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From the Realm of Necessity to the Realm

of Freedom : A Study of Women Farmers under

Kudumbashree Collective Farming in Kerala

N.Shanmughom Pillai

Introducing New Book

Jayamehtha & Vineeth Tiwari, (Joshi-Adhikari Institute of Social Studies)
Aakar Books, Pages 274 Price : 695

This book spanning across 7 chapters constitutes a study of Women Farmers under Kudumbashree
Collective Farming in the five sample districts of Kerala viz, Kollam, Alappuzha, Idukki, Malappuram and
Kannur conducted by the Joshi - Adhikari Institute of Social Studies, New Delhi. The book also gives an
account of the oppressive caste hierarchy in Kerala, peasant struggles, evolution of land reforms laws etc.

In collective farming the big problem was to get land for cultivation. ‘Lease Land Farming’ (LLF)
programme renamed as collective farming began in 2002. The farming groups were reorganised into Joint
Liability Groups (JLGs). As on 31st March 2019 there were more than 74,000 registered JLGs cultivating
57,300 hectares of land in the state.

The study was conducted through three Questionnaires and was canvassed among 430 members of
66 selected JLGs. The JLG members belonged to BPL and APL families. The members covered all
communities, general, minority SC and ST. There were homogenous JLGs and mixed JLGs in terms of religion,
communities and BPL/ APL status. Majority of the women who joined the programme belonged to the existing
agrarian work force. They were either cultivators or agricultural labourers or wage workers in MGNREGS.
Altogether 113 women reported their occupation as cultivation, 213 as agricultural wage labourers and 44
as MGNREGS workers. A few were engaged in office work in Kudumbashree network. The number of women
in family cultivation was 264, having more than 20 cents of farm land, 165 women families owned less
than 20 cents. Out of 430 JLG members  6 were in the age group of 20 - 25, 66 in 26 - 35, 166 in 36 - 45,
147 in 46 - 55 and 45 in the above 56 age group and 321 of 430 were nuclear families and 109 were others.

Of 430 women, 65 were living without their husbands, most of them widows and a few were single.
In 234 cases husbands were engaged either as agricultural labourers or as cultivators. Among 430 members,
15 were in the income group of 5,000 per annum, 66 in 5,001 to 12,000, 116 in 12,001 to 24,000, 103 in
24,001 to 36,000, 37 in 36,001 to 48,000, 44 in 48,001 to 1,00,000 and 11 in 1,00,000. The poverty line
was in the range of Rs. 3,000 to 4,000 per capita per month. Seventy per cent of JLG members in the sample
belonged to BPL category, 20% of JLG members were in poverty with income less than 1,000 rupees per
capita per month. They belonged to the lowest 10% of population of Kerala.

Among the 66 JLGs in the sample, 40 JLGs got training under the Mahila Kissan Shashaktikaran
Pariyojana (MKSP). Fifteen out of 66 JLGs got free or subsidised inputs from Krishi Bhavan. Farmers
Facilitation Centres (FFCs) helped poor farmers to use machines in farming on payment of rent. JLGs also
received marketing support from CDS which held weekly and monthly market. Civil Supplies Corporation
and VFPCK introduced direct marketing. JLGs were encouraged to go for food processing to make value
addition like rice flaks, chips etc. Kudumbhashree has also signed an MOU with Amazon India, an online
trading company for marketing, 67 products are being marketed through them.
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Out of the profit made 60% went to members who worked, 20% to those who contributed resources
and the remaining 20% was kept for further cultivation.  From the 63 JLGs in four districts, net income was
0 - 20,000 (10), 20,000 - 50,000 (18), 5,0001 - 1,00,000 (13), 2,00,000 (12) 4,00,000 (6) above 4 lakh (4)
per annum.

Out of 359 individuals, Rs. 20,000 and above was for 77, Rs.50,000 and above  for 35 and for all
others were less than Rs.20,000 per annum was the return for contributing labour / resources. But the gains
were beyond material gains in the form of group solidarity and confidence, participation in rebuild Kerala,
rescue operations of flood victims and so on. Micro Finance, Micro Enterprises and participation in planning
process were the other gains.

Political parties across the state have identified Kudumbhashree as a potential political force. In the
local body elections of 2010/2015 Kudumbhashree women contested and won 52 and 54% of the seats
respectively.

The agrarian crisis in India is deep rooted and continues unresolved. Total land is limited and is rapidly
getting transferred to non agricultural uses. Numerous households were either landless or have very small
holdings. There should be a moratorium on land transfer to non agricultural use. The Land Reform programmes
should be reviewed on the basis of agricultural performance after the reform. Small holdings should be pooled
together into optimal sized cooperative or collective farms. The cooperative farms formed need to be federated
at village, district, state and national level. The landless households can form labour collectives. Formation
of cooperatives of landless agricultural farmers is a difficult task unlike in socilalistic countries.
Kudumbhashree offers an alternative model. Like land pooling, women workers can pool their labour also.
The state has a pivotal role in resolving the agrarian crisis.

The study convinces us that empowering women through Kudumbhashree project can augment
agricultural production and ensure sustainability of Kerala agriculture. This example can be emulated by
other states in India also. The book is a must read for those concerned with the agrarian crisis in our country.

***     ****     ****     ***
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Les Extraordinaires

Saurav Kumar Rai

Introducing New Book

Arundhati Roy, Mother Mary Comes to Me,
Penguin Random House, Gurugram, 2025, x + 374 pages, Rs. 899/-

The present book offers a biographical account of Mary Roy, the fiery reformer from Kerala who
came to national prominence after winning a landmark Supreme Court case in 1986. Her legal victory
overturned the inheritance laws within the Syrian Christian community of Kerala, thereby ensuring equal
property rights for women alongside their male siblings. Beyond her role as a crusader for justice, Mary
Roy was also the revered founder-director of Pallikoodam (formerly Corpus Christi High School)
in Kalathilpady, a suburb of Kottayam. This biography has been written by her daughter, the
internationally acclaimed author Arundhati Roy.Incidentally, for Arundhati Roy, passing of her mother
was not just a personal loss as daughter, rather she also mourned her as a writer losing her most enthralling
subject (p. 8).

The book begins with Mary Roy moving out of her marriage leaving behind her alcoholic husband,
‘the nothing man’, who worked as an assistant manager on a remote tea estate in Assam. She travelled all
the way from Assam to Calcutta to Ootacamund - a small hill station in the state of Tamil Nadu, before
finally settling down in Ayemenem in Kottayam, her native place in Kerala. It was in Ootacamund that
Mary Roy’s tryst with educating children first began - an endeavor that soon transformed into her lifelong
vocation. This journey ultimately culminated in the establishment of a boarding school in Kottayam,
Pallikoodam (literally, “school”), whose campus was exquisitely designed by the renowned British-born
Indian architect Laurie Baker. Alongside her pioneering work in education, Mary Roy also became
embroiled in a protracted family dispute with her brother G. Isaac - a conflict that eventually led to the
historic abolition of the Travancore Christian Succession Act.

As Mary Roy’s story unfolds, the complexities of her relationship with her daughter also come to
the fore. Mary seemed to be perpetually at war, often for no clear reason, with her children, especially
her daughter. The following passage from the book catches the essence of their relationship. ‘Mrs. Roy’,
writes Arundhati, ‘taught me how to think, then raged against my thoughts. She taught me to be free and
raged against my freedom. She taught me to write and resented the author I became’ (p. 88).

Interestingly, as the reader moves through the book, it gradually shifts from being a biography of
Mary Roy to becoming, in many ways, an autobiographical account of the author herself. This reminds
me of an interesting anecdote. B.R. Nanda, the acclaimed biographer of Mahatma Gandhi, was called on
by Jawaharlal Nehru in 1959 to write a biography of his father Motilal Nehru, a task Nanda graciously
accepted. After two years of work, the manuscript was ready in 1961. Upon reading it, Jawaharlal Nehru
remarked, ‘Nanda, I figure too much in your book, don’t I?’ To this, Nanda wittily replied, ‘You figure
too much in the book because you figured too much in your father’s life.’ Perhaps the same can be said
of the Roys. Mary and Arundhati figured too much in each other’s lives, and inevitably, in each other’s
stories.
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In fact, after the first hundred pages or so, the book begins to trace primarily the personal life journey
of Arundhati Roy, with Mary Roy receding to the background and surfacing only occasionally. The narrative
moves through Arundhati’s graduation years at the Delhi School of Planning and Architecture, her
‘dangerous’ encounters with life as an ‘unprotected child,’ her tryst with filmmaking, the experiences of
unwanted pregnancy and abortion, her ventures in scriptwriting, the Booker Prize, her activism, and the
consequent court cases - all presented in a chronological sequence. It is only towards the concluding
chapters that Mary Roy regains centrality.

What is particularly striking in this book is the way it delineates the ‘extraordinary-ness’ of both
Mary Roy and her daughter Arundhati. Their lives, as portrayed here, are marked by extraordinary suffering
as well as extraordinary resilience. Yet it is precisely this quality that, at times, prevents the reader from
fully identifying with their struggles and triumphs. The narrative contrasts sharply with the Nobel laureate
Annie Ernaux’s biographical account of her mother in A Woman’s Story (1988). Reading Ernaux on her
mother, Blanche Duchesne, one often experiences moments of uncanny recognition, as if inhabiting one’s
own story. Such a feeling of déjà vu may elude the average reader of the present book.

Nonetheless, this book is a welcome addition in the genre of memoirs-cum-biographical account.
After all, as Ernaux’s work reminds us, writing about memory is not merely a psychological function; it
is also a political act.

***     ****     ****     ***
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Property Tax Compliance: Investigating

the Roles of Motivation, Reluctance, and

Perception of Property Tax Payers

Jayasree. G.

The objective of this study is to examine the property taxpayers’ perceptions and their impact
on tax compliance within Vembayam Grama Panchayat in Thiruvananthapuram District,
Kerala. Using a descriptive research design, data from 54 respondents were analysed to
identify key factors influencing tax compliance. The findings reveal low tax awareness as a
significant barrier, alongside dissatisfaction with penalty structures, and collection systems.
Despite these challenges, a positive perception of tax systems enhances voluntary compliance.
The study highlights the importance of taxpayer education, improved transparency, and
streamlined collection mechanisms to boost compliance.

Keywords: Property tax, tax compliance, awareness, perception

Intr oduction

Property tax is a tax that an owner of property is liable to pay on the value of property being taxed
(Selvi S. and S. Jaisurya). Globally, it serves as a primary source of locally generated revenue and is widely
regarded as a cornerstone for local government developmental initiatives, particularly in infrastructure
financing and development (Ankeli et al., 2021). Locally generated revenue refers to income collected by a
local authority under regional regulations and applicable laws (Kholis et al., 2020). However, many regional
governments fail to fully optimize these revenue sources, resulting in their inability to meet established targets
(Kholis et al., 2020).

In Kerala, property tax has been assessed based on the plinth area since 2011, whereas prior to that,
it was assessed based on the annual rental value and it is  collected by local self-governments (as per the
Kerala Panchayat Raj Act, 1994), forming a crucial part of their Own Source Revenue (OSR). The process
of administering property tax includes identifying taxable properties, evaluating their value, setting the
applicable tax rate, and collecting the required amount.

Local self-governments in Kerala are categorized into two types: urban and rural. Urban local self-
governments include municipalities and municipal corporations, while rural governance operates through a
three-tier panchayat system comprising Grama Panchayats (GPs), Block Panchayats (BPs), and District
Panchayats (DPs). Despite the importance of OSR, the majority of Grama Panchayats, municipalities, and
municipal corporations have given it very low priority (Prakash, 2020). This study focuses on Grama
Panchayats, as they constitute a significant proportion of Kerala’s total local self-governments. Out of 1,200
local self-governments in the state, 941 are Grama Panchayats (State Finance Commission, 2015).

Property tax is one of the largest sources of tax revenue for Grama Panchayats. However, it also accounts
for the highest share of arrears (Prakash, 2020). The composition of tax arrears in Kerala reveals that property
tax accounted for 55% of total tax arrears in 2011-12. Alarmingly, this share increased significantly by 2014-
15, with property tax arrears comprising 92% of total arrears (Prakash, 2020). The main challenges in property
tax mobilization stem from delays in taxpayer payments and inefficiencies in tax collection by officials
(Anithakumary & Sebastian, 2016). These delays are primarily due to limited awareness, financial constraints,
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tax evasion, and negligence of property tax payers (Kholis et al., 2020). In this context, the study aims to
examine the issue from the taxpayers’ perspective - specifically, why they are reluctant to the timely payment
of property tax? and how well they understand the importance of property tax and What key factors influence
property taxpayers’ compliance ?By delving into these aspects, the article hopes to gain insights into improving
the efficiency of property tax collection and enhancing community participation in local governance

Review of related Literature

Various studies have explored the factors influencing tax compliance, focusing on awareness, perception,
administrative efficiency, and governance. Adimasu and Daare (2017) examined tax compliance in Ethiopia,
identifying limited awareness, financial constraints, complex tax systems, and mistrust in government spending
as key barriers. They recommended awareness programmes, simplified procedures, and transparent revenue
utilization. Similarly, studies by Kholis et al. (2020) and Mubarok et al. (2019) emphasized the role of taxpayer
awareness in influencing compliance, with the former highlighting governance as a moderating factor and
the latter noting the impact of tax sanctions in Palembang. Ginting (2022) reinforced these findings by
demonstrating that taxpayer knowledge and awareness directly impact compliance with the Land and Building
Tax (PBB) in Bandung Regency, recommending improved tax education and socialization efforts.

Other research has focused on property tax compliance, particularly its relationship with fairness,
transparency, and service quality. Selvi and Jaisurya (2022) analyzed Bangalore’s Self-Assessment Scheme
(SAS), revealing regional disparities in tax awareness, satisfaction, and compliance, advocating for stable
tax laws and responsive grievance mechanisms. Ankeli et al. (2021) and Ali et al. emphasized the role of
public awareness in expanding tax coverage and enhancing transparency in property valuation. They
highlighted non-compliance due to corruption, poor infrastructure, and high rates, recommending visible
infrastructure projects and taxpayer education to rebuild trust. Rahayu et al. (2017) further underscored the
importance of understanding tax regulations, showing that knowledge directly influences compliance but
that awareness alone does not mediate this relationship.

Despite extensive research on tax compliance, studies specific to Kerala remain limited. The existing
literature lacks an in-depth analysis of taxpayer awareness, compliance behaviour, and the effectiveness of
property tax administration in Kerala’s unique socio-economic and governance context. Further research is
needed to assess taxpayer attitudes, administrative transparency, and the role of local governance in improving
compliance within the state.

Objectives

The objectives of the study are: to assess the property tax awareness of taxpayers, to understand their
reluctance towards timely payment of property tax, and to examine how their perceptions influence tax
compliance decisions.

