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A. Organization of the meeting 

 
The symposium was jointly organized by ESCAP and the National Institute for Public Finance 

and Public Policy (NIPFP) in India.  It was held on 27 February 2017 in the Auditorium of NIPFP 
in Delhi.  

 

B. Opening of the meeting 
 
The meeting was opened by Mr. Nagesh Kumar, Director, Social Development Division, ESCAP 

and Rita Pandey on behalf of Mr. Rathin Roy, Director, NIPFP.  
 

The keynote speech was delivered by Mr. Hemant Contractor, Chairman of the Pension Fund 
Regulatory and Development Authority (PFRDA) of India.  He started off by stating that in 

almost all countries of South Asia, the structure of pension funds was similar, as a result of the 
subregion’s common colonial heritage. Generally, in South Asia, only a privileged group had 

access to pensions, which is mostly the public sector, the military and sometimes the formal 
private sector. In countries with a large informal sector, this means naturally that a significant 

percentage of the working-age population were excluded from access to pensions.  He further 
stated that societies in South Asia were undergoing significant changes, such as eroding family 

support to older persons because of internal and international migration, increased female 
labour force participation and the rise of the nuclear family.  

 
To address this situation, the Government of India had undertaken reforms of the pension 
system in 2004, which included encouraging voluntary contributions to give access to the 
informal sector to the pension system.  He also discussed several policy tools that the Indian 

Government had introduced to facilitate pension contributions by informal sector workers, such 
as using ICTs for payments as well as improving funds management to create trust in the 

pension fund. However, he stated the main challenge was increasing awareness on the need and 
the value to contribute to the pension system. To address it, the Government of India launched 

a public awareness campaign, but the challenge remained.  Moreover, in a country where around 
50 per cent of the population lived in poverty, it had to be recognized that many people were 
not able to contribute to a pension scheme. Thus, innovative solutions had to be found to provide 

income security for older persons.  
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C. Proceedings of the meeting 
 
Income security for older persons in India status and outlook 
 
The Session was chaired by Mr. Sudipto Mundle, Emeritus Professor, and Researcher, NIPFP. 

He invited Ms. Vanessa Steinmayer, Chief a.i., Sustainable Demographic Transition Section, 
Social Development Division, ESCAP, to give a presentation on gaps and lessons learned in 

pension systems in the Asia-Pacific region.  
 

Ms. Vanessa Steinmayer highlighted the following key messages in her presentation: (1) 
Prevailing pension systems tended to perpetuate existing inequalities – those with more stable 

jobs in the working-age population also had access to income security in old age, while others 
were left out, (2) Coverage of pensions was quite low in South Asia and limited to some sectors, 

and (3) Women had only limited access to contributory pensions.  Further, Ms. Steinmayer stated 
that in most countries, less than half of the older age-cohort received a pension. In the future, 
she added, the percentage would be even lower, as in most countries less than one third of the 

working-age population contributed to a pension system.  
 

The general picture that emerged about the Asia Pacific region is that only few countries had 
redistributionary elements in their pension systems – most countries had a defined contribution 

system with individual accounts.  Defined contribution systems were often perceived as being 
more sustainable, but their sustainability was not guaranteed, as the systems depended on 
returns on investments made with the pension contributions.  Furthermore, Ms. Steinmayer 
pointed out that in most countries of the Asia-Pacific region most beneficiaries were in the 

highest income quintile – for example in Bangladesh, where coverage of pensions is generally 
low compared to those who receive a pension, more than 80 per cent or recipients are in the 

highest income group. She also pointed out that women are less likely to be covered by 
mandatory contributory pensions because of their lower labour force participation.  

 
Lessons learned from studies of pension systems conducted by ESCAP showed that in countries 

where the pension system was based on a provident fund, many people did not have income 
security in old old-age because they often made the imprudent decision of withdrawing lump-

sums.  Experience from China shows that countries can increase coverage within in a decade 
with political will and strong incentives to make voluntary contributions. In concluding, she 

stated that the key challenge in South Asia was extending coverage of pensions in an 
environment characterized by a large informal sector.  

