Mr. Chairman,
1.
The Report submitted by India, which combines the second, third, fourth and fifth periodic Reports, covers a 20 year period from 1986-2006.  This period has witnessed momentous changes not only in India’s economic strategy but also in its prioritization between the economic and social dimension of development.  In the brief time available, it would not be possible to go into details of the various measures that have been taken by the Government of India towards a progressive realization of the commitments enshrined in the Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights.  These details are available in the Report and all relevant data are in the public domain and are readily accessible.  I will, therefore, confine my remarks to the broad developments that have taken place over this period and the manner in which they have influenced the attainment of the economic, social and cultural rights in India.

2.
Perhaps the most important political development that has taken place during this period which directly impinges upon the economic, social and cultural development of the country is the promulgation of the 73rd and 74th Constitutional Amendment in 1993.  By these amendments, formal political authority has been devolved to local self governments, which now constitute the third tier of governance in the country.  The law provides for at least 30% of the seats in these elected local bodies must be reserved women.  This is an extremely important step towards women’s empowerment and in making their voices heard in the design and implementation of key economic and social interventions.  It is especially significant that these constitutional amendments seek to place the responsibility and authority for 23 functions of Government on the Panchayati Raj Institutions.  These functions have a direct bearing on a number of elements that are contained in the Covenant such as primary education, primary health, water and sanitation etc.  It is our expectation that the direct involvement of the people through the “Gram Sabhas” or village committees in decisions which affect their lives will lead to more appropriate prioritisation of public programmes and to better design and implementation.  
3.
Deepening of democratic processes is clearly desirable as an end in itself and also holds the potential for more effective realisation of economic and social rights for the people at large.  However, there is concern in some quarters that the continuing social stratification that exists in parts of the country may lead to “capture” of these institutions by the dominant social groups to the detriment of the excluded groups, particularly the scheduled castes.  While such a possibility cannot be ruled out, prevention and correction of such possible distortions will have to depend upon the vigilance of civil society and the courts.
4.
Despite the devolution of functions, neither the Central Government nor the Governments of the States have withdrawn from providing active support in furtherance of the functions given to local governments.  Every state has established State Finance Commissions to objectively determine the resource flow needed by the local bodies.  This is of course not uniform across the States, but the more proactive States have devolved more than 30% of the State budget to local bodies.  Over time, it is expected that others will follow suit.  Nevertheless, it is clearly recognized that there are limits on the capacities of local governments to carry out many of these functions both in terms of financial resources as well as their institutional capabilities.  In order to effectively transition to a system where the people can determine their own future through grass root political processes, the Government has set up a new Ministry of Panchayati Raj which is charged with creating the necessary capacities at the local levels so that in course of time they can carry out these functions effectively. 
5.
 At the economic level, India has been through an extensive process of liberalizing its economy in order to allow greater play of individual initiatives and market forces.  Although India has always had a mixed economy, with a large proportion of its economic activities being performed through the market, the preponderance of the public sector in investments and in directing private entrepreneurial activities had for many years involved a substantial role of the public sector in directly affecting the economic rights of its people.  With liberalization, the share of the public sector in total investments in the country has steadily declined from nearly 65% in the 1950s to only about 25% at present.  The results of this shift in economic strategy have been dramatic, with the growth rate of the economy rising from an average of about 3.2% in the first 30 years since independence to over 6% in the last twenty.
6.
As a consequence of liberalisation, on the one hand, there has been much greater space for the exercise of individual initiatives in the economy and, on the other hand, a shift has taken place in the role of the Government from direct provider of economic rights to a regulator and enforcer of these rights by the private sector.  This is not a trivial process since it involves a reorientation of government structures and institutions, and an increased emphasis on monitoring and tracking the behaviour and performance of private entities.  This process, of course, is still under way and is likely to take some time yet before a full transition can be said to have been obtained.

7.