Research Methodology

Primary data was the main source of the study, which was collected through a structured questionnaire.
The targeted population of this study is the property tax payers of Vembayam GP in Thiruvananthapuram
District of Kerala. Empirical data were collected from 60 taxpayers selected through a simple random sampling
method to ensure diverse representation. Of the 60 distributed questionnaires, 54 were completed and returned,
resulting in a response rate of approximately 90%, indicating strong participation. After collection, the
responses were reviewed for completeness and accuracy. The data were analyzed using descriptive research
techniques to derive meaningful insights. The study used statistical tools such as percentage, mean, and
standard deviation for data analysis.

Property Tax Compliance: Analysis Based on Field Survey

The data analysis and interpretation section provides a comprehensive examination of the demographic
characteristics of property taxpayers in Vembayam Grama Panchayat (GP) and their perceptions regarding



- 3 -

property tax compliance. This analysis is based on primary data collected from 54 respondents through a
structured questionnaire. The demographic profile includes key variables such as gender, age, educational
qualification, employment status, and economic status. Understanding these factors is crucial for identifying
the motivations, reluctance, and perceptions influencing property tax payment behaviour. The following section
presents a detailed analysis of the collected data to draw meaningful insights and better understand taxpayer
attitudes and compliance patterns.

Demographic Details of the Respondent

To gain a clear understanding of the sample, it is essential to consider the demographic characteristics
of the respondents, including gender, age, educational level, and economic status.

Table No.1: Demographic Profile of the Taxpayers

Sl.No. Particulars No.of Percentage
respondents

1 Gender Male 14        25.93

Female 40        74.07

2 Age Below 30 0              -

30-40 13        24.07

40-50 22        40.74

Above 50 19        35.19

3 Educational qualification Primary Education 8        14.81

Secondary Education 19        35.19

Degree/Diploma 18        33.33

Masters Degree 9        16.67

Above MA 0              -

4 Employment Status Employed 11        20.37

Self Employed 7        12.96

Retired 4          7.41

Unemployed 32        59.26

5 Economic Status BPL 16        29.63

APL 38        70.37

Source : Field survey

The survey findings reveal that the majority of respondents (74.07 percent) are women with most
falling in the 40-50 age group (40.74 percent), followed by those above 50 (35.19 percent). Regarding
education, the largest proportion has completed secondary education (35.19 percent), while 33.33 percent
hold a degree or diploma, and only 16.67 percent have a master’s degree. Employment status indicates that
a significant portion (59.26 percent) is unemployed, with only 20.37 percent employed and 12.96 percent
self-employed. In terms of economic status, 70.37 percent of respondents belong to the Above Poverty Line
(APL) category, while 29.63 percent are Below Poverty Line (BPL).

Dynamics of Property Tax Compliance

The factors driving the motivation, reluctance, and perceptions of property taxpayers regarding payment
are analysed in detail as under.
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Motivations behind property tax compliance

A solid understanding of tax law is essential for fostering positive attitudes towards taxation, ie taxpayers
should possess clear knowledge about the taxes they are required to pay. Eriksen and Fallan (1996) emphasize
that knowledge about tax law is assumed to be important for tax compliance and attitudes towards taxation.
To assess the awareness of respondents paying property tax and to explore the motivations behind their
willingness to pay, five carefully crafted statements were presented to the respondents to gauge their attitudes
towards these propositions. This approach provided valuable insights into the relationship between tax
knowledge and taxpayer behaviour.

Table No.2 : Property tax payers Motivation  for Paying Tax

Variables SD D N A SA Mean SD

Considered it as a social 8 36 7 2 1 2.11 0.76
Responsibility (14.81) (66.67) (12.96) (3.70) (1.85)

To get public Facility 1 4 10 12 27 4.11 1.07
(1.85) (7.41) (18.52) (22.22) (50.00)

For the smooth functioning 13 30 8 2 1 2.04 0.84
of the Gram Panchayat (24.07) (55.56) (14.81) (3.70 ) (1.85)

To avoid Penalty 0 0 1 26 27 4.48 0.54
(0 ) (0) (1.85) (48.15) (50)

No opportunity to evade 0 0 3 29 22 4.35 0.58
(0) (0) (5.56) (53.70) (40.74)

Source :Field survey

To identify the motive behind the payment of property tax, five statements were presented using a
five-point scale method. Based on the mean values of the responses, positive attitudes were noted towards
three statements, namely, “To avoid penalty” (98%), “No opportunity to evade” (94%), and “To get public
facilities” (72%). However, negative responses emerged for the remaining two statements: “Considered it
as a social responsibility” (81%) and “For the smooth functioning of the Gram Panchayat (GP)” (80%).
These findings highlight a lack of clarity among property taxpayers regarding the purpose of paying property
tax. Property tax is the largest source of revenue for GPs in Kerala. A significant portion of arrears arises
from the non-payment of property tax, primarily due to taxpayers’ lack of motivation to pay.. To address
this, officials and elected representatives in each Panchayat must take proactive steps to educate taxpayers
and improve their understanding of property tax obligations.

Reluctance of property tax payers’ towards timely payment

Timely property tax payment is essential for the financial stability of local governments, yet many
taxpayers exhibit reluctance in fulfilling their obligations. Several factors contribute to this delay, including
negligence, lack of awareness regarding due dates, inefficiencies in the collection system, and perceived
high tax rates.(Adimasu & Darre, 2017) In this context the article tries to find the reasons behind the reluctance
of property tax payment. Five statements were   put forward to the respondents to understand the hindering
factors of timely payment of property tax.
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Table No.3: Property Tax payers reluctance towards timely payment

SD D N A SA Mean SD

Lack of ability to pay 31 11 5 7 0 1.78 1.07
at that time (57.41) (20.37) (9.26) (12.96)

Not knowing the due date 0 0 0 12 42 4.78 0.42
(22.22) (77.78)

High tax rate 39 12 3 0 0 1.33 0.58
(72.22) (22.22) (5.56)

Poor and tiresome 0 0 2 13 39 4.69 0.54
collection system (3.70) (24.07) (72.22)

Intentional 41 13 0 0 0 1.24 0.43
(75.93) (24.07)

Negligence about 0 0 0 8 46 4.85 0.36
payment (14.81) (85.19)

Source :Field survey

Table No.3 presents the responses of respondents to the question, “Why are they reluctant to pay
property tax on time?” Among the six statements provided, three stood out with the highest mean values:
Negligence about payment (mean = 4.85), Not knowing the due date (mean = 4.69), and Poor and tiresome
collection system (mean = 4.69). The findings reveal that all respondents admitted negligence in payment,
indicating that they give the least importance to it. Additionally, 78% of respondents strongly agreed that
they were unaware of the due date, while 72% expressed dissatisfaction with the poor and tiresome collection
system in the panchayat. These results highlight the need for the active involvement of officials and elected
representatives to improve the low level of property tax mobilization.

Perception and compliance of property tax payers’

The perception of property tax payers regarding the existing property tax system - its rates, penalty
rates, the efficiency of the collection system, and the utilization and disbursement of the collected amount
- varies significantly among individuals. These perceptions can influence taxpayer behaviour either positively
or negatively. Table (4) highlights the differences in opinions of property tax payers across various statements.
These opinions are measured using a five-point scale for greater accuracy and insight.

Table No.4 : Property Tax payers perception and compliance

SD D N A SA Mean SD

No complaint in existing 10 6 6 14 18 3.44 1.5
Property Tax system (18.52) (11.11) (11.11) (25.93) (33.33)

The current tax rate 18 14 9 11 2 2.35 2.29
is high (33.33) (25.93) (16.67) (20.37) (3.70)

The current penalty 9 13 3 22 7 3.09 1.81
rate is high (16.67) (24.07) (5.56) (40.74) (12.96)

Existing collection 14 15 13 8 4 2.5 2.07
system is efficient (25.93) (27.78) (24.07) (14.81) (7.41)

The tax collected by the Grama 18 15 8 7 6 2.41 1.36
panchayat is used effectively (33.33) (27.78) (14.81) (12.96)(11.11)
for community development

The GP ensures accountability in 22 20 6 4 2 1.96 1.26
its tax collection & its utilities (40.74) (37.04) (11.11) (7.41) (3.70)

Source :Field survey
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As shown in Table No. 4, six statements were presented to respondents to gather their feedback. Among
these, positive responses were observed for only two statements, which can be ranked based on their intensity
of agreement. The top two statements are: “No complaint in the existing property tax system” (mean = 3.44)
and “The current penalty rate is high” (mean = 3.09). Specifically, 59 per cent of respondents expressed no
complaints about the existing property tax system, while 6 per cent were neutral, and the remaining 30 per
cent had complaints. This latter group cited several malpractices in determining property taxes. Regarding
the penalty rate, opinions were divided: A total of 54 per cent considered it high, while 41 per cent reported
no issues.

For the negative responses, the remaining four statements can be ranked according to their level of
negative sentiment. These include: “The GP ensures accountability in its tax collection” (mean = 1.96), “The
current tax rate is high” (mean = 2.35), “The tax collected by the Grama Panchayat is used effectively for
community development” (mean = 2.41), and “The existing collection system is efficient” (mean = 2.5).
The statement with the highest negative response, regarding accountability in tax collection, saw 88% of
respondents asserting that there is no accountability or transparency in the collection and use of tax revenue.
Some respondents also mentioned that financial statements were not provided in their native language.
Regarding the tax rate (mean = 2.35), 59% of respondents felt the current rate was reasonable; however,
24% of those who had recently constructed buildings reported higher tax burdens compared to others. With
respect to developmental activities, 61% of respondents stated there were no visible improvements in the
Grama Panchayat’s infrastructure and that revenue was not efficiently utilized for development projects.
Finally, concerning the collection mechanism, 54% of respondents deemed the current system inefficient.
This inefficiency was reflected in the GP’s Annual Financial Statements (AFS) as arrears.

Conclusion

The analysis reveals significant gaps in taxpayers’ understanding and attitudes towards property tax,
emphasizing the urgent need for system improvements. Although many taxpayers recognize the importance
of avoiding penalties and the lack of opportunities to evade taxes, they show a limited sense of social
responsibility and awareness regarding the role of property taxes in public welfare and the smooth functioning
of Gram Panchayats (GPs). The findings highlight that the lack of clarity about the purpose and benefits of
property tax payments, coupled with systemic inefficiencies, contributes significantly to the accumulation
of arrears.

Key factors behind delayed property tax payments include negligence, unawareness of due dates, and
dissatisfaction with the cumbersome collection process. These findings suggest that practical barriers, rather
than financial constraints or intentional avoidance, are the main contributors to delayed payments. To address
these issues, GPs should adopt proactive strategies such as raising awareness through educational initiatives,
improving communication channels (e.g., WhatsApp groups), and modernizing the tax collection system.
By fostering greater awareness and streamlining the collection process, GPs can enhance compliance and
boost self-generated revenues, enabling more efficient local governance.

Finally, taxpayer perceptions of the current property tax system highlight mixed opinions about its
fairness, transparency, and effectiveness. While some respondents express no complaints about the system
and find the penalty rate reasonable, a significant proportion points to a lack of accountability, inefficiencies
in tax utilization, and malpractices in tax determination. Addressing these concerns through increased
transparency, better communication of financial statements in local languages, and visible developmental
outcomes funded by property tax revenues can foster trust and improve compliance. This comprehensive
approach will support the long-term sustainability and functionality of local governance systems.
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Nilambur By-Election Verdict: Interplay of Anti-Incumbency,

UDF Cohesion, and the Anvar Effect

Josukutty C.A.,
Deepak Krishnakumar & Mahi R .

Often regarded as the semi-final ahead of the 2026 Kerala Assembly elections, the 2025
Nilambur by-election offered critical insights into emerging political trends and voter
sentiments in the state. This paper analyzes the 2025 Nilambur by-election in Kerala using
a convergent mixed methods approach, combining quantitative data from 773 survey
respondents with qualitative insights drawn from 18 in-depth interviews with key stakeholders
to investigate the factors shaping voter behaviour. The findings revealed widespread
dissatisfaction with the performance of the Second Pinarayi Government, particularly on
issues such as human-wild animal conflict, corruption, and welfare delivery. The paper argues
that the UDF’s victory was shaped by three interlinked factors: widespread anti-incumbency
sentiment against the Second Pinarayi Government, the cohesive electoral partnership among
the UDF partners especially between the Congress and the IUML, and the “Anvar effect,”
which reshaped the vote share of both the LDF and the UDF.

Keywords : Anti-incumbency sentiment, convergent mixed methods approach, logistical challenges, Anwar
effect, human-wild animal conflict

Intr oduction

The 2025 Nilambur by-election was necessitated by the resignation of independent MLA P.V. Anvar,
following a political fallout with the LDF government. Once aligned with the Left, Anvar severed ties after
mounting tensions with the ruling dispensation and re-entered the fray as an independent candidate (The
New Indian Express, 2025b, 2025c). The contest, however, was primarily a direct fight between the United
Democratic Front (UDF) and the Left Democratic Front (LDF), with Anvar’s presence significantly altering
the electoral dynamics. Ultimately, UDF candidate Aryadan Shoukath emerged victorious with 77,737 votes
(44.17%), defeating LDF’s M. Swaraj by a margin of 11,077 votes (Election Commission of India-ECI, 2025).
Table 1 presents a breakdown of the percentage of votes secured by each party or candidate, offering valuable
insights into voter preferences and the distribution of support among the contestants.

Table 1: Percentage of Votes Secured by Major Parties/ Candidates in the
Nilambur By-Election (2025)

Party/Candidate Votes (%)

UDF 44.17

LDF 37.88

PV Anvar 11.23

BJP 4.91

Source: (ECI,2025)
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This article examines the UDF’s victory in the 2025 Nilambur by-election, arguing that it was the
product of a convergence of three interrelated factors: pervasive anti-incumbency sentiment against the Second
Pinarayi Government, unprecedented unity between the Congress and theIndian Union Muslim League
(IUML), and the “Anvar effect.” Anti-incumbency was driven by widespread dissatisfaction over governance
failures, particularly the state’s inability to effectively address the human–wild animal conflict, alongside
concerns about corruption and perceived inefficiencies in welfare delivery. This discontent created fertile
ground for the opposition, and in this election, the Congress–IUML alliance capitalised on it by overcoming
historical differences and presenting a visibly united front to the electorate. The “Anvar effect” further
intensified anti-incumbency against the LDF, but by attracting a portion of the anti-LDF vote that might
otherwise have gone to the UDF, it simultaneously constrained the coalition’s winning margin. Together,
these dynamics not only shaped voter alignments but also redefined the contours of the electoral contest in
Nilambur.

The analysis is structured across four sections. The first section outlines the study’s convergent mixed
methods approach, integrating systematic survey data with in-depth interviews to build a comprehensive
understanding of voter behaviour. The second section examines public perceptions of governance performance,
focusing on pressing local issues such as the human–wild animal conflict, corruption, inflation, unemployment,
and welfare delivery, while also evaluating the credibility and appeal of contesting candidates and exploring
religion- and caste-based voting patterns. The third section analyses how anti-incumbency, Congress–IUML
unity, and the “Anvar effect” interacted to shape the outcome.The concluding section distils the Nilambur
verdict into strategic takeaways for the UDF, LDF, and BJP, highlighting how the convergence of anti-
incumbency sentiment, unprecedented cohesion among the  UDF, and the “Anvar effect” can reshape electoral
outcomes in Kerala’s bipolar political landscape ahead of the 2026 Assembly elections.