 
Mr. Mukesh Anand, NIPFP, gave a presentation on the prevailing system of income security for 

older persons in India. By providing detailed data, Mr. Anand showed that India was rapidly 
ageing with a sizeable proportion of the working-age population engaged in the informal sector, 

and therefore not likely to be covered by contributory pensions.  He pointed out that reforming 
the existing system of income security for older persons was a social imperative.  Poverty among 
older persons was likely to increase as a result of changing family values and limited saving 

capacity during the working years.  He then explained the various contributory and non-
contributory pension programmes that existed in India. One of them was the National Social 
Assistance Programme (NSAP), which included several social assistance schemes for the poor, 
including older people and especially widows.  Further, there was a non-contributory pension 

for government employees who had joined the system before 1 January 2004, a co-contributory 
pension scheme for the formal private sector with contributions from employers and employees 
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as well as smaller pension and provident funds for different sectors. In addition, there were 

personal savings and annuity plans. 
 

Mr. Anand continued by discussing the sustainability and beneficiaries of each programme.  He 
pointed out that the sustainability of the non-contributory pension for government employees 

was at stake, as the number of government retirees was increasing steadily as a result of rising 
life expectancy. As contributory pension systems were often inadequately funded and their 

sustainability was at stake, he projected that in the future, the Government of India would spend 
more money on pensions for retirees than on salaries for Government employees.   He 

summarized that only a small percentage of the population was covered by pension schemes, so 
would not be able to reduce the widespread poverty of older people. Moreover, even existing 

social assistance programmes did not reach the poor, as they covered only 12 per cent of the poor 
and were inadequate in their benefit levels.  What is more, contributory pension systems were 

often inadequately funded and their sustainability was at stake. 
 

Mr. Ravi Srivastava provided comments to Mr. Mukesh’s presentation.  He said that the public 
sector had been downsized and its composition had changed. He suggested revising the future 
cost projections of the public-sector pensions, and to take the different composition of the public 
sector into consideration.  Mr. Srivastava also discussed the issues that confront the 

administration of pension systems.  He said that in the past, for example, the employees of the 
Provident Fund had some difficulties tracking enrolment and how to factor in breaks in 
employment, but many of these issues were addressed through the introduction of the “Smart 

Card”.  
 

Mr. Srivastava emphasized that over the past 5-6 years, India introduced many reforms to the 
social protection system in the country, which could be drawn from his book “A Social 

Protection Floor for India”, published by ILO.  
 

He expressed some agreement with Mr. Anand that the NSAP may not be able to fully deliver, 
but emphasized that recent reforms had improved delivery mechanisms as well as the benefit 

levels.  The reforms also addressed coverage concerns related to the informal sector and have 
improved public awareness on the social pension.  For example, there were some grassroot 

movements (Pension Par chart) that were advocating for increasing pensions coverage in the 
informal sector, and having a minimum pension amount linked to some benchmark, such as half 

of the minimum wage.  These movements, he added, also proposed considering a pension as an 
entitlement to all individuals (not just an instrument serving only those in employment).  

 
Mr. Srivastava furthermore stated that many Indian Federal States were now providing pension 

benefits, which needed to be taken into consideration.  For example, in Kerala, only 13 per cent 
of pension benefits came from the Federal Government, while the rest of social protection 

measures were provided by the State of Kerala. He further informed that a committee was being 
established under the Ministry of Rural Development, which called for a pension of at least 

INR500. He concluded that there are several proposals to move towards a more universal 
pension system in India with only few exclusion criteria.  

 
Ms. Abhay Chaudhary reported her experience working with low-income older women in rural 
areas of India. She pointed out that many older women in India had either no or no regular 

income sources and thus, had to work hard to survive.  She emphasized that 80 per cent of poor 
older people lived in rural areas and due to limited physical capacity, they could not be engaged 

in physical labour. Further, Ms. Chaudhary said 58 per cent of older women were widows 
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without an income source, which led to multiple vulnerabilities and isolation.  In rural areas, she 

explained, women often contributed to dairy farming and production, but their contribution 
often remained unnoticed. About half of the older women in rural areas had sons who had 

migrated to urban areas, but they did not receive any financial support from their sons. The 
situation of older women was further compounded by structural restrictions on access to land.  