The most direct consequence of this liberalization process is clearly on the pace and structure of employment.  The rapid growth of public employment that had been experienced during the first four decades of independence has started to reverse.  In these last 20 years almost the entire growth in employment in the country has taken place in the private sector.  The performance of the economy in terms of creating employment opportunities continues to be robust and has, by and large, absorbed the entire increase in the labour force that has taken place over this period.  This is no small achievement since the India has experienced a rapid growth of its labour force averaging nearly 10 million new workers every year. However, with almost all the additional employment being in the private sector, it has become increasingly difficult for the Government alone to implement and enforce many of the elements contained in Articles 6, 7 and 8 of the Covenant.  An effective partnership between the Government, civil society and the private sector should be the basis of accelerating the progressive realization of these rights.
8.
As many of you may be aware, India has had for a long time a strong affirmative action programme in public employment in favour of the Schedules Castes and Scheduled Tribes.  The reservation has further been extended in the early 1990s to the Other Backward Classes (OBCs) who are economically and educationally deprived.  Thus at present 49.5% of all public sector jobs are reserved for SCs, STs and OBCs.  The reservation for these socio-economic categories in public employment are, however, not binding on the private sector, and the Government primarily plays a persuasive and supportive role in ensuring that these groups do not suffer on account of the reduced direct involvement of the public sector in production activities.  
9.
Although all elements of Article 7 are enshrined in the various laws, rules and regulations governing the different sectors of the economy, the operation of the market, especially in a labour surplus economy, tends to follow a logic of its own.  The task of monitoring and enforcing laws relating to work and working conditions is not easy in an economy where about 93% of workers or about 380 million persons are engaged in the informal sector where some times it becomes difficult to distinguish between an employer and an employee.  The worst forms of exploitation such as bondage and child labour have naturally taken precedence over the other dimensions of work and working conditions.  Steady progress has been made on these counts despite the difficulties in identifying their incidence in a country which is spread over more than 600,000 villages and 10,000 urban areas.  Efforts are underway to systematically survey the dimensions of labour relations, especially of child labour, and it is hoped that we would be able to decisively eliminate such exploitation in the near future.
10.
In so far as the other aspects of work and working conditions are concerned, they are by and large enforced in the formal sectors of the economy.  However, the informal sector presents a major challenge since it comprises of almost 40 million establishments scattered over the length and breadth of the country as per the recent Economic Census.  Even if it were possible to monitor these establishments on a regular basis, the Government will have to tread carefully the thin line that separates the just and proper enforcement of laws and excessive intrusion in private entrepreneurial activities.  A possibly effective way of addressing this issue is for the Government to focus on increasing the bargaining power and mobility of workers, through higher skills and better social protection.  
11.
The recently legislated National Rural Employment Guarantee Act is a major step in this direction.  It is not only the basis for the largest and most ambitious workfare programme in the world, covering more than 160 million households, it is more importantly the conferment of a justiciable right, which can decisively change the risk-taking ability of rural workers, whether employees or self-employed.  Special provisions have been made to ensure that women can take advantage of this measure and are not excluded inadvertently.  Potentially, this measure can dramatically alter the nature of labour relations in rural India.  Whether it does so or not only time will tell since it has been in operation for only about three years.
12.
In addition, the Government is launching a skill development mission, which although aimed primarily at meeting the skill deficits that are being encountered in almost every sector of the Indian economy has the potential of widening the occupational choices available to a large number of informal sector workers.  There is also consideration of enactment of a legislation to grant a basic social security package for unorganized sector workers.  Efforts have been made in the past to implement such social security schemes, but these have foundered in the absence of adequate legislative backing.
13.
One of the biggest challenges facing the country is that growth of work opportunities cannot be distributed equally in a country of India’s size.  It is inevitable that work opportunities will arise in locations other than those where the labour force is growing most rapidly.  Internal migration has been increasing steadily over the years, which places a distinct strain on the ability of the Government to be able to provide formal support to workers.  The ability of workers to protect their interests thus becomes heavily dependent upon the social networks through which they operate and on the interventions of civil society organisations.  Developing the institutional structures that can formalize such support will remain a major challenge in the coming years, especially with the increasing mobility of the work-force, and the Government will require close cooperation from civil society and private sector partners.
14.
