Income security at least at the poverty line level for those people who are elderly or have a disability.  
· Income support for the poor and unemployed through employment guarantees.
Social security is an economic and social prerequisite for development bilateral donors and international NGOs like HelpAge India, Save the Children etc.
Over 20 International UN and other agencies have agreed to work together to promote the SPF Initiative and to implement the same according to the strength and comparative advantages of each organization. UNICEF is taking the lead in child protection, World Health Organization in health protection, World food programme and FAO in food security and ILO in occupational safety.
Construction of a basic social floor has to be an over riding priority for low and medium income countries and to introduce more extensive social security systems in line with economic development.
Many middle income countries are putting in place more extensive systems of social security. National pension schemes have been established in Brazil, Argentina, South Africa and Namibia, conditional cash transfers in Latin America, child benefit in South Africa and medical care and minimum employment guarantee in India.
Yet fact is that 80% of people world wide still do not have assess to adequate social security, although 2% of global GDP would be sufficient to provide all the worlds poor with a minimum standard of social security. Through efficient social protection systems, poverty can be alleviated to a certain extent as people can plan ahead and invest in more productive income generating activities.
SOCIAL PROTECTION POLICIES IN SOUTH ASIA COUNTRIES
The research meeting on social protection policies in South Asia organised by UNESCO New Delhi office and the Indian Council of Social Science Research, within the frame work of UNESCO’s Management of Social Transformation (MOST) programme and its flag ship activity the regional and sub regional Forum of Ministers in charge of Social Development addressed the following questions.
1. What are social policies that work under which conditions and what lessons can such experience offer to other countries?
2. How can such policies can be further strengthened to enhance the transformative potential?
3. How can a regional perspective be built on issues of social protection?
The experts who presented papers on social protection policies of South Asian countries felt more clarity was needed at the conceptual level. The social protection perspective can be more comprehensive including poverty, deprivation, human development, social security, social rights etc. In the South Asian context social protection policies have to accommodate both promotional policies including income, assets and consumption  transfers to the poor and those without assets, and protective policies that aim at protecting people from sudden reversal that threaten the quality of their daily lives.
South Asian countries have the largest concentration of people below the international poverty line in the world, even though most of the countries in the region have been experiencing moderate or high growth in GDP in the past one and half decades.
Hence in South Asia to think of social protection as a response to global, financial and economic crisis does not seem to be a good staring point. Instead, certain common afflictions which are endemic in nature in almost all South Asia countries need to be kept at the centre of discussion.
India, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Nepal have all had an average annual growth rate exceeding 5% since 1995. Pakistan’s growth rate also followed this trend in recent years. However there is little evidence that the effects of high economic growth are trickling down to the lowest economic strata. On the contrary new forms of vulnerabilities have been affecting a large number of people in this region. Continued predominance of the informal segments of the economy and persistence of surplus labour in the region provides the back drop of any thinking towards social protection policies. Conventional measures of social protection, e.g.:  pensions, provident funds, unemployment benefits etc. covers only a small fraction of the labour force in South Asia.
The formal security system of the type common in more industrial countries are largely inapplicable to South Asia. The reasons attributed are: -
1 Credit and insurance markets are under development, restricting the scope of private  insurance
2 The scope of social insurance is limited because the labour market characterized by high proportions of self employment an unstable and irregular wage employment.
3 Rural populations are scattered, occupationally diffused and difficult to reach administratively
4 High occupational diversity and employment instability characterise the urban informal sector.
5 The problem of poverty is not open unemployment which has been the focus of formal security systems, but irregular and informal employment in diverse activities with low returns.  
ORIGIN OF TRADITIONAL SYSTEM OF SOCIAL ASSISTANCE
The Zakath programme in Pakistan which drew on the Islamic concept of Zakath as religious duty, was the first form of social assistance in Pakistan. It is financed by imposing 2.5% tax on every Muslim income earner. This is mainly intended to assist orphans, widows and people with disabilities.
Another traditional system of social assistance is granting ‘Kidu’ or welfare by the King of Bhutan to people who are facing situations of hardship. Article 9 of the Bhutan constitution states “the state shall endure to provide security in the event of sickness and disability or lack of adequate means of livelihood for reasons beyond ones control”. For helping earthquake victims His Majesty’s welfare office created a Kidu fund. A new kind of Kidu is provision of a mobile medical clinic. Christians believe in donating 10% of their income for charity work. This is known as Dashamasans.
TYPES OF SOCIAL PROTECTION PROGRAMMES IN SOUTH ASIA
Social protection programmes are classified into 5 categories:-
1. Conditional programme
2. Non conditional programme
3. Subsidised food programme
4. Cash transfers programme
5. Transfer in kind programme
Conditional and non-conditional programmes in India
The most important conditional transfer programmes in India are Food for Work and Employment guarantee programmes such as,
1. National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (NREGA) : This can be seen as a conditional cash transfer programme as a form of safety net.