 
Ms. Chaudhary concluded that older women needed to be empowered and that livelihood 

support would be an important tool for empowerment. Social pensions with adequate and 
simple disbursement mechanisms would contribute to these goals.  In addition, it would be 

important to provide skills training to older women so they can generate income. In the 
subsequent discussion, she reiterated that existing pension systems contributed to increasing 

inequality rather than addressing it.  For Governments, there was a tension between increasing 
coverage and providing adequate pension levels. Increasing coverage is difficult in low income 

and lower middle income countries because of low payment capacity among large proportions 
of the population.  
 
Income security for older persons in South Asia – overview and lessons learnt 
 
The session was moderated by Mr. Matthew Hammill, Officer-in-Charge, ESCAP, Subregional 

Office for South and South-West Asia.  In the introduction he reiterated the idea that pension 
systems for older persons were relatively similar in all countries in South Asia, yet there were 

some differences, which could be taken as an opportunity to learn from each other’s experiences.  
Mr. Ganga Tilaratna, Researcher, Institute for Policy Studies for Sri Lanka, stated that Sri Lanka 

was the fastest ageing country in South Asia. The percentage of the working-age population was 
declining rapidly with the percentage of older persons increasing simultaneously.  In 2041, 

almost one quarter of the population of Sri Lanka will be older than 60. The income security 
system for older persons consisted of three tiers: (1) Retirement benefit schemes for the formal 
sector, such as (non-contributory) public servants pensions and a provident fund for employees 

of the formal private sector, which provided lump-sums; (2) Pension funds for the informal 
sector, such as a farmer’s pension, a fishermen’s pension; and (3) Cash transfers for low-income 

older persons.   
 

However, coverage of pensions in Sri Lanka was very low: more than 50 per cent of all older 
persons did not receive any type of pension. While the benefits were relatively good for the 

public servants’ scheme and the widow, widowers and orphans’ pensions scheme, benefit levels 
were very low and below the poverty line for the pension funds of the informal sector as well as 

for cash transfer schemes.  A general weakness of the system was that it was highly fragmented 
and the sustainability was at stake. In particular, the cost of administering the public-sector 

pension fund was very high: it costs 1.5 per cent of the GDP and covers less than 20 per cent of 
older persons.  In conclusion, she stated that the current system failed to provide income security 

for older persons. Overall, reforms were needed to increase coverage. She recommended that a 
universal social pension be implemented to address the poverty of older persons.  

 
Mr. Dili Raj Khanal discussed Nepal’s experience with universal social pensions for older 

persons. He stated that the universal social pension was the core pillar of the system of income 
security for older persons in Nepal. All citizens older than 70 years old are entitled to the social 

pensions.  In addition, dalits of Karnali and single women are already entitled to it when they 
reach 60 or older. By mid-March 2017, about 1.2 million people in Nepal benefited from the social 

pension, which amounts to 4.3 per cent of the population. The benefit level is generally 500 
Nepali Rupees, with higher benefits for selected groups. The delivery is still largely based on 
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manual records. Although there is a management information system (MIS), it does not cover 

all districts. Overall expenditure for social pensions is relatively low and makes up less than 1 
per cent of GDP.   

 
Mr. Khanal pointed out that total spending on social protection has increased in recent years. As 

of 2016, social protection expenditure made up 3.2 per cent of GDP. Retirement benefits and 
social pension make up about two thirds of all social protection expenditure. Mr. Khanal added 

that the social pension was exclusively funded from domestic revenue sources.  Studies found 
that although the direct benefit level was inadequate to meet daily needs, there were indirect 

benefits, which lead to higher trust in the State and empowerment of older people, particularly 
among marginalized groups.  Social pensions also lead to improved nutrition and health of older 

people and, even education, as many older people spend the money to support education of 
their grandchildren. There are no recent studies on the impact on poverty reduction, but recent 

success in poverty reduction in Nepal shows that the social pension is likely to have contributed 
to it. Overall, while further improvements had to be made in the delivery mechanisms of the 

system, the universal social pension was a successful approach to provide income security for 
older people and to promote their empowerment.   
 