The acceleration in growth of the economy since the mid 1990s has certainly raised the average incomes quite significantly.  Nevertheless, in international terms, India still remains a poor country with a very large proportion of its population below or near the poverty line.  Although on current trends India will easily attain the MDG target for poverty reduction, there is some evidence that the rate of poverty reduction in the country has slowed down to some extent in recent years.  There is also evidence that the progress on the poverty front has been uneven across social groups.  For instance, while poverty among the Scheduled Tribes has declined, it has not declined at the same pace as for the population at large.  Scheduled Castes, on the other hand, have reduced the gap from the national average.  These are matters of considerable debate and research in India today, but no decisive diagnosis has emerged.  The Government is, however, committed to following a path of inclusive growth whereby the interests of all segments of society are to be integrated into the over-all growth process.
15.
However, it is quite clear that the increasing pressures on land and fragmentation of land holdings seem to have gradually led to a situation where agriculture is no longer adequate to support a large number of rural households.  Although rural non-agricultural activities have been growing significantly and today provide nearly 50% of rural livelihoods, the productivity of these activities continue to be low and therefore do not contribute sufficiently to make a large dent on poverty.  Increasing rural productivity, both in agriculture and non-agricultural activities, must form a centre-piece of India’s development strategy.  In recognition of this, the Government has launched an ambitious programme of rural infrastructure development called “Bharat Nirman” which seeks to provide the rural populace with the basic infrastructure for improving productivity as well as to improve the connectivities with the urban and the other more developed parts of the country.  
16.
One of the most notable achievements made by India has been in the area of food security.  Since the early 1970s, India has been more or less self sufficient in food, and indeed a net exporter at most times.  Despite a rapidly growing population, the country has managed to ensure food security for its people.  In particular, diversification of agriculture has enabled the country to provide a wider range of food products, which has not only improved the nutritional content of the average food basket but has also reduced the heavy dependence on food-grains.  Nevertheless, agricultural productivities continue to be low in comparison with international benchmarks.  Efforts are therefore being made to provide further support to agricultural activities, especially in the low productivity rainfed areas through a package of interventions involving water, fertilizers, seeds and technologies.  Indeed, agricultural development has again assumed center-stage in public policies and interventions after a long interregnum of nearly 30 years.  This preceded the recent concerns over global food security, but has certainly gained urgency since.  There is every scope for India to play a major role in providing global food security in view of its potential, provided the international agricultural economy is conducive to this purpose.
17.
Although the country is more than self-sufficient in food, the nutritional status of the people is still not at desirable levels.  This is particularly true of children, where it has been noted that the incidence of under-nutrition is at unacceptably high levels.  Nutritional deficiencies are also common among women.  The traditional method of ensuring food security in the country was the Public Distribution System through which food grains were provided to all at controlled prices.  In the mid 1990s, the Public Distribution System was given further focus by providing highly subsidized food grains to the households below the poverty line.  In addition, to address the nutritional deficiencies in children, two major interventions have been in operation.  The first is the Integrated Child Development Scheme, which is now operational throughout the country, and which seeks to provide supplementary nutrition to expecting and lactating mothers and children below the age of six.  Second, in recent years a nation-wide mid-day meal scheme has been launched in primary schools to provide nutritious food to school going children.  The success of the latter in meeting childhood nutrition deficiencies would, of course, clearly depend upon the school enrolment ratio.
18.
As far as the healthcare system in India is concerned, there has been significant progress over the years with the average life expectancy at birth nearly doubling to 64 years over 5 decades.  The progress has been particularly gratifying in the case of women, whose life expectancy today is 4 years more than that of men starting from an initially lower level.  Infant mortality has also dropped significantly, but still has some distance to go from a desirable level. India has also performed reasonably well in prevention and treatment of major diseases.   The recent experience with HIV/AIDS is a case in point.  
19.
