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Abolish the Poverty Line

N Krishnaji

There is no case whatsoever to 
construct a single poverty line 
based on a calorie or expenditure 
norm; all such lines are arbitrary 
and do not take into account 
the different dimensions of 
poverty. It is far better to focus on 
disaggregated information on a 
variety of parameters – education, 
housing, clothing, health, etc – 
which can give us unambiguous 
information about the different 
facets of poverty over the 
course of time.

The poverty line as corresponding 
to an attainable minimal bundle 
of goods and services for a nor-

mative subsistence level is at best a loose 
concept and non-operational except in a 
very crude sense. Since the question, who 
is to set the norms and how it has to be 
done cannot be answered to the satisfac-
tion of all, any poverty line referring to a 
minimal bundle has to be subjective and 
arbitrary. It is arbitrary, moreover, because 
in practice the normative minima are 
never clearly specifi ed; indeed it is diffi -
cult to do so even if we restrict ourselves 
to, say, food, clothing, shelter and access to 
education and healthcare. Consequently, 
all procedures to derive a poverty line 
are inevitably artifi cial, based on contro-
versial statistical manipulation. 

One such looks at the total household 
expenditure level at which a specifi ed 
calorie intake norm is satisfi ed in per 
capita terms; the expectation is that at 
that level other minima are also attained 
so that households with expenditures 
below that level may be regarded as 
poor. Other procedures relying wholly 
on expenditure data are equally artifi -
cial, bearing little relation to the differ-
ent dimensions of poverty. Another ele-
ment of arbitrariness arises when a base 
level poverty line is adjusted upwards to 
allow for increases in prices from year to 
year. It is not easy to construct price 
 indices for different classes of consumers. 
Given the near impossibility of making 
operational the concept of a minimum 
subsistence level, it is no wonder that the 
constructed poverty lines are subject to 
much criticism. 

However, the ensuing debates do not 
throw much light on the different dimen-
sions of poverty and trends in them, 
 concentrating as they do on statistical 
 aspects of the distributions of total con-
sumer expenditure. It is only recently 
that the crucial question of what and 
how much can Rs 25 or Rs 30 buy is 

 being raised. The Planning Commission 
has of course no answer to the question; 
instead it makes the claim that whatever 
poverty line one chooses the data exhib-
it a downward course in poverty. How-
ever, given the evidence of a declining 
trend in food intakes, the claim cannot 
be substantiated without further reference 
to how the poor are faring in housing, 
education, health and so on. The con-
sumer expenditure surveys do show that 
even for those at the bottom on the 
expenditure scale there is, for reasons 
not clearly understood so far, a declining 
trend in the proportion of food in the 
total expenditure. The survey data are 
not detailed enough to go beyond this 
tendency to investigate the living condi-
tions among the poor in a satisfactory way. 

‘Planning Commission 
Poverty Line’

Estimated numbers of the poor  derived 
from consumer expenditure data have 
necessarily to be arbitrary, depending 
wholly on who is setting up the so-called 
poverty line. One is reminded in this 
context of an astute observation made 
decades ago by Dharma Kumar. She said 
we never refer to the poor simply as the 
poor, but as “those below the poverty 
line”. Indeed there is a good case now for 
talking about a category of people “below 
the Planning Commission poverty line”. 
Part of the diffi culty arises from the 
aggregation of needed expenditures over 
different commodities. To explain: it is not 
feasible to specify minimum expenditures 
needed to ensure, for example, access to 
education or healthcare; however, even 
under the assumption that it is possible 
to do so and arrive at a corresponding 
poverty line as an aggregate minimum 
expenditure, it is diffi cult to say whether 
all households above the poverty line 
meet the minima for all the commodities. 
This is quite similar to the problem of 
specifying the cost of a recommended 
balance diet and using it to estimate the 
extent of mal nutrition: the diets of those 
who meet that cost can by no means be 
certifi ed as balanced ones without a 
disaggregated and precise detail about 
items of food consumed. (That diseases 
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such as diabetes arise from overeating and 
unbalanced diets is well documented.) 