Mr. Yonten Phuntsho, Office of the Gyalpoi Zimpon, His Majesty’s Secretariat, gave an overview 

of income security for older persons in Bhutan. He stated that older people in Bhutan could still 
build on strong family ties and religious values. However, this situation was eroding as a result 
of declining fertility rates and changing values. Income security may be inadequate in the future. 

He explained that the pension system covered the public sector and armed forces only and 
consisted of two layers: (1) a National pension scheme, introduced in 1962, and (2) a Provident 

fund, which was introduced in 2000.  Both provide retirement benefits, including benefits for 
dependent parents and spousal, children, and disability benefits. The “kidu” welfare system of 

the Monarchy provides cash transfers to disadvantaged older persons, which is disbursed 
through welfare officers in a decentralized system. In addition, disadvantaged older people were 

provided with shelter, medical needs and funeral assistance when they died.  
 

Mr. Mathew Cherian, HelpAge India, provided an overview of the organization’s experience 
with universal social pensions globally.  He stated that a social pension was not an end, but an 

effective tool to reduce poverty in old age. Several developing countries around the world had 
already implemented social pensions and had made a positive impact on people’s lives.  Further, 

the experience in OECD countries shows that pensions were important tools to avoid poverty. 
He also illustrated examples from developing countries. For example, in South Africa social 

transfers reduced 48 per cent of the poverty gap.   
 

Experience from Brazil furthermore showed that social transfers contributed to reducing 
inequality.  The social pension in Brazil reached 92 per cent of older people, and, studies showed 

that the percentage of poor older people in rural areas would be significantly higher without 
social pensions. He highlighted that older persons used their social pensions mostly for better 

nutrition and healthcare. Studies also showed that the introduction of the social pension also led 
to increasing school enrolment of children and completion.   

 
Similarly, studies from Pakistan, Mr. Cherian added, showed that cash transfers to older people 
significantly reduced poverty. He also pointed out that a social pension typically injects cash 

into the local economy – thus, social pensions can also help drive economic growth, particularly 
in rural areas. He summarized that social pensions protected older people from vulnerabilities, 



6 

 

allowed older people to invest in family and livelihoods and promoted the local economy – thus, 

social pensions would be considered as an “economic tool”.  
 

The subsequent discussion considered the most effective way to deliver pensions. Several 
participants raised concerns over effective pensions delivery mechanisms and other cash 

transfers.   
 

On this point, it was said that pensions and cash transfers were delivered effectively in Odisha 
State of India after a court had ruled that all pensions had to be paid by the 7th of each month.  

In contrast, while the delivery of pensions had improved in Nepal, it was reported that the 
delivery of pensions sometimes suffered from delays of up to four months.  In Bangladesh, some 

issues also were encountered, for example with the transparency of access to the cash transfer 
system for older persons, but delivery had improved since it was made easier and less costly to 

open a bank account.  In other countries of the sub region, like Bhutan, distribution was made at 
the district level and was disbursed every three months.  
 
High-level Panel on Universal Basic Income in India: Relevance, Affordability and 
Implementation Challenges 
 

The Session was moderated by Dr. Nagesh Kumar, Director, Social Development Division, 
ESCAP.  
 
Mr. Sudipto Mundle, Professor Emeritus and Member of the Board of Governors of the National 

Institute of Public Finance and Policy, presented the research that formed the basis of the India 
Economic Report 2016/17.   

 
Based on that research, he discussed the rationale for a Universal Basic Income (UBI) and how it 

could be financed.  He pointed out that the UBI was supported by both the political left and 
those with libertarian views. The political left considered UBI as an essential social protection 
tool and a basic right, while libertarians, such as the CATO institute, supported it because its 

costs would be lower than the “paternalistic welfare schemes”; it would be less bureaucratic and 
it would respect people’s choices.  Mr. Mundle pointed out that the context of the universal basic 

income in developed countries differed from developing countries. In developed countries, the 
universal basic income was often discussed in the context of increasing unemployment because 

of automation.  By contrast, in developing countries, the main purpose would be the necessary 
need to eradicate extreme poverty. Therefore, in developing countries, the benefit levels could 

be very small and the costs would be much lower. He stated that the existence of about 950 
different welfare schemes in India had led to some general fatigue as many of them were 

considered ineffective and required high administrative costs. Except for the MNREAGA 
Employment Guarantee Scheme and the food public distribution scheme, the impact of most of 

the programmes was marginal.  
 