Methodology

The study employed a convergent mixed methods approach, integrating both quantitative and qualitative
data collection and analysis simultaneously. The quantitative component involved administering a closed-
ended questionnaire to respondents selected using systematic random sampling.In Nilambur, the study aimed
to survey a total of 800 respondents, targeting 20 individuals from each of the 40 randomly selected booths.
However, the final sample comprised 773 respondents covering 40 booths across 7 panchayats and 1
municipality.

Practical constraints, such as non-responsiveness, unavailability of individuals during the data collection
period, and logistical challenges in accessing certain areas, explained the shortfall in achieving the intended
sample size. Data collection was conducted through direct interviews by trained investigators to ensure
reliability and consistency in responses. Participants provided informed consent, and data confidentiality
was ensured throughout the study. The survey data were systematically analysed using Microsoft Excel,
utilising descriptive statistics such as percentages and cross-tabulations to identify voting patterns and voter
concerns.

To complement the quantitative findings, the study incorporated a qualitative component through 18
in-depth interviews with a diverse group of stakeholders, including local political leaders and campaign
associates, grassroots party workers, community leaders, and socially diverse voters. These interviews were
thematically analysed using manual coding, guided by four predefined categories that were developed in
line with the study’s research questions and survey structure. The predefined categories were: anti-incumbency
sentiment, candidate credibility and appeal, local issue salience, and the impact of PV Anvar’s independent
candidacy. These categories provided a consistent coding framework to organise qualitative responses and
ensure analytical reliability.This structured approach enabled the qualitative component to effectively
complement the quantitative data, offering deeper insights into the socio-political and economic factors
influencing voter behaviour in the 2025 Nilambur by-election.
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Electoral History of Nilambur Constituency

The electoral history of Nilambur from 1965 to 2025 reflected a dynamic and competitive political
landscape marked by alternating dominance between the LDF and the UDF. Notably, the LDF had on several
occasions supported independent candidates in Nilambur, particularly when such candidates enjoyed strong
local support or were perceived to have greater electoral viability than traditional party nominees. In the
initial decades, the constituency witnessed a back-and-forth between the two major alliances, with the LDF
winning in 1965, 1967, 1980 (including a by-election), and 1982, while the UDF secured victories in 1970
and 1977 (CEO Kerala, 2025; ECI, 2018b, 2018c, 2018d, 2018e, 2018f, 2018g). From 1987 to 2011, the
UDF maintained its dominance under the leadership of Aryadan Muhammed, although its victory margins
steadily declined - from 15.44% in 2001 to just 4.11% in 2011 (ECI, 2018h, 2018i, 2018j, 2018k, 2018l,
2018m). The political tide shifted in 2016 and 2021 when independent candidate P.V. Anvar, backed by the
LDF, won the seat, marking a departure from traditional party dominance (ECI, 2018a, 2021). In 2025, the
UDF regained the constituency, with Aryadan Shoukath securing a 6.29% margin over the LDF (ECI, 2025).
Table 2 presents a detailed overview of the previous five election results in Nilambur, offering valuable
insights into the shifting voter preferences and electoral dynamics in the constituency.

Table 2: Electoral History of Nilambur since 2001

Category  (2001)  (2006) (2011) (2016)  (2021)  (2025)

Winner UDF UDF UDF IND IND UDF

Runner-Up IND LDF IND UDF UDF LDF

Winning Margin (%) 15.44 11.10 4.11 7.08 1.56 6.29

Source: (ECI, 2018a, 2018k, 2018l, 2018m, 2021, 2025)

Key Factors and Voting Patterns in Nilambur Constituency

This section examines the key factors that shaped the outcome of the 2025 Nilambur by-election,
focusing on how voter perceptions of governance, local grievances, candidate appeal, and third-party
interventions influenced electoral behaviour. It analyses the electorate’s dissatisfaction with the performance
of the Second Pinarayi Government, particularly in relation to pressing issues such as human-wild animal
conflict, corruption, and uneven welfare delivery. The section also evaluates the credibility of candidates
and the impact of PV Anvar’s independent candidature.Demographic voting patterns, including religious
and caste-based preferences, are explored to uncover deeper shifts in voter alignments.

Figure 1: Performance of the Second Pinarayi Government

Source: (Survey Research Centre-SRC, 2025)
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The bar graph (Figure 1) presents a consolidated view of public opinion on the performance of the
Second Pinarayi Government. Overall, 41.01% of respondents expressed satisfaction - combining those who
had rated the government as “Good” (33.12%) and “Very Good” (7.89%). In contrast, a significantly larger
segment, 57.70%, expressed dissatisfaction, which included ratings of “Average” (23.29%), “Bad” (22.25%),
and “Very Bad” (12.16%). Only a small minority (1.29%) had reported no opinion.

Table 3: Performance of the Former MLA  PV Anvar

Performance of the Former MLA  PV Anvar Percentage (%)

Satisfied 45.80

Not Satisfied 35.96

Somewhat Satisfied 18.24

Total 100.00

Source: (SRC, 2025)

Table 3 presents public opinion on the performance of the former MLA PV Anvar. A plurality of
respondents, 45.80%, expressed satisfaction with Anvar’s performance, indicating a relatively strong approval
base. Meanwhile, 35.96% reported being not satisfied, reflecting a significant level of discontent. Additionally,
18.24% of respondents were somewhat satisfied, suggesting a segment with mixed or moderate views.

Table 4: Key Issues in the By-Election

Key Issues in the By-Election Percentage (%)

Unemployment 11.13

Inflation 27.43

Corruption 19.92

Human-Wild animal Conflict 37.13

Others 4.40

Total 100.00

Source: (SRC, 2025)

Table 4 highlights the key issues that shaped voter concerns in the by-election. The most pressing
issue, according to respondents, was human-wildanimal conflict, cited by 37.13% of voters - a reflection of
the growing tensions between local communities and wildlife in affected areas. Inflation emerged as the
second-most important concern at 27.43%, indicating the impact of rising prices on household economies.
Corruption was identified by 19.92% of respondents, signalling ongoing dissatisfaction with governance
and transparency. Unemployment, though significant, was mentioned by only 11.13%, while a small portion
(4.40%) cited other issues.

Table 5: Responsibility for Livelihood Issues

Responsibility for the Livelihood Issues Percentage (%)

State Government 30.92

Central Government 28.85

Both 36.48

Others 3.75

Total 100.00

Source: (SRC, 2025)
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Table 5 presents public perceptions of responsibility for livelihood issues. A plurality of respondents
(36.48%) believed that both the State and Central Governments shared responsibility, indicating a widely
held view that addressing livelihood concerns required coordinated action from multiple levels of governance.
Meanwhile, 30.92% placed the onus primarily on the State Government, while 28.85% held the Central
Government accountable. A small minority (3.75%) attributed responsibility to other entities, which may
have included local bodies or external factors.

Table 6: Timely Delivery of Government Benefits

Timely Delivery of Government Benefits Percentage (%)

Yes 53.04

No 46.96

Total 100.00

Source: (SRC, 2025)

Table 6 presents public opinion on the timely delivery of government benefits. A slight majority -
53.04% - of respondents believed that the benefits were delivered on time, suggesting a moderate level of
satisfaction with the government’s administrative efficiency. However, a significant 46.96% disagreed,
indicating nearly equal concern about delays or inconsistencies in the delivery system.

Figure 2: Allegations of Corruption against the Kerala Government

Source: (SRC, 2025)

The bar graph (Figure 2) illustrates public perception regarding allegations of corruption against the
Kerala Government. A significant share of respondents - 47.61% - believed the allegations to be true, reflecting
widespread suspicion or a loss of trust in the government’s integrity. In contrast, 33.12% considered the
allegations false, indicating a notable level of confidence in the government’s stance or denial. Meanwhile,
19.28% of respondents expressed no opinion, suggesting either a lack of information or a reluctance to take
a definitive stance.
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Table 7: Policies of State Government to Prevent Human-Wild Animal Conflict

Policies of State Government to Prevent Percentage (%)
Human-Wild Animal Conflict

Effective 13.71

Not Effective 60.03

Somewhat Effective 23.93

No Opinion 2.33

Total 100.00

Source: (SRC, 2025)

Table 7 presents public opinion on the effectiveness of the state government’s policies in addressing
human-wild animal conflict. A clear majority - 60.03% - rated the policies as not effective, indicating
widespread dissatisfaction with current government measures. Meanwhile, 23.93% found the policies to be
somewhat effective, suggesting partial or limited success in addressing the issue. Only 13.71% of respondents
viewed the policies as effective, reflecting a low level of confidence in the government’s handling of the
conflict. Additionally, 2.33% had no opinion, possibly due to lack of awareness or engagement with the
issue.

Table 8: PV Anvar ’s Political stances

PV Anvar ’s Political Stances Percentage (%)

True 50.58

False 49.42

Total 100.00

Source: (SRC, 2025)

Table 8 reflects public opinion on the credibility of PV Anvar’s political stances. The responses were
almost evenly split, with 50.58% of respondents believing his political stances to be true, while 49.42%
considered them false. This near-equal division highlighted a deeply polarised perception among the electorate,
suggesting that P.V. Anvar remained a controversial or contested figure.

Table 9: Front Af fected by PV Anvar ’s Candidature

Front Af fected by PV Anvar ’s Candidature Percentage (%)

LDF 59.77

UDF 38.16

BJP 2.07

Total 100.00

Source: (SRC, 2025)

Table 9 shows public perception of the political front most affected by P.V. Anvar’s candidature.A
majority of respondents (59.77%) believed that the LDF had been negatively impacted, suggesting that Anvar’s
candidacy may have undermined the alliance’s electoral prospects, likely due to controversies or a loss of
credibility. In contrast, 38.16% felt that the UDF had been affected, indicating that Anvar’s presence may
have also influenced voter calculations in the opposition ranks, possibly by fragmenting votes or altering
campaign dynamics. Only 2.07% of respondents believed that the BJP had been affected, suggesting minimal
influence on its support base.
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Figure 3: Best Candidate

Source: (SRC, 2025)

The bar graph (Figure 3) illustrates public opinion on the best candidate in the by-election. Aryadan
Shoukath received the highest support, with 44.37% of respondents identifying him as the best candidate,
suggesting a strong personal and political appeal. He was closely followed by M Swaraj, who secured 37.52%,
indicating a competitive race between the two leading contenders. PV Anvar, despite his previous visibility,
was preferred by only 9.44% of respondents, reflecting limited public endorsement. Mohan George received
just 2.07%, and 0.78% chose other candidates. Additionally, 5.82% of the respondents had no opinion.

Figure 4: Best Campaign

Source: (SRC, 2025)

The bar graph (Figure 4) presents public opinion on the political front that ran the best campaign
during the election.A plurality of respondents (46.18%) identified the UDF as having conducted the most
effective campaign, indicating strong public approval of its messaging, outreach, and overall strategy. The
LDF followed with 37.00%, suggesting a solid but less impactful campaign performance in comparison. PV
Anvar, who contested independently, was recognized by 8.28% of respondents, reflecting a moderate level
of campaign visibility or resonance. The BJP was considered by only 2.07%, indicating minimal impact,
while 6.47% favoured other candidates or fronts.



- 8 -

Demographic dynamics

Table 10: Political Preference by Religion

Religion LDF (%) UDF (%) BJP (%) PV Anvar (%) Others (%) No Opinion(%)

Hindu 36.86 33.93 2.20 6.20 0.73 20.08

Muslim 25.07 50.86 0.75 6.69 1.50 15.13

Christian 28.70 31.91 4.28 8.47 2.14 24.51

Source: (SRC, 2025)

Table 10 presents religion-wise voting preferences in the Nilambur by-election. Among Hindus, support
was almost evenly split between the LDF (36.86%) and UDF (33.93%), with the BJP securing a small presence
(2.20%) and PV Anvar attracting 6.20% of the vote. However, a substantial share of Hindu respondents
(20.08%) remained undecided, indicating a significant pool of uncommitted voters. Muslim voters, in contrast,
showed a decisive tilt towards the UDF (50.86%), reflecting the coalition’s traditional stronghold in
Malappuram, while the LDF trailed at 25.07% and PV Anvar drew 6.69%; BJP support here was negligible
(0.75%), suggesting limited influence in this demographic. Christian voters displayed the most fragmented
pattern, with the UDF (31.91%) slightly ahead of the LDF (28.70%), PV Anvar gaining relatively higher
traction (8.47%), and the BJP receiving its highest share among the three groups (4.28%). Notably, Christians
recorded the highest share of “No Opinion” (24.51%), followed by Hindus, pointing to weaker political
alignment or reluctance to disclose preferences. Overall, the UDF’s overwhelming support among Muslims
underpinned its electoral strength, the LDF remained competitive among Hindus and Christians, and PV
Anvar’s moderate but cross-community appeal - particularly among Christians - suggested his candidacy
influenced the vote distribution.

Table 11: Political Preference by Caste/Community

Caste/ LDF UDF BJP PV Anvar Others No Opinion
Community (%) (%) (%)  (%) (%) (%)

SC/ST 38.21 40.67 1.63 6.47 0.82 12.19

Nair 41.72 22.15 2.80 11.18 0.00 22.15

Ezhava 39.44 27.23 3.05 6.10 0.00 24.18

OBC/OEC 25.74 47.54 1.18 7.08 1.18 17.28

Other General 31.94 27.76 4.18 4.18 4.18 27.76

Source: (SRC, 2025)

The caste/community-wise distribution of voting preferences (Table 11) in the Nilambur by-election
revealed distinct patterns. Among SC/ST voters, support was relatively balanced between the UDF (40.67%)
and LDF (38.21%), with PV Anvar securing 6.47% and a comparatively low share of “No Opinion” (12.19%),
suggesting higher political clarity in this group. Nair voters showed a strong inclination towards the LDF
(41.72%), while the UDF trailed significantly at 22.15%; PV Anvar attracted a notable 11.18%, and a high
proportion (22.15%) expressed no preference, pointing to a sizeable undecided segment. Ezhava voters also
leaned towards the LDF (39.44%), followed by the UDF (27.23%), with moderate support for PV Anvar
(6.10%) and relatively high indecision (24.18%). The OBC/OEC category demonstrated a clear preference
for the UDF (47.54%), with the LDF at 25.74% and PV Anvar at 7.08%, while maintaining a moderate “No
Opinion” rate (17.28%). The “Other General” category exhibited a fragmented pattern, with the LDF (31.94%)
slightly ahead of the UDF (27.76%) and the BJP recording its highest share among all caste groups (4.18%),
though an equally high proportion (27.76%) expressed no preference. Overall, the UDF’s strength among
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OBC/OEC and SC/ST voters contrasted with the LDF’s advantage among Nair and Ezhava communities,
while PV Anvar drew moderate cross-community support, particularly among Nairs.