It is clear that alternative approaches 
must be based on disaggregation of 
different kinds that can provide us 
una mbiguous information on the many 
facets of poverty and their course over 
time. Consider education for the purpose 
as an example. Statistics relating to edu-
cation are available aplenty. They cover 
enrolment ratios, dropout rates and more 
 recently mean levels of educational attain-
ment at various regional levels. These, 
along with literacy rates available from 
decennial population censuses,  allow us 
to map inter-regional variations in both 
levels and changes in unambiguously de-
fi ned characteristics of the status of edu-
cation. The relevant statistics are useful 
in monitoring trends in the deve lopment 

of education in readily identifi ed areas  
that are extremely backward in this 
respect, such as the districts of Adilabad 
and Mahboobnagar in Andhra Pradesh. 
Aggregation is not an issue in the analysis 
of education statistics. Moreover, educa-
tional status is well defi ned at the indi-
vidual level, unlike poverty. There are 
numerous studies based on small-scale 
surveys that tell us a great deal about 
the conditions that hinder access to 
education among the poor. 

Another useful type of classifi cation is 
by occupational category. We know that 
poverty of an enduring kind is endemic to 
manual labourer families both in  rural and 
urban areas. Contrasting the experience 
of this class with that of classes of culti-
vators or of other rural or urban classes 
throws light on aspects of increasing 

relative inequalities. While total expendi-
ture is unsuitable for a meaningful meas-
urement of absolute poverty, it can be 
safely used for comparisons among dif-
ferent classes at different points of time. 

We can discard the poverty line that 
arises from an obsession with the present-
ation of a single number as the poverty 
ratio. We can then replace it with com-
parative interregional studies of the im-
portant facets of poverty and inequality as 
they emerge now under the new economic 
regime. This can certainly lead to  better 
planning for the deployment of resources 
for  poverty alleviation programmes. 

Indeed, the sensible arguments some 
are now making in favour of a universal 
public distribution, and for free access to 
education and health hinge upon the 
abandonment of the poverty line.

On Some Contentious Issues 
of the New Poverty Line

G C Manna

Controversy continues to haunt 
the Tendulkar poverty line. It 
may be better if the poverty 
line is defi ned in terms of an 
“exogenously fi xed” monthly per 
capita expenditure.

1 Introduction 

There has been a growing concern on 
the estimates built on the offi cial 
poverty lines (PLs) which were 

originally derived for the base year 
(1973-74) based on calorie norms and 
suitably indexed by taking care of 
changes in the price level to derive PLs 
for the subsequent years. We have earlier 
demonstrated by analysing the National 
Sample Survey (NSS) data of household 
consumer expenditure for two alterna-
tive base years, viz, 1972-73 and 1971-72 
based on much larger sample sizes1 that 
base year PL was rather underestimated 
(Manna 2007). And the same must have 
led to underestimation of PLs as well as 
headcount ratios (HCRs) offi cially made 
available for the subsequent years till 
2004-05 based on the earlier methodo-
logy.2 This fact of underestimation of PL 
and HCR as per the earlier methodology 
is also supported by our fresh analysis 
based on the NSS 61st round (2004-05) 
data set of household consumer expendi-
ture, which results in the PLs and HCRs 

much higher than the corresponding 
 offi cial estimates released for 2004-05 
(Manna et al 2009).

In the recent years many discussions 
have taken place about the need to 
redefi ne the PL. The major arguments in 
favour of the same3 include (a) change in 
the consumption behaviour since 1973-74 
breaking the original link with calories, 
(b) the crude price adjustment  levels, 
(c) the need to raise the PL so as to refl ect 
rising income levels, and (d) inadequacy 
of the calorie norm criterion alone to 
defi ne the PL. In view of the above, the 
Planning Commission set up the Suresh 
D Tendulkar group to review the methodo-
logy for estimation of poverty and which 
recommended changes in the existing 
procedures of offi cial estimates of poverty. 
We shall briefl y discuss in Section 2 some 
of the salient features of the methodo-
logy of the new PL proposed by the 
expert group and raise some contentious 
issues. While defi ning the new PL, the 
expert group “moves away” from an-
choring the poverty line to a calorie 
intake norm (Expert Group 2009). How-
ever, while suggesting the new PL, it 
observes that for those near the proposed 
new PL in urban areas, “actual observed 
calorie intake from (the) 61st round of 
NSS is 1,776 calories per capita” which is 
“very close to the revised calorie intake 
norm of 1,770 per capita per day currently 
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