Mr. Mundle then discussed different scenarios on how the UBI could be implemented and 
financed in India. Among different proposals, the Bhardhan scheme was the most ambitious 
one.  It foresees a transfer of IDR 10,000 per capita per year, which would be 75 per cent of the 
poverty line in 2014/15. The transfer would be provided to the entire population without any 

targeting. The costs would amount to 10 per cent of GDP.  By contrast, it is estimated that the 
costs of current subsidies are amounting to 14 per cent of GDP.   
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Among those subsidies, two thirds are non-merit subsidies, meaning they are for goods which 

are not classified as basic needs. Therefore, it is argued, the UBI could be largely funded by 
abolishing subsidies on non-merit goods and be supplemented by tax income. The proposal 

claims that the universal basic income could be funded merely by abolishing non-merit subsidies 
and would not require ending the successful welfare schemes such as MNREGA and food 

subsidies, nor would it require reduction in spending on health and education.  
 

The Joshi scheme was the least ambitious among proposed schemes, he added. According to 
that proposal, the benefit level would be at INR 3,500, which is the estimated poverty gap in 

2014/15. Providing this basic income would bring everybody above the poverty line. The costs 
would amount to about 3.5 per cent of GDP.  To finance this scheme, it was suggested to 

eliminate all subsidies except for the MNREGA scheme. Overall, the report argued that measure 
would lead to significant expenditure savings, which would keep the UBI at an affordable level.  

Estimations conducted by the India Economic Survey provided a middle way between the two 
proposals; i.e. the Bhardhan and Joshi schemes. The cash transfer would target the population 

under the poverty line to lift them out of poverty. It is estimated that a transfer INR 7,620 would 
be required to push the population above the poverty line as calculated by a committee chaired 
by Suresh Tendulkar, often referred to as the “Tendulkar poverty line”. Using that poverty line, 
the targeted population would be 75 per cent of the entire population, making the transfer a 

“quasi-universal basic income”. This quasi-UBI would cost an estimate of 4.9 per cent of the 
GDP.   
 

In terms of financing, it is suggested to cut subsidies that mainly benefit the middle class (savings 
of 1 per cent of GDP), other non-food subsidies (additional saving of 1 per cent of GDP), the top 

ten centrally-sponsored welfare schemes (savings of 1.4 per cent of GDP) and the other 940 
schemes (savings of 2.3 per cent of GDP), totaling 5.5 per cent of GDP.  To be able to fund a 

universal basic income, he emphasized that according to estimates, non-merit subsidies 
amounted to 5 per cent of GDP. Tax expenditure for these subsidies made up about 4 to 5 per 

cent of GDP – thus,  even cutting non-merit subsidies into half only would free 2 per cent of 
GDP. Consequently, an amount of about 7 per cent of GDP could be funded without introducing 

additional taxes and without cutting merit subsidies, like food, transfers like MNREGA or 
education and health expenditure. Thus, he concluded, that fiscal space would be available to 

fund a universal basic income.  
 

Mr. Mundle indicated that it is not clear whether this approach would entail cutting all central 
and centrally-sponsored social schemes, including those earmarked for health and education, 

because according to estimates by Mundle and Sikdar, the described approach would cost about 
6.9 per cent of GDP. Mr. Mundle concluded that a universal basic income would be less 

paternalistic and easier to administer than existing welfare schemes. Due to the absence of 
targeting, there would be no exclusion or inclusion errors and, as it would not depend on 

bureaucratic discretion, less room for corruption.  
 

In principle, mobile phones could be used to distribute the basic income, although he noted that 
full coverage of mobile phones has not yet been achieved. 

 
In conclusion, he pointed out that the universal basic income remained a controversial idea in 
India. There was a concern that a universal basic income was not feasible in India and would 

disrupt further financial consolidation. There was also a strong concern that existing social 
expenditure on health and education as well as important programmes such as food subsidies 
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and MNREGA would be cut to fund a universal basic income. He emphasized that both of these 

views were extremes and it would not be necessary to cut essential programmes.  
 