Figure 5: Likelihood of a Third Pinarayi Government in 2026

Source: (SRC, 2025)

The bar graph (Figure 5) illustrates public opinion on the likelihood of a third Pinarayi Vijayan-led
government in Kerala in 2026. A clear majority of respondents - 55.76% - believed that a third term for the
Chief Minister was unlikely, indicating strong anti-incumbency sentiment and public skepticism about the
LDF’s electoral prospects. In contrast, only 23.29% of respondents expected a third Pinarayi government,
suggesting that support for his return was limited. An additional 17.08% described the outcome as
unpredictable, reflecting uncertainty or a wait-and-see approach. A small portion, 3.88%, had no opinion on
the matter.

Discussion

The UDF’s victory in the 2025 Nilambur by-election was shaped by three interlinked factors: widespread
anti-incumbency sentiment against the Second Pinarayi Government, the cohesive electoral partnership
between the Congress and the IUML, and the “Anvar effect,” which reshaped the vote share of both the
LDF and the UDF.

At the heart of the verdict lay a deep wave of public dissatisfaction, driven by tangible governance
failures and the perception of declining administrative credibility. The human–wild animal conflict emerged
as the most pressing issue, cited by 37.13% of respondents, with 60.03% rating the state’s response as
ineffective. As one forest-edge resident put it, “The government has failed to protect the livelihoods of farmers
and forest-edge communities from recurring wildlife threats. People are losing patience” (Personal
communication, June 2025). This grievance was compounded by perceptions of corruption (47.61%), inflation
(27.43%), and unemployment (11.13%). While a slim majority (53.04%) acknowledged timely benefit delivery,
the nearly equal share expressing dissatisfaction (46.96%) revealed widespread ambivalence. The mood for
change was underscored by 55.76% of respondents doubting the return of the Pinarayi Vijayan-led government
in 2026, with one voter remarking, “We have seen enough of this government; it’s time for a fresh start,
whoever that may be” (Personal communication, June 2025).

A second decisive factor was the unprecedented unity in the UDF  especially the coherence between
the Congress and the IUML. Historically, Nilambur should have been a Congress stronghold, yet differences
between the Congress and the IUML - particularly the contrast between the Aryadan family’s progressive
politics and the IUML’s more conservative stance - often hindered this advantage(Naha, 2025). On several
occasions, the LDF exploited this rift, and even P.V. Anvar had previously capitalised on it to weaken the



- 10 -

UDF. In this election, although there were initial strains between the two allies - arising from disagreements
over Anvar’s inclusion (backed by the IUML but opposed by the Congress) and lingering tensions from
AryadanShoukath’s earlier criticisms of IUML leaders - these divisions were ultimately contained(Prashanth,
2025). By the decisive stages of the campaign, coordination between the Congress and the IUML had
strengthened markedly, enhancing campaign efficiency, improving grassroots mobilisation, and projecting a
visibly united front to the electorate.As one voter observed, “Earlier , we see them pulling in different
directions, and it confuses people. This time, they stand together, and that makes our choice clear” (Personal
communication, June 2025)

The third factor, the “Anvar effect,” further shaped the electoral landscape. Although P.V. Anvar secured
only 11.23% of the vote, 59.77% of respondents believed his candidacy harmed the LDF. Notably, 45.80%
expressed satisfaction with Anvar’s performance as MLA. His sharp public criticism of the state government
reinforced voter grievances, validating existing discontent, even as perceptions of his authenticity remained
polarised (50.58% genuine vs. 49.42% opportunistic). The effect was twofold: Anvar intensified anti-
government sentiment while siphoning votes - primarily from the LDF - that might otherwise have consolidated
behind the UDF. This dual role amplified the conditions for a UDF win while simultaneously narrowing the
scale of that victory.

Although these three factors were decisive, several secondary elements also worked in the UDF’s favour.
Aryadan Shoukath was rated the best candidate by 44.37% of respondents, ahead of the LDF’s M. Swaraj
at 37.52%. While Swaraj was widely regarded as a credible and capable candidate - one voter noted, “Swaraj
speaks well and works hard, but people want to send a message to the government” (Personal communication,
June 2025) - his personal appeal could not offset the electorate’s broader disaffection with the ruling
government.The UDF also gained a clear demographic edge among Muslims (50.86% vs. LDF’s 25.07%)
and OBC/OEC communities (47.54% vs. LDF’s 25.74%).Potential backlash over the alliance’s association
with the Welfare Party was neutralised by MV Govindan’s remarks on the Communist Party of India (Marxist)
[CPI(M)]’ s Emergency-era cooperation with the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), which diverted
criticism and inadvertently favoured the UDF(The New Indian Express, 2025a).

The BJP remained a marginal player, winning less than 5% of the vote and exerting minimal influence
on the overall outcome. Nilambur’s electoral contest thus remained firmly bipolar, with third-party entrants
like Anvar exerting greater disruptive potential than the BJP in altering margins. In sum, the Nilambur by-
election illustrates how the interplay of strong anti-incumbency sentiment, Congress - IUML unity, and third-
party disruption - embodied in the “Anvar effect” - reshaped the electoral dynamics, propelling the UDF to
victory while limiting the scale of that win.

Conclusion

The 2025 Nilambur by-election was shaped above all by strong anti-incumbency sentiment against
the Second Pinarayi Government, reinforced by unprecedented UDF coherence in Nilambur and the “Anvar
effect,” which together amplified public dissatisfaction with the LDF while also diverting votes in ways
that limited the scale of the UDF’s victory. The verdict demonstrates how the convergence of governance
fatigue, cohesive opposition mobilisation, and credible independent intervention can decisively alter electoral
dynamics in Kerala’s bipolar system. While candidate credibility and the mobilisation of key social groups
contributed to the result, these influences were secondary to the interplay between voter discontent, opposition
unity, and third-party disruption. For the LDF, the verdict underscores the urgency of rebuilding trust and
addressing core governance failures ahead of 2026. For the UDF, it highlights that such victories, though
politically significant, may be context-specific and less secure than headline numbers suggest. For the BJP,
the result reaffirms the enduring challenge of breaking into Kerala’s entrenched bipolar structure, where
independent actors like P.V. Anvar can exert greater influence on margins than the state’s third-largest party.
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Evolving Criminal Justice in Indian Democracy

Justice P G Ajith Kumar

The hallmark of a sound and functioning democracy is free and fair elections. Elections are
how the citizens make political choices. By electing their representatives, they participate
in the governance of the country through such representatives. The aspirations and
expectations, beliefs and doubts, trusts and distrusts of the people are given expression
periodically through the election process. The paper also looks into the inherent limitations
of the legal system, some of which are capable of being corrected. The anomalies which
have a bearing on rendering justice and, when left unrectified, undermine the rule of law.
They create confusion in the minds of the public, lawyers and judges and complicate the
judicial process.

Keywords : Rule of law, criminal justice, idiosyncrasies, per incuriam, speedy trial.

Intr oduction

India is a democratic country. The Constitution of India provides for governance of the country by its
three essential pillars, namely; Legislature, Executive and Judiciary. The governance of the country is through
rule of law. Rule of law is sine qua non to sustain democracy.

The hallmark of a sound and functioning democracy is free and fair elections. Elections are how the
citizens make political choices. By electing their representatives, they participate in the governance of the
country through such representatives. The aspirations and expectations, beliefs and doubts, trusts and distrusts
of the people are given expression periodically through the election process. The Supreme Court of India
explained in PUCL v. Union of India [(2003] 4 SCC 399] how the citizens of the county are enabled to
take part in the Government through their chosen representatives. It was held,

The trite saying that ‘democracy is for the people, of the people and by the people’ has to be remembered
forever. In a democratic republic, it is the will of the people that is paramount and becomes the basis
of the authority of the Government. The will is expressed in periodic elections based on universal
adult suffrage held by means of secret ballot. It is through the ballot that the voter expresses his choice
or preference for a candidate. Voting is a formal expression of will or opinion by the person entitled
to exercise the right on the subject or issue.

Winston Churchill described about democratic form of government cynically that many forms of
government have been tried and will be tried in this world of sin and woe. No one pretends that democracy
is perfect or all-wise. Indeed it has been said that democracy is the worst form of government, except all
those other forms that have been tried from time to time.

Jawaharlal Nehru agreed to the above but put it more politely: “Democracy is good. I say so because
other systems are worse. The consensus is that democracy is neither the best, nor the most efficient form of
government, but it is the best among the available alternatives”.

The Founding Fathers of the Indian Constitution opted for parliamentary democracy. In the nascent
stages of our democracy, the candidates who fought elections were freedom fighters and leaders having clear
political ideologies and service credentials. They did not require either money power or muscle power or



- 2 -

family connections to contest and to win elections. Over the decades, however, there has been a deterioration
of democratic governance.

Political Science and Criminal Justice

Political Science is the study of governments, political systems, and political behaviour. It explores
how power is distributed, how decisions are made, and how political institutions function. It also examines
the theories behind political systems and the interactions between citizens and their governments. It is thus
concerning political activities and the political process. In other words it is the study of human conflicts
and human behaviour.

Criminal justice is the system where guilt or not of a delinquent is decided in accordance with law. It
is also the system that provides recompense to the victim under the rule of law. Criminal justice seeks to
deter future crimes by creating penalties for criminal conduct and rehabilitating criminals through
incarceration. The components which encompass the criminal justice system are the body of criminal law,
the adjudication process in which guilt or not of the delinquents is decided in accordance with law, and
criminology which is the study of crime, criminals and criminal behaviour. In essence, the criminal justice
system is a complex network of institutions and processes designed to resolve disputes by addressing crime
and deliver justice in a fair and equitable manner.

Both political science and administration of criminal justice are thus systems for adjudicating or
resolving disputes. While in politics, especially in a democratic outlook, human conflicts at macro level get
resolved, criminal justice mechanism is to adjudicate disputes at micro level. Individual disputes are often
adjudicated in criminal prosecutions, as though, fictionally, State is the prosecutor in every criminal case.

Anomalies in Law and Justice

I may immediately refer to another aspect which has a direct bearing on the rule of law and inescapably
on democracy itself. Justice R.V.Raveendran, a former Judge of the Supreme Court of India in his book,
‘Anomalies in Law and Justice’ explains the anomalies, inconsistencies, contradictions or absurdities in
law and justice. Some of these anomalies cannot be corrected due to inherent limitations of the legal system.
But some of them are capable of being corrected. It is pointed out that, unfortunately, many anomalies are
not notices, or if noticed, are not corrected; and even when corrected, they may give rise to further anomalies.
Such anomalies have a bearing on rendering justice and, when left unrectified, undermine the rule of law.
They create confusion in the minds of the public, lawyers and judges and complicate the judicial process.

Following are the anomalies which are identified and enumerated:

1. Anomalies arising by reason of failure to review and revise statutes periodically taking note of the
effect of inflation.

2. Anomalies arising by reason of legislature’s failure to improve/update laws by taking note of the
changing needs of the society.

3. Anomalies arising out of defective drafting of statutes.

4. Anomalies arising by reason of separate adjudications by different fora in regard to the same cause of
action.

5. Anomalies arising out of inherent differences between justice according to law and justice according
to morality

6. Anomalies arising out of generalities of laws.

7. Anomalies arising out of personal philosophies, ideologies, convictions and idiosyncrasies of judges.

8. Anomalies arising out of erroneous judicial interpretation of statutes.
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9. Anomalies arising from judgments per incuriam.

10. Anomalies arising from the orders made “for doing complete justice.”

11. Anomalies arising from non-specific orders in PILs.

12. Anomalies arising from discretionary (not adjudicated) directions.

13. Anomalies arising from ex post facto law laid down by the Supreme Court.

14. Anomalies arising when the view of a smaller number of Judges prevails over the view of a larger
number of Judges.

15. Perceived anomaly of application of different scales of justice for the rich and powerful and for the
poor and weak.

Failur e to Revise Statues Periodically

For our purpose the relevant are (i) the anomalies arising by reason of failure to review and revise
statutes periodically and (ii) the perceived anomaly of application of different scales of justice for the rich
and powerful and for the poor and weak. Failure to revise law appropriately can be demonstrated by a simple
example. Punishment prescribed in Section 279 of the Indian Penal Code for an offence of rash or negligent
driving, is imprisonment for a period of six months or to pay a fine of Rs. 1000/-. It was fixed in 1860.
Section 279 of the Indian Penal Code is replaced with Section 281 of the Bharatheeya Nyaya Samhitha,
2023. Punishment for that offence remains the same. Since the punishment is alternative, often than not, the
courts impose the fine on conviction. The objective of imposing fine is to deter the offender from repeating
the offence as well as to deter others from engaging in such offences. In 1860 imposition of a fine of Rs.
1000/- certainly would have served the purpose, owing to the money value at that time; now, such a fine is
a peanut and would not serve any purpose. Rather, it is a mockery of the criminal justice system.

The anomaly of application of different scales for the rich and powerful and for the poor and weak in
the administration of criminal justice has to be approached from many angles. I propose to deal with only
the role of the judiciary and its effect on Indian democracy.

Needless to say, good and sound laws are essential for good governance. Only if good and honest
persons are elected as representatives of the people the legislature will be in a position to enact effective
and strong statutes which can ensure a robust polity and system for governance. Not only enacting law but
also its due administration is required for that. If persons interested in promoting the personal and business
interests of their own self or of their relatives/cartels are elected, obviously, the laws that will be made by
them will be perverted, unjust and not in public interest. When persons with criminal background become
legislators and ministers, and the power to make laws and power to govern pass on to their hands, it will be
a recipe for disaster.

In an ideal democracy, elected representatives will be pure and simple law-makers who would enact
laws for the governance of the country and welfare of the citizens. Implementation of laws and administration
is the responsibility of the executive. Under our Constitutional scheme, the Council of Ministers of the Central
and the State Governments are the elected representatives. It is common knowledge that many elected
representatives with little or no experience now hold offices of ministers and discharge powers.

Over the years, so many anomalies and fouling factors crept in the existing election processes. That
resulted in criminality, money power and muscle power permeate into the election process at its every stage.
The system is not able to check or control such aberrations and anomalies; the obvious reasons being the
persons or authorities responsible to curb and rectify are mostly responsible for perpetuating such wrongs.
It’ s inevitable consequence is threat to the very foundations of democracy.
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Judiciary and Electoral Processes

Now, I shall turn to the role of the judiciary and administration of criminal justice in improving and
cleansing the election processes. Not only that, a corrupt practice coming within Section 123 of the
Representation of Peoples Act, 1951 vitiates election but also it amounts to an offence. Firstly, it is the
obligation of the judiciary to ensure that election petitions challenging the elections and cases relating to
corruption and nepotism of politicians are promptly disposed of so that persons with corrupt and criminal
backgrounds are kept at bay. Pendency of cases against them for long periods enables political contestants
to repeatedly contest elections and also win elections in spite of pendency of criminal cases against them,
as mere pendency of criminal prosecution as contrasted from conviction in criminal cases, will not prevent
them from contesting elections.