Nevertheless, it is clear that this system is presently under strain.  Absenteeism among doctors and paramedics, especially, in rural areas, has been a cause of concern.  The major reason for this is the significant shortage of medical professionals in the country.  With even a modest norm of one doctor per 1000 population, India would require more than one million doctors.  At present there is perhaps only about 40% of this.  The large number and constant out-migration of medical professionals from the country continues to worsen the shortage.  In such a situation of shortage of medical professionals there is a tendency for doctors and paramedics to remain in the urban areas.  The resulting gap has been filled by private practitioners, many of whom do not posses the necessary qualifications, and it is difficult for the Government to monitor and prevent such activities without the active involvement of civil society.  Clearly the solution to this problem would be to significantly increase the number of medical professionals in the country.  However, it has been found difficult to do so without compromising on the quality of medical education in the country.  

20.
In order to partially address the growing health concerns, the Government has launched two additional initiatives.  The first, the National Rural Health Mission, seeks to recruit locals and train them in basic medical diagnosis and care so that at least primary health care needs are partially met.  The local bodies are expected to provide strong oversight on this system, which improve its effectiveness.  In addition, there is a concerted effort at formalizing and promoting alternate systems of medicine which are widely practiced and accepted, especially in the rural areas.  This does not, of course, mean that the Government is in any manner relaxing its emphasis on strengthening of the conventional public health care system.  These efforts continue and the new initiatives are meant to be supplementary.

21.
As far as education is concerned, although there has been steady progress over the years, the position has accelerated significantly since the 86th Constitutional amendment making primary education a fundamental right and the launch of the Universal Primary Education Scheme or the Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan.  The gross enrolment rates for both boys and girls are running at over 100% which is an indicator at least of the adequate availability of educational facilities.  The enrolment rates of SCs, STs and certain minorities continue to be low, and the Government has made special provisions for these social groups above and beyond what is available to the general populace.  However, the drop-out rates continue to be high, which is a cause of concern.  At present the main intervention for improving school retention is the mid day meal scheme, but this in itself may not be enough.  Addressing the social and cultural barriers requires much more case-sensitive approaches which cannot be done at the national level.  Greater involvement of the local bodies as mandated by the 73rd and 74th Constitutional Amendments will hopefully improve matters in the coming years.  In addition, there is need to improve the perceptions about the value of education among parents.  The proposed skill development mission should address this concern significantly.

22.
The other area of concern is the quality of education in the primary school system.  Recent surveys indicate that the quality still leaves much to be desired.  This in itself can become the basis for continued resistance by parents for sending their children to school.  Improvements in teachers’ training will therefore have to make an important part of improvement in the primary education system.  Although private education institutions have been playing a growing role, especially in secondary education, it is not clear that they are affordable to a large segment of the population.  However, recognizing these realities, the Government has instituted tutorial facilities and substantial scholarship programmes for Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes and Minorities, which also cover private institutions. 
23.
In conclusion, there was a fear that the process of liberalization in India would lead to significant weakening of the implementation of economic, social and cultural rights in the country.  These fears have been belied by the experience of the last two decades.  The gradual withdrawal of the Government from direct production activities has released significant resources for investment in the social sectors.  There is every prospect that the public investment in education sector would rise from below 4% of GDP in the recent past to over 6% in the near future.  Similarly investments in public health care as a percentage of GDP also appears to be well on its way to being doubled in the coming years.  Hopefully, as the private sector takes on an increasing share of the responsibilities for development of economic infrastructure in the country, the ability of the Government to deliver social and cultural rights will improve even further.  Nevertheless, accelerating the pace of progressive realization of ESC rights in the altered economic and political scenario will involve greater and more active partnerships between all tiers of Government, civil society and the private sector.  This process can be significantly enhanced in financial, technological and capacity development terms if the partnerships envisaged in the various global compacts become more effective.
24.
However, there are new emerging challenges which are likely to strain our capacity to deliver on these rights.  The most compelling of these is climate change.  Even though India is not responsible for climate change, with per-capita emissions at around a quarter of the global average, its impact on the country will be very serious.  We are already spending about 2.6% of our GDP on development efforts with strong adaptive content, but we may now need to take measures that will allow us to cope with the adverse impacts of climate change on extreme weather events, rise in sea-levels, water scarcity, food security and public health.  The impact of all of these tend to fall disproportionately on the poor and the vulnerable, and we may have to run faster just to stay at the same place as far as ESC rights are concerned.
Thank you. 
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