Mr. Saratha Davala, Coordinator, Indian Network for Basic Income (INBI) India, expressed his 
support for a universal basic income in India. He emphasized that the discussion on the UBI in 

developing countries was an entirely different one from the debate in developed countries. In 
India, the goal should be to eradicate extreme poverty. UBI was an effective way to eradicate 

extreme poverty and would serve as a “cushion” to save the dignity of people. As the actual 
monetary amount of a universal basic income would be small, concerns that were discussed in 

developed countries, such as it would reduce incentives to work, were not valid in developing 
countries. He also said that the delivery of existing welfare schemes needed improvement, 

although the delivery of the public distribution system had greatly improved in recent years.   
 

He added that an advantage of UBI was its non-conditionality.  This was important because the 
conditionality would make existing programmes complicated and inefficient.  For example, he 

explained that currently, it would cost 3.5 rupees to deliver 1 rupee.  
 
Mr. Davala then turned his attention to pilot projects that tested universal basic income in 
Madhya Pradesh, which were promising. For instance, despite the diversity within households, 

the money was not used for “unnecessary” consumption goods. Instead, people formed groups 
and pooled the money to make investments, such as buying a goat or a cow. Hence, the recipients 
chose to invest the money to graduate out of extreme poverty. He also emphasized that a 

universal basic income had a monetary element and an empowerment element.  Universal basic 
income helps people to emancipate themselves from dependence on scrupulous moneylenders. 

By the same token, UBI would contribute to increasing resilience to disasters and other shocks.  
It can also improve overall living conditions, such as by providing access to drinking water and 

sanitation.  Overall, the positive psychological effects of being entitled to a basic income would 
be of enormous importance.  

 
Ms. Misaki Akasaka Ueda, Chief, Policy, Planning and Evaluation, UNICEF, India, pointed out 

that social protection in general received a lot of attraction, and was also prominently reflected 
in the 2030 Agenda. The universal basic income was increasingly being discussed in this context.  

As to the impact of the pilot project on mentioned by the previous speaker, Ms. Ueda said that 
in the test villages, the impact on women and children was positive.  The pilot was particularly 

rewarding for girls: all people received an initial cash transfer of INR 200, which was 
subsequently raised to INR 300, and the experiment showed that school attendance had 

increased and child labour was reduced, by 25 per cent.  One notable observation was that school 
attendance of children increased even when cash transfers were unconditional and school 

attendance was not monitored.  This meant that the basic income empowered women by giving 
them autonomy in decision-making.  

 
Ms. Ueda further reported on other experiments and studies. For example, a World Bank study 

had found that cash transfers improved the nutrition of children.  Elsewhere, a study by the 
University of Cape Town found that cash transfers, even if unconditional, reduced absenteeism 

in schools, particularly for girls. A study in Nepal found that one third of the pensions for older 
people was used to by schoolbooks for children.  
 

She also reported on positive experience in experiments in West Bengal with a “cash plus” 
concept, where the cash transfers were combined with skills training and career coaching.  The 

cash transfer had also contributed to reducing child marriage.  
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Ms. Ueda concluded that in rural settings, giving small amounts to people without 

conditionality could already have a large positive impact and lead to desirable outcomes. She 
pointed out that although the studies were small in scale, the results were encouraging. Overall, 

it seemed that a universal basic income could support the delivery of social services and reduce 
demand-side constraints.  

 
Mr. Alakh Sharma, Institute of Human Development, New Delhi, emphasized the high level of  

deprivation in India, amounting to 32 per cent of the population living in absolute poverty and 
56 per cent living under the poverty line of $2.  For him, therefore, giving money to poor people 

would always be a good thing.  Since the benefits were relatively low in monetary value, a 
decline in labour force participation would be unlikely. While he generally supported the idea 

of a universal basic income, he expressed the view that it should not be implemented 
immediately, but only after very careful consideration.  

 
The level of the benefit, he suggested, should be at least one quarter of the average per capita 

income in a country. Overall, he advised that some time should be spent on discussing and 
deciding what constituted a minimum income that is required to eradicate absolute poverty. 
Currently, he noted, the financing of UBI would be very controversial because it is quite difficult 
to decide which other welfare schemes should be discontinued.   