Secondly, candidates with criminal antecedents shall not contest elections. When the law enacted in
this regard was quite inadequate, the judiciary had stepped in. In Union of India v. Association for
Democratic Reforms [(2002) 5 SCC 294] the Supreme Court held,

For the health of democracy and fair election, whether the disclosure of assets by a candidate, his /
her qualification and particulars regarding involvement in criminal cases are necessary for informing
voters, may be illiterate, so that they decide intelligently, whom to vote for. In our opinion, the decision
of even an illiterate voter, if properly educated and informed about the contesting candidate, would
be based on his own relevant criteria of selecting a candidate. In democracy, periodical elections are
conducted for having efficient governance for the country and for the benefit of citizens-voters. In a
democratic form of government, voters are of utmost importance. They have the right to elect or re-
elect on the basis of the antecedents and past performance of the candidate. The voter has the choice
of deciding whether holding of educational qualification or holding of property is relevant for electing
or re-electing a person to be his representative. Voter has to decide whether he should cast a vote in
favour of a candidate who is involved in a criminal case. For maintaining purity of elections and a
healthy democracy, voters are required to be educated and well informed about the contesting candidates.
Such information would include assets held by the candidate, his qualification including educational
qualification and antecedents of his life including whether he was involved in a criminal case and if
the case is decided, its result, if pending whether charge is framed or cognizance is taken by the court.
There is no necessity of suppressing the relevant facts from the voters.

The Election Commission was accordingly directed to call for an affidavit stating the following facts
by issuing necessary orders in exercise of its power under Article 324 of the Constitution of India:

i. Whether the candidate is convicted / acquitted/ discharged of any criminal offence in the past if
any, whether he is punished with imprisonment or fine.

ii. Prior to six months of filing of nomination, whether the candidate is accused in any pending case,
of any offence punishable with imprisonment for two years or more and in which charge is framed
or cognizance is taken by the court of law. If so, the details thereof.

iii. The assets (immovable, movable, bank balance etc) of a candidate and of his/her spouse and that
of dependants. (4) Liabilities, if any, particularly whether there are any overdues of any public
financial institution or government dues.

Subsequent to the said decision, the Representation of Peoples Act was amended by introducing
Section 33-A (by Act 72 of 2002, with effect from 24.08.2002):

Section 33-A reads: Right to information-

(1) A candidate shall, apart from any information which he is required to furnish, under this Act or
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the rules made there under, in his nomination paper delivered under sub-section (1) of section 33,
also furnish the information as to whether-

(i) he is accused of any offence punishable with imprisonment for two years or more in a pending
case in which a charge has been framed by the court of competent jurisdiction;

(ii) he has been convicted of an offence other than any offence referred to in sub-section (1) or
sub-section (2), or covered in sub-section (3), of section 8 and sentenced to imprisonment for
one year or more.

More reforms are required to achieve the avowed objective of electing only persons having honesty
and integrity as members of Parliament and State Legislatures as also other democratic institutions. However,
the present regulations help to a certain extent to achieve the same. Even that could be possible because of
the intervention of the judiciary especially, the Supreme Court of India.

In the present day political landscape exclusion of candidates having corrupt credentials and criminal
backgrounds is a near impossibility. While rampant is the involvement of politicians in criminal acts including
corruption, instances of implicating honest politicians in false prosecutions are also numerous. Therefore
the need to have speedy trial of such cases is the need of the hour. Unless the prosecution of such persons
culminates into its logical end in a minimum period, it would be difficult to weed out the ruthless and dishonest
politicians and also protect the innocents from false prosecutions. So, the solution is to fast-track criminal
case against politicians. Speedy trial is rather a right of every accused as well.

Speedy Trial

The right to a speedy trial is an important safeguard to prevent undue and oppressive incarceration. It
is a requisite to minimise anxiety and concern accompanying the accusation and to limit the possibility of
impairing the ability of an accused to defend himself. It is a societal interest also in providing a speedy
trial.

The right to a speedy trial is envisaged in Magna Carta. This principle has also been incorporated
into the Virginia Declaration of Rights of 1776. The Sixth Amendment of the Constitution of the United
States of America incorporated this principle and it reads, “In all criminal prosecutions, the accused shall
enjoy the right to a speedy and public trial.”

The courts in India have laid down a series of decisions opening up new vistas of fundamental rights,
particularly, right to life and personal liberty guaranteed under Article 21 of the constitution of India. The
concept of speedy trial is read into Art.21 as an essential part of the fundamental right to life and liberty
guaranteed and preserved under our Constitution. The right to speedy trial begins with the actual restraint
imposed by arrest and consequent incarceration and continues at all stages, namely, the stage of investigation,
inquiry, trial, appeal and revision so that any possible prejudice that may result from impermissible and
avoidable delay from the time of the commission of the offence till it culminates into a finality, can be averted.
Section 346 of the Bharatiya Nagarik Suraksha Sanhita, 2023 corresponding to Section 309 of the Code of
Criminal Procedure, 1973 reflects the constitutional guarantee of speedy trial.

The Supreme Court of India in Hussainara Khatoon (1) v. Home Secretary, State of Bihar, (1980)
1 SCC 81 read into Article 21 of the Constitution of India the right to speedy trial. It was held,

No procedure which does not ensure a reasonably quick trial can be regarded as ‘reasonable, fair or
just’ and it would fall foul of Article 21. There can, therefore, be no doubt that speedy trial, and by
speedy trial we mean reasonably expeditious trial, is an integral and essential part of the fundamental
right to life and liberty enshrined in Art. 21. The question which would, however, arise is as to what
would be the consequence if a person accused of an offence is denied speedy trial and is sought to be
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deprived of his liberty by imprisonment as a result of a long-delayed trial in violation of his fundamental
right under Article 21.

The principle was reiterated by the Supreme Court in Sunil Batra v. Delhi Administration (1), 1979
(1) SCR 392, Hussainara Khatoon (IV) v. Home Seretary, State of Bihar, Patna, (1980) 1 SCC 98,
Hussainara Khatoon (VI) v. Home Secrtary, State of Bihar, Govt. of Bihar, Patna, (1980) 1 SCC 115,
Kadra Pahadia v. State of Bihar (II), (1983) 2 SCC 104, T.V. Vatheeswaran v. State of T.N., (1983) 2
SCC 68 and Abdul Rehman Antulay v. R.S.Nayak, (1992) 1 SCC 225.

Thus, the Supreme Court of India by a line of judicial pronouncements has emphasised and
reemphasised that speedy trial is one of the facets of the fundamental right to life and liberty enshrined in
Article 21 of the Constitution of India. Recently, the Supreme Court in Manish Sisodia v. Directorate of
Enforcement, - 2024 SCC Online SC 1920, while considering the twin conditions as applicable under the
provisions of prevention of Money Laundering Act, 2002, has held that prolonged incarceration without the
accused being made to face the trial would result in forcing him to face the sentence without undergoing
the trial. It was explained that the right to speedy trial is also one of the facets of the rights flowing from
Art. 19 and Art. 21 of the Constitution of India. The Supreme Court again in Kalvakuntla Kavitha v .
Dir ectorate of Enforcement, 2024 SCC Online SC 2269 an Siddhant @ Sidharth Balu Taktode v. State
of Maharashtra - 2024 INSC 632 re-emphasised the said principle.

Recently, the Supreme Court observed about the inordinate delay in the disposal of cases against MPs
and MLAs in its order dated 16.09.2020 in Ashwini Kumar  Upadbyay v. Union of India as follows:

“One of the main objective behind.... various orders that have been passed from time to time by this
Court, was to ensure that criminal prosecutions against elected representatives (MPs and MLAs) are
concluded expeditiously. The Court was of the opinion that such special consideration was required
not only because of the rising wave of criminalization that was occurring in the politics in the country,
but also due to the power that elected representatives (sitting or former) wield, to influence or hamper
effective prosecution. Additionally, as legislators are the repositories of the faith and trust of their
electorate, there is a necessity to be aware of the antecedents of the person that is/was elected. Ensuring
the purity of democratically elected institutions is thus the hallmark of the present proceedings.”

Thus there have been sincere efforts from the part of the judiciary to ensure purity and transparency
in the election and its process. However, the result is not very encouraging. Constant and consistent efforts
and follow up are necessary. The Government as well as various political parties shall also rise to the occasion.
In this context it is apposite to point out a few disturbing tendencies that cropped up in the recent past.

Prevention of Corruption Act

Persons who are obliged to serve the public and public cause are treated as public servants. The term
‘public servant’ is defined in Section 2(c) of the Prevention of Corruption Act as any person in the service
or pay of the Government or remunerated by the Government by fees or commission for the performance of
any public duty; any person in the service or pay of a local authority; any person in the service or pay of a
corporation established under some statute, etc. It is an exhaustive definition. A similar definition is contained
in Section 21 of the Indian Penal Code (Section 28 of the Bharatiya Nyaya Sanhita). If such a public servant
commits corruption, misconduct, or such other offences, he is punishable under the PC Act. It had been a
very stringent and effective statute helping to curb the menace of bribery and corruption among the public
servants. But, in 2018 the PC Act was amended bringing about a few changes. The change, particularly,
adding of Section 17A practically made the PC Act quite ineffective and toothless.

Section 17A provides that no police officer shall conduct any enquiry or inquiry or investigation into
any offence alleged to have been committed by a public servant under the Act, where the alleged offence is
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relatable to any recommendation made or decision taken by such public servant in discharge of his official
functions or duties, without the previous approval of the Government concerned or authority competent to
remove the public servant from his office.

Crime investigation is expected to be done independently by police. It is apposite to recall the following
words of Lord Denning in R.v. Metropolitan Police Commissioner [1968 (1) All ER 763]:

I have no hesitation, however, in holding that, like every constable in the land, he should be, and is,
independent of the executive. He is not subject to the orders of the Secretary of State.... I hold it to be
the duty of the Commissioner of Police, as it is of every chief constable, to enforce the law of the
land. He must take steps so as to post his men that crimes may be detected; and that honest citizens
may go about their affairs in peace. He must decide whether or not suspected persons are to be
prosecuted; and, if need be, bring the prosecution or see that it is brought; but in all these things he
is not the servant of anyone, save of the law itself. No Minister of the Crown can tell him that he
must, or must not, keep observation on this place or that; or that he must, or must not, prosecute this
man or that one. Nor can any police authority tell him so. The responsibility for law enforcement lies
on him. He is answerable to the law and to the law alone.

The Supreme Court of India followed the said view in many decisions. See : Vineet Narain v. Union
of India [(1998) 1 SCC 226], Sarala v. Velu [(2000) 4 SCC 459] and Union of India v. Prakash P.Hinduja
[(2003) 6 SCC 195].

No doubt, that the requirement for prior approval as insisted by Section 17A of the PC Act can lead
to delays in investigations and potentially shield corrupt officials. When Section 19, which prohibits
prosecution of a public servant except obtaining sanction from the Government, one will find it very difficult
to justify creation of a further insulation in Section 17A against even inquiry, enquiry or investigation. There
is a genuine concern that the provision may disproportionately protect public servants while leaving citizens
vulnerable to corruption and harassment. Similarly, the provision can be misused by public servants to avoid
accountability for serious wrongdoing. In short, by introducing such a provision the Government made the
PC Act almost ineffective and it can shield its ‘loyal’ public servants.

New Generation Statutes and misuse of Law Enforcement Agencies

Henry Sidgwick was a Victorial philosopher. He lived during 1838 - 1900. In the book ‘Elements of
Politics’ he said,

The importance of the Judiciary in political construction is rather profound than prominent. On the
one hand, in popular discussion of forms and changes of government, the judicial organ often drops
almost out of sight; on the other hand, in determining a nation’s rank in political civilisation, no test
is more decisive than the degree in which justice as defined by the law is actually realised in its judicial
administration; both as between one private citizen and another, and as between private citizens and
members of the government.

Terrorist and Disruptive Activities (Prevention) Act, 1987 was enacted to combat terrorism and similar
nefarious activities. In the circumstances then in prevalence its introduction was justified. But eventually
its provisions were widely misused and it ended up as a draconian piece of legislation. It got its inevitable
end. But those in powers have not been relentless.  They have been using a slew of new legislations as well
as the provisions in existing statutes with political motives and chase after rivals. The Unlawful Activities
(Prevention) Act (UAPA), 1967, Prevention of Money Laundering Act, 2002 National Investigation Agency
Act, 2008, etc. are a few examples.

The Supreme Court of India on several occasions came down heavily on the Enforcement Directorate,
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Income Tax authorities, National Investigation Agency, and even Central Bureau of Investigation in regard
to their following the script from the higher ups. Very recently, on 21.07.2025 while considering a matter
concerning the prosecution initiated against the wife of the Karnataka Chief Minister, the Apex Court made
a barrage of criticism against the Enforcement Directorate. The criticism was against ‘using’ of the
Enforcement Directorate to fight ‘political battles’. The Court observed,

Do not percolate this virus across the country. Let political battles be fought before the electorate....
Why are you being used?

That reflects the present scenario of administration of criminal justice in our country. In an adversarial
system of justice dispensation, resorting to such a line by law enforcement agencies will inevitably result
in anarchy. As Henry Sidgwick said, if that continues, eventually, our country will slumber in political
civilisation. Needless to say, that will pollute and sabotage the democratic vision envisioned by the
Constitution of India.
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Living Conditions and Livelihoods of

Handloom Weavers in Kerala

Lakshmy Devi C.S.

Kerala’s handloom industry, a significant source of employment and cultural identity, is facing
a severe crisis. Thousands of weavers struggle with delayed wages, dwindling resources, and
a lack of institutional support, pushing many families into poverty.  Weavers often wait months
for payments, leading to financial instability. The shutdown of spinning mills in neighbouring
Tamil Nadu has resulted in a shortage of cotton yarn. Reduced demand and operational
challenges have led to a sharp decline in the industry’s annual turnover. Many societies are
burdened with debt and struggle to sustain operations. The handloom industry in Kerala is
primarily concentrated in the Thiruvananthapuram and Kannur districts, as well as in certain
parts of Kozhikode, Palakkad, Thrissur, Ernakulam, Kollam, and Kasaragod districts. The
present study focuses on the living conditions and livelihoods of the handloom weaver
households in Kerala in the post-MFA regime and is confined to handloom units in northern,
central, and southern Kerala.

Keywords: Handloom industry, multi-fibre agreement (MFA), primary handloom weavers co-operative society
(PHWCS), living conditions, livelihood, weaving.

Intr oduction

The textile industry is an important segment of the secondary sector of the Indian economy due to its
intrinsic connections with agriculture, culture, and the traditions of our country, creating a diverse range of
products suitable for both domestic and export markets. In addition to providing one of life’s necessities,
this rural semi-urban industry also plays a crucial role through its contribution to industrial output, employment
generation, and the country’s export earnings. Therefore, the overall growth and development of this sector
have a direct impact on the improvement of rural and semi-urban areas of India.

The handloom industry in Kerala is dominated by the cooperative sector, which accounts for 84 per
cent of total looms. The remaining 16 per cent of handlooms are owned by industrial entrepreneurs. The
total value of production in the handloom sector for 2023-24 is Rs 257.30 crore, with a total sales turnover
of Rs 260.41 crore. The total number of weavers engaged in the handloom sector in 2023-24 is 14,642, of
which 11,364 are women weavers (78 per cent of total weavers). The total employment generated in 2023-
24 is equivalent to 15.31 lakh person-days (Economic Review, 2024).