2. The Food for Work (FFW) programme
3. National Rural Employment programme (NRE)
4. Jawahar Rozgar Joyana (JRY)
5. Maharastra Employment Guarantee Scheme (MEGS)
BANGLADESH: Started employment and educational programs in 1970 the most important programme under this is “Food to Work”   and “Employment Guarantee” programmes.
Bangladesh had launched the Food and Educational Programme in 1993 which was subsequently replaced by the cash for Educational Programme in 2002. This provides cash transfers to poor households for children to be enrolled in schools and to maintain a minimum attendance.
Another conditional cash transfer programme in Bangladesh is the Female Secondary Stipend programme which stipulate that the recipient must attend a secondary school and must not get married early. The vulnerable group development programmes, transfers food to destitute rural women on the condition that the recipients participate in skill development programmes.
Similar conditional cash transfer programme are in place in Nepal. Scholarships are the most significant educational related scholarships. Under this programme a monthly stipend of NRS. 350 (USD4.80) is given to 50% of the girls from poor households and Dalit students in primary schools.
SOCIAL ASSISTANCE THROUGH TRANSFER IN KIND
Food is the most common form of transfer in kind across all the countries in south Asia. Another example of transfer in kind is the Indian Indira Awas Yojana (IAY), a housing programme for the poor, free text books, free hostels and free uniforms.
SOCIAL ASSISTANCE THROUGH SUBSIDISED FOOD
India’s Public Distribution System (PDS) is the most costly Government Programme responsible for distributing subsidised food and other essentials like kerosene to about 160 millions families at subsidized rates through a network of around 462,000 Fair Price Shops (FPS). This perhaps the largest distribution network of this kind in the world involving a complex storage and food acquisition schemes. This scheme is instrumental in preventing wide-spread hunger and famine by supplying food from regions with surpluses to regions with production deficits. It has helped to maintain stability of food grain prices to a large extent.
SOCIAL ASSISTANCE THROUGH CASH TRANSFER 
All South Asian Countries have some social assistance programmes that transfer income to specific groups such old, disabled and widows. Indian National Old Age Pension (NOAP), Widow, Disabled Person’s pension are all examples of cash transfer programmes.  
In Bangladesh the Old age Allowance Programme was introduced in 1998 which covers 1.71 million people aged over 65 years.
The main safety net in Sri Lanka is the ‘Samurdhi’ Programme which is large cash transfer programme (unconditional programme for the income poor. This programme has three components - cash transfers which accounts for 80% of the programme budget, a small micro credit and micro insurance component and a rural public work component.
In Nepal, the Old age Allowance Programme was introduced as early as 1994. A monthly allowance of Nrs. 100 (USD1.40)was given to all citizens of 75 years and above. This amount was raised to Nrs. 500 (USD6.85)and the age limit was reduced to 70 years in general, 60 years for Dalits and residents of Karnali, the remote region of Nepal.
Conclusion
The UNESCO Research Meeting on Social Protection Policies in the South  Asia region made suggestions to take forward the implementation of the Social Floor Initiative:-
1. The UN SPF Initiative may be formulated more concretely in terms of three major programmes;-
a) A Major social assistance programme similar to Public Distribution System programme of India but revised in a more cash based direction.
b) A public programme such as National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (NREGA) of India to include urban areas as well and
c) A basic social security package for those outside the formal sector.
2. The neglect of urban social protection policy to be addressed.
3. There is a growing need for various social insurance types of programmes.
4. Social protection strategies must encompass promotional, protective as well as preventive types of policies.
5. Urgent attention to be given to employment-oriented protection strategies guaranteeing certain days of employment.
6. Not to reverse social protection policies and social rights but rather legalise them through legislative process and Acts of Parliament.
7. With increasing movement of people across the national and regional boundaries, the issue of migrants' social rights and entitlements need to be addressed.
--x—x—x--
PUBLICATION
Social Determinants of Health-edited by Sanjoy Battacharya, Sharon Messenger and Caroline Overy.
This book is collection of papers presented at an international conference that critically examined the study report of the WHO Commission on the Social Determinants of Health and the outcome was a comprehensive document titled “Closing the gap in a generation: Health Equity through Action and Social Determinants of Health (CSDH).” This book is a very useful guide to public health activists, planners, strategists, theoreticians and workers at grass-root level.
This is published by Oriental Blackswan (P) Ltd. 3-6-752, Hemayatnagar, Hyderabad 500029.
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