 
Mr. Sharma stated that several concerns could fuel the controversy.  First, there was the likely 
resistance by the beneficiaries of those programmes that would be discontinued.  Second, poor 

governance and service delivery remain key challenges in India.  Third, in his view, the public 
health system was not functioning well and the education system was challenged in delivering 

effectively.  Thus, he expressed the concern that if too many resources were channeled into a 
universal basic income, public service delivery might be at stake.  Forth, the State might focus 

less on creating jobs, delivering on the public health system and other delivery of social services 
and in turn, this could negatively affect economic growth. In conclusion, he suggested that a 

universal pension for older persons could be a good start to provide a basic income to an easy-
to-identify vulnerable group and could serve as a test to study its impact.  

 
Ms. Megha Pradan, J-PAL South Asia, presented the results of experiments with universal basic 

income, and pointed out that there were not enough rigorous assessments to enable an informed 
judgement on the efficacy of UBI.  The existing evidence comes from a small sample size 

generated by experiments that were conducted over a relatively brief period. She also presented 
information about an upcoming pilot project in 300 villages in Kenya, that featured different 

implementation phases and a control group.  Further, she mentioned some evidence from 
conditional and unconditional cash transfers.  She explained that conditional cash transfers 

usually seek to address other issues, such as promoting better health outcomes or higher 
participation in education. If the lack of income was the key constraint, then a cash transfer can 

support addressing these issues.  
 

She noted that experience had shown that conditional cash transfers can improve outcomes in 
health and education, even if the conditions were not closely monitored.  She reported on several 

positive experiences with cash transfers where cash transfers contributed to higher school 
attendance of girls, fewer child marriages and fewer teenage pregnancies.  Findings from a 
project piloting universal cash transfers in Kenya also showed that cash transfers improved 

overall wellbeing, especially in households with female recipients. Other studies also showed 
that cash transfers did not have any negative impacts on labour force participation, nor were 

they primarily spent on “temptation goods”.  
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In the subsequent discussion, participants debated the effectiveness of existing social protection 

schemes in India and whether a universal basic income could be financed without making 
catastrophic cuts to other social expenditure.   

 
One participant maintained that a lot had changed in recent years and existing programmes 

were made more effective. Programmes such as mid-day meals and Integrated Child 
Development Services (ICDS) were important programmes that had contributed to reducing 

poverty and hunger and increased school attendance. Doubts were also raised whether fiscal 
space could be made available as easy as it was suggested to be in the India Economic Survey. 

Concern was raised that cutting all existing programmes in favour of a universal basic income 
would have a negative impact on the poorest of the poor who benefit from many of these 

programmes. Others maintained that only non-merit subsidies should be cut, but not 
programmes that were considered as successfully contributing to poverty reduction, such as 

MNREGA.  
 

It was also stated that the delivery of social services had to be improved. If people received cash, 
they needed to be able to buy quality social services with it. In this context, several participants 
raised the concern that too many resources would flow into the universal basic income and not 
enough would be left to improve the delivery of social services.  

 
Some participants also stated that streamlining existing programmes and improving their 
delivery would always be welcome and would create fiscal space, but it needed to be discussed 

whether radical reforms would be necessary to meet existing needs. Key challenges in India 
would remain, such as the creation of decent work.  However, it was suggested that a universal 

social pension for older persons could be a good entry point.  
 

It was also suggested that a universal basic income for women could be started, as it would 
empower women and fulfill several other purposes.  

 
Some participants also reported that cash transfers to older people would also strengthen the 

local economies, as older persons tended to consume more goods by local producers.  
As an outcome of the discussion, participants agreed that the introduction of a universal basic 

income may be too early for India, but it could be considered in the consolidation of existing 
social protection schemes.  For example, India could consider introducing a universal cash 

transfer to an easy-to-identify target group, such as women or older persons.  
 

D. Closing of the Symposium 
 
The Symposium was closed by Mr. Nagesh Kumar, Director, Social Development Division, who 
thanked all participants for their contributions and stated that the issues raised should be further 

discussed in other forum and its outcome circulated and made available to a wider audience.  
 

 
__________________________ 