The Kerala handloom industry has been passing through ups and downs under the MFA regime,
specifically in the input and output components. People cannot identify whether the product is a power loom
or a handloom. Most power loom products are traded in the name of handloom at low prices, and the cost of
production of power loom products is lower than that of handloom products (opinion of experts in the handloom
industry). Currently, handloom weavers weave 3-4 meters of cloth daily and get Rs 200-300/- per day. At the
same time, power loom weavers weave 20-30 meters per day and get Rs 1000/- per day. In recent years
handloom industry has been facing frequent losses, and in cases of continuous losses, they are forced to
close down (Official records of the Directorate of Handloom and Textiles, Government of Kerala 2024). In
this context, a detailed study is necessary on the quality of living of the handloom weaver households in
Kerala.
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Review of Literature

The important existing literature that studies the policies to improve the living conditions of the weavers
in the handloom industry includes the studies of Ajithan (2006), Srangadharan& Kumar (2007), Bala (2012),
Thomas (2010), Dhumal Ashok Madhavrao (2011), Pushparaj (2013), Ismail and Safrana (2015), Madhurraj
Jain and Nikhil Kaushik (2015), Greeshma (2015), Chetty and Gowda (2016) discussed the different aspects
of policies and its connections with handloom industry. The important findings of their study include effective
strategies to enhance their socio-economic status and quality of life through the necessary provision of better
facilities, welfare support, and improved means of livelihood, significant changes in the overall composition
of financial, human resource, production and marketing areas of handloom industry, the functioning of primary
weavers co-operative societies is weak, economic reforms posed an unexpected serious threats to socio
economic life of the profession of handloom weavers and the weavers community in general.

Bortamuly & Goswami (2012) attempted to identify the factors influencing the wage structure of
handloom workers in Assam from a gender perspective. The removal of import quota restrictions for textile
products opened up new avenues and challenges for the Indian handloom industry, which has faced competition
in recent years. Basumatary (2018) studied the wage productivity differential of the various age and experience
groups of the weavers. The study’s significant findings include productivity and wages of weavers in the age
group <24 are higher than others. Roy and Chouhan (2017) examined the socio-economic well-being of the
handloom weavers of Gangarampur block in West Bengal. By using a purposive sampling technique, they
collected primary data and analysed the Household Quality of Living and Standard of Living Index (HQLI
& SLI) by using a dimensional index and a simple average method. To find out the problems of the industry,
principal component analysis is used in this study. The dimensional index is calculated by dividing the actual
value minus the minimum value and the maximum value minus the minimum value. For measuring the sample
accuracy level, Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) and Bartlett’s tests were used, and the statements related to the
questions were analysed by using a five-point Likert scale. The major findings of the study include-the income
of the weavers is very low, in rural areas majority of the weavers are females due to male weavers migrating
or quitting to other jobs, and the HQLI and standard of living index of the weavers in rural areas are lower
than that of urban areas due to the differences in the standard of living.

Department of Economics and Statistics (Report of the Survey on the Handloom Industry in Kerala,
2009) studied the present status of the handloom industry in Kerala. Even though the Government has adopted
numerous measures to develop the handloom industry, most of them are not reaching the weavers.

 Report of the evaluation study on handloom industry in Kerala (Evaluation Division, Kerala State
Planning Board, GoK 2014) identified the current challenges of the handloom industry in Kerala and suggested
measures for self-sufficiency in 2018. This study also analyses the handloom industry’s relative advantages
and disadvantages in Kerala & Tamil Nadu. The handloom industry in Kerala faces a severe negative trend
in production, employment, and marketing goods. The new generation has not come up with the handloom
industry due to the poor working conditions and the attraction of white collar jobs.

  Report of the task force on traditional industries (Ninth Five-Year Plan 1997 2002-State Planning
Board, GoK) assessed the present level of traditional industries of the state of Kerala. Production and
productivity of the handloom Industry improved during the Eighth Plan period, but the performance of co-
operative societies and marketing organisations is not satisfactory. The core problem in the handloom industry
is the marketing of unattractive fabrics, and the private sector is engaged in producing exportable varieties
with tremendous market potential.

Report of the handloom industry problems in Kerala (2008) under the chairmanship of Shri.Arakan
Balan (Kerala Handloom Workers Welfare Fund Board), Government of Kerala, studied the problems of the
handloom industry in Kerala. Due to the implementation of globalisation policies and the complete phasing
out of the quota system, the Kerala handloom industry faces tough competition from the foreign market.
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Based on the review of literature, we can infer that the handloom industry has a rich cultural heritage,
with weavers creating beautiful fabrics that are an essential part of the state’s traditions. However, handloom
weavers in Kerala face numerous challenges that affect their living conditions and livelihoods. Some of the
main issues they encounter include: • Low income and irregular work • Limited access to markets and fair
prices • High production costs and debt • Lack of social security and healthcare benefits • Changing consumer
preferences and competition from power looms These challenges not only impact the weavers’ economic
stability but also their overall well-being and quality of life. Many weavers struggle to make both ends meet,
and some are compelled to abandon their traditional occupation. Efforts to support handloom weavers in
Kerala involve government initiatives, non-profit organisations, and cooperative societies working to enhance
their livelihoods and preserve the state’s cultural heritage.

Significance of the Study

Handloom weavers are the backbone of the traditional textile industry. Studying their living conditions
provides insight into their social, economic, and cultural lives and helps to identify the challenges faced by
handloom weavers, such as poverty, lack of access to education and healthcare, and limited social security.

Research questions

What are the living conditions and livelihoods of the weaver households in the handloom sector of
Kerala in the post-MFA regime?

Objectives of the study

To examine the living conditions and livelihoods of the weaver households in the handloom sector of
Kerala in the post-MFA regime

Hypotheses

The hypotheses of the present study include:

1. There exist moderate living conditions and livelihoods among the handloom weavers in Kerala in
the post-MFA regime

2. There is a difference in the intensity of the living conditions and livelihoods of handloom weavers
across regions in Kerala

Methodology

Both quantitative and qualitative research techniques are used in this study. Cross-sectional data were
collected by using a survey with the help of an interview schedule. The population for the present study
consists of a total number of handloom weavers in the selected districts of Thiruvananthapuram, Thrissur
and Kannur. It includes the detailed primary survey of weavers in the selected PHWCSs in the study districts.

In this context, a multi-stage (four-stage) sampling method is employed to determine the sampling frame
and sample size and to systematically collect data.  In the first stage, for choosing sample districts, regional
representation is considered because the handloom industry in Kerala is concentrated in 3 regions. Out of 14
districts in Kerala, Trivandrum from the south, Thrissur from the centre and Kannur from the north were
selected for the study based on their importance.  The handloom industry in Trivandrum produces different
varieties for domestic consumption or the local market, namely “thorthu”, “neriathu”, “double veshti”, etc.,
and also the most significant number of handloom circles, PHWCSS and weavers are concentrated in the
Trivandrum district.  The popular handloom products of Kasavumund, double dhoti, set mund and veshti
with golden jerry are produced mainly from the Thrissur district. Exports of Handloom products from Kerala
are primarily from Kannur, including furnishing items, carpets, and other products.

The second stage is the selection of handloom circles. In Kerala, PHWCSs are grouped into handloom
circles for easy administrative function and control based on locations (Directorate of Handloom and Textiles,
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Government of Kerala, 2022). Out of 26 handloom circles in the selected districts -7 (Four from
Thiruvananthapuram, one from Thrissur and two from Kannur district) - handloom circles are selected for
the study based on their historical importance, the larger number of working PHWCSs, handloom households
and export-oriented units.

The third stage is the selection of PHWCSs. Out of 122 PHWCSs in the selected handloom circles,14
(Eight from Thiruvananthapuram, two from Thrissur and four from Kannur district) PHWCSs are selected
for the study based on the variety of products produced, the number of looms, total production, historical
importance and export orientation.

The final stage is the selection of handloom weavers by using a simple random sampling method. The
handloom weavers are selected based on lists given by the concerned PHWCSs and the availability of weavers
at the time of data collection. Out of 4085 weavers in the sample district, 408 (232 (56.9%) from
Thiruvananthapuram, 36 (8.8%) from Thrissur and 140 (34.4%) from Kannur district) weavers were selected
for the study.

The districts, handloom circles, and PHWCSs selected for the study include: From the
Thiruvananthapuram district, Balaramapuram I & II, Nemom and Venganoor handloom circles are selected
for the study.  From these four handloom circles, eight PHWCSs are selected for the study. Viz Vanitha
Handloom Weaver’s Production cum sale Co-operative Society HIND T.No. 331, Sree Bhagavathy Handloom
Weavers Co-operative Society Ltd., No. H. IND.T 350, Alluvial Handloom Weavers Co-operative Society H
3365, Vadakkevila Handloom Weavers Co-operative Society H 3403, Thittavelikkara Handloom Weavers Co-
operative society No. 3369, The Travancore Textile industrial co-operative society Ltd.No. T315, Vallamcodu
Handloom Weavers Co-operative Society Ltd No. H(I) 312 and Pulivila Handloom Weavers Co-operative
Society Ltd. No.H IND.T 335 are selected for the study. From the Thrissur handloom circle, Thiruvilwamala
Handloom Weavers Co-operative Production & Sale Society Ltd., No. H. 83, and Kuthampully Kaithary Naithu
Vyvasaya Sahakarana Sangam HIND(R) 196 are selected for the study.  From the Kannur district, Thaliparamb
and Dharmadam are the two handloom circles selected for the study.  From these two handloom circles, 4
PHWCSs are selected for the study, namely Kalliasseri Weaver’s Industrial Co-operative Society  Ltd. HL
IND (C) 12, Irinav Weavers Industrial Workshop Co-operative Society Ltd. HL. IND(C) 19, The Lokhnath
Industrial Weavers Co-operative Society Ltd.LL.99 and Kanhirode Weavers Co-operative Production & Sale
Society Ltd. LL44 are selected for the study (Directorate of Handloom & Textiles 2022, Thiruvananthapuram,
Kerala)

Data source

Both primary and secondary data sources are used for the study. For a broad explanation of the handloom
industry in the selected districts and to understand the working of PHWCSs, the data from the district statistical
handbook, Government records/reports relating to the handloom industry and discussions with experts/officials
in the field of the handloom industry were used. To examine the living conditions and livelihoods of the
weaver households in Kerala during the Post MFA regime interview schedule was prepared.

Statistical tools for analysis

To examine the living conditions and livelihood of the weaver households in Kerala in the post-MFA
regime, a composite index, viz., Household Quality of Living Index (HQLI) is prepared by including 3
dimensions (i) Quality of Housing Index (QHI), (ii) Basic Amenity Index (BAI) and (iii) Asset Possession
Index (API), i.e. HQLI= QHI + BAI + API (Roy & Chauhan, 2017; Das.B & Mistri, 2016).

In short, the living conditions and livelihoods of the weaver households in the handloom sector of
Kerala have been assessed using a Household Quality of Living Index (HQLI). The household quality of life
index has been constructed by combining three dimensions: (i) quality of housing, (ii) basic amenities, and
(iii) asset possession of the households.
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The components of the HQLI have been calculated by using the four indicators that capture the three
domains-house ownership and type of house (housing quality domain), the number of essential amenities
available in the household (basic amenity domain) and the number of assets possessed at the household (asset
possession domain).

Firstly, three separate indices for each of these three dimensions are computed. All the values of the
indicators were transformed into numbers between 0 and 1. The dimension indices are computed at the
household level by using the following equation (Roy & Chauhan, 2017; Das,B.,& Mistri, 2016):

Dimension Index = Actual Value-Minimum Value - (1)
                       Maximum value-Minimum value

The three domains of the HQLI are explained below.

The Quality of Housing Index (QHI)

The quality of the house in which one lives is a key indicator of the living conditions and livelihoods
of the weavers.  The housing quality component was measured using two indicators, viz.(i) the ownership
status of the house and (ii) the type of house in which they reside.  The ownership status of the house was
recoded into binary variables, where value one is assigned if the weaver owned a house and 0 otherwise.
The scoring scheme followed for assessing the quality of the different types of houses includes for kutcha
house 1, a thatched 2, a tiled 3 and a concrete house 4.

The two indicators were first normalised and combined to produce the Quality of Housing index by
computing the arithmetic mean of these two sub-indices of housing quality.

Basic Amenities Index (BAI)

The basic amenities available at the weavers’ houses are used to compute this index. The respondents
were asked to show whether their household possessed any of the four basic household amenities, viz., (i)
electricity connection, (ii) drinking water inside the boundary of the house, (iii) bathroom/latrine inside the
boundary of the house and (iv) a separate room for cooking (i.e., kitchen). The number of these amenities
available in their households is used as the proxy for the basic household amenity variable in the analysis.
The value zero has been assigned to households that did not possess any of these amenities. The variable
was normalised using equation (1) to make the basic amenities index.

Asset Possession Index (API)

The asset ownership was measured by using the number of household durables possessed. The
respondents were asked to show whether they/their household possess any standard consumer durables, namely,
television, refrigerator, mixer grinder, grinder, gas stove, washing machine, fan, smartphone, laptop/computer
and others. The number of assets owned out of the total of ten assets is used as the value of the asset variable
for the analysis. This variable was standardised using equation (1) to make the asset possession index.

Finally, HQLI is computed by taking the arithmetic mean of these three-dimensional indices. The
geometric mean would have been a better measure of average in this context, but geometric computation
became difficult since the basic amenities index took zero values for some cases. All the indices are expressed
in percentage terms for further analysis.

Period of the Study

To conduct the study based on the objective of the study, the Period from 2005-2006 to 2023-2024
has been chosen. The selection of the entire period of the study is not arbitrary, but it is based on significant
policy changes in the country. The period 2005-2006 is the beginning of the quota phase-out stages of the
MFA regime under the Agreement on Textiles and Clothing (ATC). In total, 20 years have been selected for
the study (2005-2024).
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Data Analysis and Interpretation

The living conditions and livelihoods (quality of living) of the handloom weaver households in Kerala
are analysed in sections 1.8.1 to 1.8.3.

Relative Intensity of Different Dimensions of the Living Conditions and Livelihoods of the Handloom
Weavers in Kerala

This section compares the intensity of the three different dimensions of the household quality of living
of the weavers in the handloom sector of Kerala. The summary descriptive statistics of the household quality
of living index (HQLI) and its three component indices are presented in Table 1.1.

