SOCIAL SECURITY IN SOUTH ASIA 
Presentation by Mr. A. S. Shenoy, Regional President of the ICSW South Asia Regional Committee, to the International Conference on Social Protection held at Kuttikkanam, Kerala, India, in December 2012.
The Social Charter of the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) was signed by regional heads of state on 4 January 2004. That charter places upon states a more proactive and co-ordinated role in cooperation among each other, particularly in the area of conflicting concerns in dealing with social  security issues. Under the framework of SAARC, a Regional Social Charter is being implemented with the assistance of National Social Charters and Citizens Social Charters. Although there have been several success stories in social security through various innovative experiments in the region, many people are still left outside the social protection and social security system. Social charters are guiding forces in the formulation of policies in many countries, aimed mainly at alleviating poverty, enhancing income levels and providing better health facilities. Social charters describe the policy approaches and programmes of governments aimed at the all-round development of citizens. The SAARC development goals can be classified into four main sectors: eight goals come under livelihood, four under health, four under education and six under environment. 

Asian Challenges

In our region only half of the poor has access to some sort of safety net. According to a 2010 report of the Social Protection in Asia Research Project, 56% of Asia’s poor have access to some kind of social protection, with the remaining poor not getting any benefits from social protection programmes. Chronic poverty remains widespread in Asia, and vulnerability is not limited to market fluctuations or situations of exceptional crisis. Providing social security to South Asia’s 1.5 million people is a formidable challenge.
In the context of South Asia it is important to examine social protection intervention that addresses access to income and access to existing social service benefits in the health, education, water and sanitary sectors, and addresses the needs of excluded groups, such as laborers, migrants, etc. Such needs warrant strong social and economic security measures through legislation and strong advocacy to bring down the poverty level and enhance the empowerment of civil society organizations. In South Asia, along with major threats to social security, we encounter excessive environmental exploitation, corporate corruption and the dislocation of vulnerable rural communities without adequate compensation.

What is Social Protection

Social protection encompasses “A subset of the public actions carried out by the state or privately that addresses risk, vulnerability and chronic poverty”. Social protection also refers to policies and actions that enhance the capacity of poor and vulnerable groups to escape from poverty and better manage risks and shocks. It encompasses the instruments that tackle chronic and shock induced poverty and vulnerability (Sabates – Wheeler and Haddad 2005).
Such public and private initiatives that may contribute the building blocks of social protection systems are given in table 1 below:  

Table 1 – Components of Social Protection
	Public Actions
	Private Actions

	Social Transfers 
	Remittances

	Social Insurance
	Private Insurance

	Minimum Standards
	Voluntary Standards

	Social Services
	Private Services

	Other Public Policies
	         ---           


A broader definition of social protection might include social and private services, primarily those that build human capital, such as education, health, sanitation and community development.

Why Social Protection

Social development, social protection and social security are all intertwined and seek to reduce the gap between the rich and the poor. Social protection is required in order to implement social policies that reach the beneficiaries. Social security will ensure the human rights and all-round development of the citizens of a nation. A comprehensive mix of social protection instruments backed by social security will help to improve the lifestyle of poor populations through effective delivery of social programmes. Social programmes, as a part of social security, are emerging in many developed and developing countries as key elements for tackling poverty and vulnerability.
Types of Social Protection

Social protection programmes now existing in South Asia include: 
1.  Employment-oriented programmes;

2. Social assistance based on subsidies; 

3. Social assistance through cash transfers;

4. Social assistance through transfers in kind.

Country Perspective of Social Protection
All South Asian coutries have some kind of social assistance/protection welfare programmes that transfer income to specific groups, such as the poor, elderly persons, the disabled, widows etc.. in cash or in kind. Some of them are:
India
In India, the Mahathma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (MG NRGEA) is a social security instrument guaranting wage employment in rural areas for 100 days per year.
Another social protection instrument dealing with employment is Swarn Jayanthy Graham Swarajgar Yojana (SGSY), which is aimed at assisting self-employment by empowering group and cluster activities.

Indira Gandhi Awas Yojana (IAY) deals with the shortage of shelter in rural areas.

Pension schemes, like the Indira Gandhi Pension Scheme and Provident Funds Schemes, provide minimum support to elderly persons, widows and informal workers.
The Public Distribution System (PDS), introduced by the government, enables people living below the poverty line to obtain food grain at subsidized rates .

Bhutan

Bhutan has introduced a new socio-economic measure entitled “Gross National Happiness”, which seeks to assist populations living below the poverty line. The Bhutan Constitution devotes several articles and sections to social security issues and the utilization of national resources, requiring 60%  forest cover in the country for all time to come.
Sri Lanka

Sri Lanka has many poverty-abatement programmes that seek to strengthen socio-economic security in rural areas through “Gram udawa” (village-awakening initiative). Sri Lankan security programmes include in-kind transfers, pensions, employment, micro-finance and health. The large social assistance programme is “Samurdhi”, a cash transfer programme to the poor through insurance.
Maldives

Maldives has introduced legislation of various kinds to secure minimum social security to its population. They include the Regulation of retirement pensions scheme of Maldives, the Regulation on the protection of the rights of the disabled and the Provision for Financial Assistance Act on combating domestic violence, etc.

Pakistan

The social safety net in Pakistan consists largely of efforts to reduce the adverse effects of poverty. Pakistan has many forms of social insurance schemes for the urban working class and cash transfers for the poor and the indigent. The Zakat and Ushr Ordinance of 1980, enacted as law in 1985, enabled social protection intervention in Pakistan to reach out to the poor, including women and children. The Pakistan Baitul Maal (1992) targeted  religious minorities and the poorer sections of the society. The “People Work” programme includes development schemes for the poor and micro-finance.

Bangladesh 
In Bangladesh, the social protection system comprises social insurance, social assistance and many micro-finance initiatives. The Boishka Bhata social pension scheme for low-income households, Boishka Bhata monthly benefits for the elderly and poor people, and the programme for widows and destitute woman (APWDW) are some of the other social security programmes.
Nepal

Nepal has introduced many social security programmes to improve rural infrastructure and increase employment opportunities, as well as employment guarantee programmes. 

Conclusions
Security programmes should take a holistic approach so as to cover the maximum number of people and sustain their incomes. A partnership has to be developed between government, social organizations and national security chapters. There should be the political will to implement social welfare programmes aimed at protecting the vulnerable groups of a society. National security chapters, wherever they exist, must be part of national planning commissions so as to obtain Government funds. In a democratic system, security programmes must seek to include the needs of excluded populations. Social audits by independent organizations, including beneficiary organizations, will reduce the misuse of social welfare programmes.
A permanent mechanism has to be worked out that will facilitate the elaboration of social development programmes and their implementation so as to extend their benefits to the beneficiaries and thereby strengthen the human rights of all citizens, especially marginalized populations and migrants. There should, therefore, be strong civil society movements in all countries so as to facilitate the protection of human security and ensure the availabilty of basic living facilities.