Table 1.1 Summary Statistics of Different Dimensions
of the Household Quality of Living of the Weavers in the Handloom Industry of Kerala

Sl. Dimensional Mean SD Minimum Maximum Skewness Kurtosis N
No. Indices (%)

1 Quality of 71.69 22.86 0.00 100 -1.00 0.83 408
Housing
Index (QHI)

2 Basic Amenities 63.73 25.37 0.00 100 -0.10 -0.80 408
Index (BAI)

3 Assets Possession 48.28 20.33 0.00 100 0.29 -0.09 408
Index (API)

4 Household 61.23 15.25 10.32 100 -0.06 -0.33 408
Quality of Living
Index (HQLI)

Source: Primary Survey Data

Table 1.1 shows that the magnitude of different household quality of living dimensions is different in
the sample. The level of housing quality of the weavers is found to be better than the basic amenities, and
the asset ownership level is found to be relatively low.1In the sample. The mean HQLI score indicates a
moderate2 household quality of living of the weavers in the handloom industry in Kerala. It supports the first
hypothesis associated with the objective of the study.

A one-way repeated-measures analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted to examine the difference
in the level of various dimensions of household quality of living of the weavers in the population (Table1.2).

Table 1.2: Mauchly’s Test of Sphericity

Within- Mauchly’ s Appr ox. Epsilon
Subjects W Chi- df p Greenhouse- Huynh- Lower-
Effect Square Geisser Feldt bound

HQL .903 41.259 2 <.001 .912 .916 .500

Source: Primary Survey Data

Mauchly’s test, associated with the repeated measures ANOVA (Table1.2), indicated that the assumption
of sphericity had been violated, X2 (2) = 41.26, p < .001, and therefore the degrees of freedom were corrected
using Huynh-Feldt estimates of sphericity (å = .916).

After Huynh-Feldt’s estimates of sphericity, the repeated ANOVA test was conducted to understand
the differences in the magnitude of different dimensions of the household quality of living of the weavers in
the handloom sector of Kerala (Table1.3).
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Table 1.3: Tests of Within-Subjects Effects

Source Type III Mean p- Partial
Sum of df Square F value Eta
Squares Squared

Sphericity Assumed 115567.810 2 57783.905 131.050 <.001 .364

HQL Greenhouse-Geisser 115567.810 1.824 63367.630 131.050 <.001 .364

Dimensions Huynh-Feldt 115567.810 1.832 63098.661 131.050 <.001 .364

Lower-bound 115567.810 1.000 115567.810 131.050 <.001 .364

Sphericity Assumed 358918.206 814 440.931

Error Greenhouse-Geisser 358918.206 742.273 483.539
(Dimensions) Huynh-Feldt 358918.206 745.437 481.487

Lower-bound 358918.206 407.000 881.863

Source: Primary Survey Data

The repeated ANOVA results (Table1.3) reveal that there are statistically significant differences in the
magnitude of different dimensions of the household quality of living of the weavers in the handloom sector of
Kerala, F (1.83, 745.44) = 131.05, p< .001. The results suggest that the degree of different dimensions of
household quality of living of the weavers in the handloom sector of Kerala is different.

Subsequently, Bonferroni-adjusted post hoc pair-wise comparison tests (Table1.4) were carried out to
identify the significant difference in the magnitude of household quality of living across its three possible
pairs of dimensions.

Table 1.4: Pair-wise Comparisons Test Results

(I) (J) Mean Std. 95% Confidence
Dimension Dimension Dif ference (I-J) Err or p# Interval for  Difference#

Lower Bound Upper Bound

QHI BAI 7.966* 1.683 <.001 3.92 12.01

API 23.407* 1.333 <.001 20.20 26.61

BAI QHI -7.966* 1.683 <.001 -12.01 -3.92

API 15.441* 1.370 <.001 12.15 18.73

API QHI -23.407* 1.333 <.001 -26.61 -20.20

BAI -15.441* 1.370 <.001 -18.73 -12.15

Based on estimated marginal means :
* The mean difference is significant at the .05 level.
# Adjustment for multiple comparisons: Bonferroni.

The results (Table1.4) show that there is a statistically significant difference in the intensity of all three
pairs of dimensions of the household quality of living compared. It reveals that the level of the household
quality of living of the weavers is relatively high in terms of housing quality, medium in terms of the level
of basic amenities and low in terms of asset possession in the handloom sector of Kerala.

Based on previous sections, the proportion of the size-wise distribution pattern of the Household Quality
of Living Index of the weavers in the handloom industry in Kerala is given in Table1.5 to understand the
household quality of living of the weavers in the handloom industry of Kerala.
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Table 1.5: The Pattern of Size-wise Distribution & Descriptive Statistics of the Household
Quality of Living Index of the Weavers in the Handloom Industry of Kerala

Distribution Pattern of the Household Quality of Living Index Descriptive Statistics

Sl. HQLI (%) No. of Percentage Cumulative Statistic Value
No. Respondents Percentage (%)

1 0 - 20 2 0.5 0.5 Mean 61.23

2 20 - 40 23 5.6 6.1 S.D. 15.25

3 40 - 60 169 41.4 47.5 Minimum 10.32

4 60 - 80 166 40.7 88.2 Maximum 100.00

5 80 - 100 48 11.8 100.0 Median 62.30

Total 408 100.0 N 408

Source: Primary Survey Data

Table 1.5 demonstrates that the household quality of living of the weavers in the handloom industry
of Kerala is moderate, based on the HQLI per cent of 40-60 and the cumulative percentage of nearly 50 per
cent. Subsequently, the proportion of the relative intensity of the household quality of living index of male
and female weavers across different geographical locations in Kerala is analysed and given in Figure1.1.

Figure 1.1: The Relative Intensity of the Household Quality of Living Index of
Male and Female Weavers across Different Geographical Locations

Source: Primary Survey Data

Figure 1.1 shows that the HQLI (%) of the Thrissur district (72%) is higher compared to
Thiruvananthapuram (62%) and Kannur (57%) districts. The overall HQLI (%) of the male-female weavers
across different geographical locations in Kerala shows 61%. It provides empirical support for the second
hypotheses associated with the objective of this study. Consequently, a two-way between-subject ANOVA
(Table 1.6) was carried out to examine the effect of the location (i.e., district) and gender on the household
living quality of the handloom weavers in the study population.
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Table 1.6: Two-Way ANOVA Statistics (Tests of Between-Subjects Effects)

Source Type III Sum df Mean F p-value Partial Eta
of Squares Square Squared

Corrected Model 8133.286a 5 1626.657 7.559 <.001 .086

Intercept 476470.340 1 476470.340 2214.251 <.001 .846

District 5232.844 2 2616.422 12.159 <.001 .057

Gender 14.708 1 14.708 0.068 .794 .000

District * Gender 263.048 2 131.524 0.611 .543 .003

Error 86503.759 402 215.183

Total 1624457.987 408

Corrected Total 94637.045 407

Dependent Variable: Household Quality of Living Index (%) a. R2 = .086 (Adjusted R2 = .075)

A two-way between-subject ANOVA (Table1.6) was carried out to examine the effect of the location
(i.e., district) and gender on the household living quality of the handloom weavers in the study population.
There was a statistically significant main effect of location (i.e., district) on the household living quality of
the handloom weavers in Kerala, F (2,402) = 12.16, p< .001. However, the main effect of gender on the
household living quality of the weavers is not statistically significant, F (1,402) = 0.07, p=.794. Additionally,
there is no statistically significant interaction between the effects of the location and gender on the household
living quality of the weavers, F (2,402) = 0.61, p =.543.

Table 1.7: Multiple Comparisons across Districts

(I) District (J) District Mean Std. p 95% Confidence
 Difference (I-J) Err or  Interval

Lower Upper
Bound Bound

Trivandrum Thrissur -10.2143* 2.628 <.001 -16.40 -4.03

Kannur 5.6540* 1.570 .001 1.96 9.35

Thrissur Trivandrum 10.2143* 2.628 <.001 4.03 16.40

Kannur 15.8683* 2.741 <.001 9.42 22.32

Kannur Trivandrum -5.6540* 1.570 .001 -9.35 -1.96

Thrissur -15.8683* 2.741 <.001 -22.32 -9.42

Based on Tukey’s HSD
*.  The mean difference is significant at the .05 level.

As the two-way ANOVA results show a statistically significant effect of location on the household
living quality of the handloom weavers in Kerala, it is necessary to understand the magnitude of the HQLI
of the weavers across the district. To understand the magnitude of the household quality of living of the
weavers across districts, a post-hoc multiple comparison test (generally used test) was conducted. The follow-
up post-hoc multiple comparison test (using Tukey HSD) results (Table1.7) across the districts revealed that
the magnitude of the household quality of living of the weavers is significantly different across all three
pairs of locations compared. More specifically, the level of the household quality of life of the handloom
weavers is relatively high in Thrissur district, moderate in Thiruvananthapuram district and low in the Kannur
district of Kerala.
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Limitations of the Present Study

The study is confined to three important handloom centres in Kerala. So, it will not provide a
comprehensive picture of the handloom industry at the state, national and international levels. Reluctance on
the part of respondents to provide accurate information. The reason is that they think that if they give correct
information, they will not get government benefits in the future. It affects the reliability of the data.  Reluctance
on the part of certain officials at the Primary Handloom Weavers Co-operative Society to provide data directs
this study to collect data from weavers of the society rather than at the society level.

Conclusion

To conclude, the degree of different dimensions of living conditions and livelihoods of the weavers in
the handloom sector of Kerala is different.The proportion of the households of the weavers having different
assets and amenities was significantly different across various geographical locations (i.e., districts) in Kerala.
The study also indicates that the level of the household quality of living of the weavers was relatively high
in terms of housing quality, medium in terms of the level of basic amenities and low in terms of asset possession
in the handloom sector of Kerala. The handloom industry in Kerala is facing a severe crisis, impacting the
living conditions and livelihoods of thousands of weavers. To revive the handloom industry in Kerala,
immediate action is necessary to address the challenges faced by weavers. This includes ensuring timely
disbursement of wages, establishing reliable channels for raw material procurement, and implementing targeted
policies to support the sector. Collaborative efforts between state and central governments are crucial to restore
the livelihoods and dignity of weavers.

Notes

1. Low means 0-40% change
2. Moderate means 40-60% change, and higher means above 60%
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Employment Patterns and Trends in

Kerala: An Analytical Overview

Sanoop. S

Kerala, the southernmost state of India, has long been recognized for its unique socio-
economic model, often referred to as the “Kerala Model of Development.” The state has
consistently achieved high human development indicators, such as literacy, healthcare, and
gender equality. However, its employment patterns reveal complex trends influenced by
globalization, migration, technological advancements, and demographic transitions. Kerala,
often celebrated for its high literacy rates and progressive social indicators, exhibits unique
employment patterns and trends shaped by its socio-economic framework, demographic shifts,
and developmental policies. This article delves into the employment landscape in Kerala,
highlighting key trends, challenges, and opportunities using secondary data.

Key words : Agrarian economy, workforce structure, paradoxical employment challenges, land reforms, special
economic zones.

Kerala, often referred to as “God’s Own Country,” is known not just for its scenic beauty but also for
its remarkable achievements in human development. With one of the highest literacy rates in India and an
enviable record in healthcare and social development, the state occupies a unique position in the nation’s
socio-economic framework. However, beneath these achievements lies a complex employment landscape
characterized by high unemployment, a shift from traditional occupations, and a growing reliance on service
and overseas sectors. Over the years, Kerala has experienced significant transformations in its employment
patterns. The transition from an agrarian economy to one driven by services and remittance inflows has
redefined the state’s workforce structure. While these changes have opened new avenues for growth, they
have also brought forth challenges such as job mismatch, underemployment, and the decline of traditional
industries. Kerala, often celebrated as a model state for its high human development indices, stands out in
India for its unique socio-economic dynamics. With one of the highest literacy rates in the country (96.2%,
Census 2011) and significant achievements in healthcare, education, and gender equality, Kerala’s workforce
is highly skilled and educated. Yet, the state grapples with paradoxical employment challenges, such as high
unemployment rates, underemployment, and a shift away from traditional industries.

The employment patterns in Kerala have undergone a significant transformation over the decades.
Once an agrarian economy, the state has transitioned to a service-driven one, with agriculture and allied
activities now contributing minimally to employment. The dominance of the service sector, particularly
tourism, information technology, and healthcare, highlights the changing economic structure. However, this
shift has not been uniform, and rural areas still face stagnation, exacerbated by the decline of traditional
industries like coir, handlooms, and fisheries. Migration has also played a pivotal role in shaping Kerala’s
labor market. The state is both a major source of emigrant workers to Gulf countries and a destination for
migrant laborers from other Indian states. While remittances from Non-Resident Keralites (NRKs) have
bolstered household incomes and the local economy, reliance on overseas employment has made Kerala
vulnerable to global economic fluctuations. Concurrently, the influx of domestic migrant workers has filled
labor gaps in sectors like construction and hospitality. Despite its socio-economic advancements, Kerala
faces a high unemployment rate, particularly among educated youth. The challenge lies in the mismatch
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between the skills imparted by the education system and the demands of the labor market. Moreover, the
state’s workforce participation rate, especially for women, remains relatively low, reflecting deep-seated socio-
cultural constraints.

Historical Evolution

Kerala’s employment landscape has undergone significant transformation over the decades.
Traditionally, the economy was primarily agrarian, with a majority of the population engaged in agriculture
and allied activities. The cultivation of crops such as rice, coconut, and spices formed the backbone of the
state’s economy.

However, the latter half of the 20th century witnessed a gradual shift. Land reforms, increased
mechanization, and a growing emphasis on education and health led to a reduction in agricultural dependency.
The state’s emphasis on human capital development facilitated a migration of labor to other sectors such as
services and industries, both within and outside Kerala.

Key Employment Patterns

1. Agricultur e: Despite its historical importance, agriculture has seen a steady decline in employment
contribution. Factors such as fragmented land holdings, low productivity, and migration to urban areas
have contributed to this trend. Today, agriculture employs less than 15% of Kerala’s workforce.

2. Services Sector: The services sector is the largest contributor to Kerala’s economy, accounting for
over 60% of the state’s Gross State Domestic Product (GSDP). Jobs in tourism, retail, healthcare,
and education dominate this sector. Kerala’s focus on quality healthcare and education has also created
a significant demand for skilled professionals.

3. Migration and Remittances: A unique feature of Kerala’s employment scenario is its high rate of
migration. Millions of Keralites work in the Middle East, contributing to the state’s economy through
remittances. This has led to improved living standards and increased consumption, although it has
also created a labor shortage in certain local industries.

4. Unorganized Sector: A substantial portion of Kerala’s workforce is employed in the unorganized sector,
including construction, small-scale industries, and traditional occupations such as coir-making and
fishing. These jobs are often characterized by low wages and lack of social security benefits.

This article delves into the intricate employment patterns and trends in Kerala, analysing the sectoral
composition, the role of remittances, gender disparities, and the challenges posed by urbanization and industrial
stagnation. Using secondary data and recent surveys, it aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of
the opportunities and obstacles in Kerala’s employment landscape. By addressing these challenges, Kerala
can leverage its skilled workforce and progressive policies to foster sustainable and inclusive economic growth.

Objective

The objective of this article is to provide a comprehensive analysis of employment patterns and trends
in Kerala, examining the factors influencing labor market dynamics, the impact of demographic and socio-
economic changes, and the emerging challenges and opportunities. It aims to offer valuable insights for
policymakers, researchers, and stakeholders to foster sustainable and inclusive economic growth in the state.

Methodology

The methodology for analysing Employment Patterns and Trends in Kerala will rely entirely on
secondary data sourced from reliable publications, including government reports (e.g., Kerala Economic
Review, PLFS, NSSO), national databases (Census of India, CMIE), and research papers by institutions like
ILO and NITI Aayog.



- 3 -

Overview of Kerala’s Workfor ce

Kerala’s workforce stands out due to its high literacy rates and significant representation in tertiary
sectors like education, healthcare, and services. However, the state also faces challenges such as
unemployment, underemployment, and a declining labor force participation rate (LFPR), particularly among
women.

Tr ends in Employment Patterns

1. Sectoral Composition of Employment

Kerala’s economy has undergone a structural transformation over the decades, shifting from agriculture
to services. The table below highlights the sectoral distribution of employment

Table-1

Sector 2020 (%) 2010 (%) 2000 (%)

Agriculture & Allied 17.2 24.5 32.8

Services 56 50.4 44.8

Industry 26.8 25.1 22.4

Source: Economic Reviews, State Planning Board, Govt.of Kerala

The proportion of the workforce engaged in the agriculture and allied activities has decreased from
32.8% in 2000 to 17.2 % in 2020. The share of employment in the industrial sector increased from 22.4%
in 2000 to 26.8% in 2020.The service sector has grown substantially with its share increasing from 44.8%
in 2000 to 56% in 2020.

2. Organised Vs Unorganised Employment

The distinction between organized and unorganized employment in Kerala reflects the diversity in
the state’s workforce structure and the nature of jobs available. These dynamic impacts job security, income
stability, and overall economic development.

Table-2

Category Employment Share (%)

Organised Sector 47%

Unorganised Sector 53%

Source: Periodic Labour Force Survey (PLFS) 2022-23

Key Findings

1. Decline in Agricultur e: The share of agricultural employment has reduced significantly due to low
profitability, urbanization, and mechanization.

2. Steady Industrial Gr owth: While the industrial sector shows modest growth, challenges include limited
scalability and reliance on small-scale industries.

3. Service Sector Dominance: The services sector, especially IT, tourism, and healthcare, has become
the backbone of Kerala’s economy, contributing significantly to GSDP and employment.

4. Challenges in Unorganized Sector: The high share of unorganized employment poses challenges in
terms of job security, benefits, and income stability.

3. Unemployment Tr ends

Kerala has one of the highest unemployment rates among Indian states, despite its educated workforce.
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This paradox is attributed to the mismatch between education and job opportunities, as well as preferences
for formal employment.

 Table-3

Year Unemployment Rate (%) Average (All India) (%)

2015 12.5 5.0

2018 11.4 6.1

2023 10.3 7.2

Source: Economic Review (2023), State Planning Board, Govt.of Kerala

In 2015, Kerala’s unemployment rate was 12.5%, significantly higher than the national average of
5%. Although the rate declined slightly to 10.3% by 2023, it remains much higher than the national average
(7.2%). Between 2015 and 2023 Kerala experienced a gradual decline in its unemployment rate, falling by
2.2 percentage points.

Kerala, renowned for its high literacy rates and commendable human development indicators, faces
persistent unemployment challenges, particularly among its youth. The state’s unemployment trends reveal
significant disparities across age groups, genders, and urban-rural divides.

Table-4

Demographic Group Unemployment rate (%)

Youth (15-29 years) 29.9

Female Youth (15-29) 47.1

Male Youth (15-29) 19.3

Source: Periodic Labour Force Survey,NSO,MOSPI 2023-24

The unemployment rate among youth aged 15-29 years stands at a staggering 29.9%, among the highest
in India.This reflects a gap between educational qualifications and the availability of suitable job opportunities.
Many young people are unwilling to take up jobs in sectors perceived as low-status, such as manual labor
or blue-collar work, preferring white-collar employment. Male youth unemployment, at 19.3%, is significantly
lower than the female rate but still indicative of the challenges young men face in finding gainful
employment.Many men migrate to other states or countries, particularly the Gulf region, in search of better
opportunities, reducing the pressure on domestic job markets but highlighting the state’s dependency on
remittance economies.

Key Challenges

1. High Unemployment Rate: Despite high literacy, the state’s unemployment rate is a persistent issue,
particularly among educated youth.

2. Skill Mismatch: The skills imparted by educational institutions often do not align with industry demands,
leading to unemployment or underemployment.

3. Decline in Traditional Industries: Industries like coir, handlooms, and fisheries face challenges from
modernization, lack of investment, and competition.

4. Dependency on Remittances: The economy’s reliance on remittances creates vulnerabilities due to
fluctuating global economic conditions.

4. Female Labor Force Participation

The participation of women in the labor force has far-reaching benefits for the economy. Research
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consistently shows that gender diversity, particularly in leadership and decision-making roles, can improve
business performance and foster innovation. Women bring unique perspectives and capabilities to the
workforce, and greater involvement of women in the economy leads to a more equitable distribution of wealth,
higher household incomes, and improved well-being for families and communities. Furthermore, when more
women work, the overall economic productivity of a nation increases, contributing to higher GDP growth.
Despite these benefits, women still face numerous barriers to entering or staying in the workforce, particularly
in economies where gender-based social norms or structural inequalities are deeply embedded. Addressing
these barriers is key to enhancing FLFPR.

Kerala, known for its progressive social indicators like high literacy and low infant mortality rates,
ironically experiences a low Female Labor Force Participation Rate (FLFPR). Despite having better
educational attainment among women, Kerala’s FLFPR lags behind many Indian states, indicating socio-
cultural and economic challenges. Kerala’s female labor force participation rate (FLFPR) is lower than the
national average, despite high female literacy. Cultural factors, lack of suitable employment opportunities,
and safety concerns are major reasons for this trend.

Table-5

Year Kerala FLFPR (%) India FLFPR (%)

1995 35 33.5

2000 33.5 35

2005 28 36

2010 25 29

2015 22.5 27.4

2020 20.5 25

2023 19.2 24

Source: NSSO & PLFS Reports, Ministry of Statistics & Programme Implementation (MOSPI)

Kerala’ s FLFPR Trend:

• From 1995 to 2000, Kerala’s FLFPR was relatively high at 35.0%. However, from 2000 to 2005,
there was a noticeable decline of 7 percentage points, dropping to 28.0%. This decline could be
attributed to various factors such as a structural shift in the economy, as Kerala transitioned from
being predominantly agrarian to a more service-based economy, which might not have absorbed
female labor in the same way agriculture did.

• Between 2005 and 2010, Kerala’s FLFPR continued to decline, but at a slower pace, dropping
from 28.0% to 25.0%. This suggests that the impact of economic transitions, along with the lack
of sufficient female-friendly employment policies or opportunities in the growing service sector,
might have further discouraged women from entering the workforce.

• The decline from 2010 to 2023 is more pronounced, as the FLFPR dropped from 25.0% to 19.2%.
This could be due to multiple reasons: a stagnation in new job creation for women, the shift away
from labor-intensive sectors, persistent gender norms, and limited opportunities in high-skilled,
formal sectors for women despite education and skills.

India’ s FLFPR Tr end:

• India’s FLFPR was at 33.5% in 1995, showing a relatively high participation rate at that time. The
FLFPR increased slightly to 35.0% in 2000, suggesting that there was some upward momentum.
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However, the national trend begins to reflect a significant decline starting from 2000, falling sharply
from 35.0% in 2000 to 36.0% in 2005, before reaching 24.0% in 2023.

• From 2005 to 2010, India saw a marginal decrease in FLFPR, with the rate dropping from 36.0%
to 29.0%. The trend reflected more significant structural changes, including the decline in
manufacturing and agriculture sectors, which traditionally employed a larger number of women,
and the rise of the informal sector where women’s participation is often less recorded.

• Over the next decade (2010 to 2020), the FLFPR continued to decline to 25.0% by 2020. Despite
the rising rates of female education, economic growth in India did not lead to a corresponding
increase in formal employment opportunities for women. The rise of the gig economy and informal
work, which often does not feature in official labor force data, could also explain part of this decline.

• By 2023, the FLFPR in India stood at 24.0%, which is a significant drop from 1995 but still above
Kerala’s FLFPR. The decrease in female labor force participation in India can be attributed to a
combination of factors such as inadequate family support systems, cultural attitudes, and a lack of
sufficient female-friendly employment policies, as well as the increasing dominance of informal,
low-paying work sectors in which women are disproportionately represented.

Key Employment Drivers

1. Migration and Remittances : Kerala is heavily reliant on remittances, with a significant portion of its
population working in the Gulf countries. According to the Kerala Migration Survey (KMS) 2021,
over 2 million Keralites are employed abroad, contributing approximately 85,000 crores annually in
remittances.

2. Tourism and IT Sector : Kerala’s tourism sector has grown steadily, offering seasonal employment to
thousands. The IT sector, led by hubs like Technopark and Infopark, has also expanded, though it
remains smaller compared to other Indian states like Karnataka and Tamil Nadu.

3. Government Programmes : Government initiatives like the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural
Employment Guarantee
Scheme (MGNREGS) have improved rural employment, while programmes such as Kudumbashree
have empowered women through micro-enterprises.

Challenges

1. Educated Unemployment: A surplus of educated youth without adequate job opportunities.

2. Skill Mismatch: Misalignment between academic curricula and industry demands.

3. Aging Workforce: Declining youth participation due to migration and aging demographics.

4. Low Industrial Growth: Dependence on service sectors with limited industrial diversification.

Policy Recommendations

The policy recommendations put forward a strategic framework aimed at fostering economic resilience,
inclusion, and sustainability by addressing key areas of workforce development, entrepreneurship, gender
equity, and economic diversification.

1. Skill Development: Aligning Vocational Training with Emerging Industr y Needs

As industries evolve, particularly with rapid technological advancements, it is essential to ensure that
the workforce is equipped with relevant and future-proof skills. Vocational training programmes must be
constantly updated to match the dynamic needs of industries such as artificial intelligence, renewable energy,
and data science. Collaboration between industry players and educational institutions can bridge the gap
between the classroom and the job market, ensuring that workers are job-ready and capable of adapting to
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technological disruptions. Beyond just entry-level training, a focus on upskilling (teaching current workers
new skills) and reskilling (helping displaced workers acquire new capabilities) can mitigate the impact of
automation and help workers stay relevant. Programmes should not only focus on technical skills but also
include soft skills such as critical thinking, communication, and leadership. To ensure that these skills are
valued in the marketplace, certification programmes and industry-recognized qualifications should be
incorporated, adding credibility to the training received and boosting the employability of the workforce.
Additionally, lifelong learning initiatives should be promoted to encourage workers to continuously upgrade
their skills throughout their careers, fostering a culture of adaptability and resilience in the workforce.

2. Promoting Entrepreneurship: Supporting Star tups and MSMEs

Supporting entrepreneurship, particularly small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), is critical for
creating localized job opportunities and reducing reliance on large industries or foreign remittances.
Governments can provide targeted financial support such as low-interest loans, venture capital, and subsidies
for new businesses, particularly those in emerging fields like green technology, fintech, and tech services.
Entrepreneurs often face significant hurdles in accessing funding, especially during the early stages of their
business, so making capital more accessible is crucial. Additionally, simplifying regulatory processes and
creating a more business-friendly environment by reducing bureaucratic red tape can enable entrepreneurs
to focus more on growing their business rather than dealing with complex administrative tasks. Initiatives
like incubators and accelerators can help foster innovation by providing startups with mentorship, resources,
and networking opportunities, allowing them to scale quickly and efficiently. Furthermore, local procurement
policies can stimulate demand for products and services from local startups, creating stable revenue streams
for MSMEs and generating more jobs in local communities.

3. Enhancing Female Labor Force Participation Rate (FLFPR): Policies for Gender Inclusion

Gender equity in the workforce is not only a matter of social justice but also essential for maximizing
the economic potential of a nation. Despite progress, women remain underrepresented in many sectors,
particularly those traditionally dominated by men, such as technology, engineering, and manufacturing. Policies
aimed at increasing female participation in the workforce can have transformative effects. For instance,
providing affordable childcare services or subsidies for private childcare can make it easier for women,
particularly mothers, to remain in the workforce or return after childbirth. In addition, flexible work
arrangements such as remote work, part-time positions, and job-sharing can enable women to balance work
and family responsibilities more effectively. By addressing these structural barriers, women can contribute
to the workforce on equal terms with men. Moreover, policies should also focus on addressing gender-based
pay disparities. Enforcing equal pay for equal work can help ensure that women’s contributions are valued
and rewarded appropriately. Extending paid parental leave for both mothers and fathers is another crucial
step in promoting gender equity, as it encourages both parents to share caregiving duties, alleviating the
burden traditionally placed on women. Awareness campaigns that challenge stereotypes and promote the
benefits of diversity in leadership and the workplace can further encourage women to enter and thrive in
traditionally male-dominated sectors.

4. Diversification: Expanding Industrial and Technological Sectors

Economic diversification is key to reducing vulnerability to external shocks, such as global economic
downturns, commodity price fluctuations, or reliance on remittances. A diversified economy is less susceptible
to changes in any one sector, and it creates more robust, long-term growth. One way to achieve diversification
is by focusing on expanding industrial sectors like manufacturing, agribusiness, and technology. The
government can play a vital role by providing research and development (R&D) funding to stimulate
innovation in emerging sectors like biotechnology, clean energy, and advanced manufacturing. Policies that
attract foreign direct investment (FDI) in these sectors can provide capital, expertise, and access to global
markets. Furthermore, creating special economic zones or industrial parks with tailored infrastructure and
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incentives can help new industries flourish by providing businesses with the facilities they need to operate
efficiently.

At the same time, governments should focus on developing green technologies such as solar and wind
energy, as well as electric vehicles and sustainable agriculture. These sectors not only offer long-term economic
growth but also contribute to addressing climate change and environmental sustainability. Investing in
infrastructure development - such as transportation, digital connectivity, and energy networks - is crucial to
supporting the growth of new industries. Additionally, strengthening export-oriented sectors by supporting
MSMEs and startups in accessing international markets can help reduce dependency on remittances and
create more self-sustaining economies. Diversifying export markets and promoting global competitiveness
will enhance economic resilience, as reliance on a few dominant industries or foreign markets can be risky.

Conclusion

Kerala’s employment patterns are shaped by its unique socio-economic factors. While the state boasts
of high literacy and human development indices, challenges such as unemployment, skill mismatch, and
low female participation persist. Addressing these issues through targeted policies and sectoral
diversification is critical for achieving sustainable economic growth. Kerala’s employment trends reflect
a state in transition, with significant opportunities and challenges. While the dominance of the service
sector and high literacy rates provide a robust foundation, issues like unemployment, skill mismatch, and
reliance on remittances necessitate targeted interventions. Leveraging its human capital and fostering
sustainable development will be crucial in shaping Kerala’s future employment landscape. This analysis,
supported by secondary data, underscores the need for innovative approaches to foster inclusive and
equitable employment opportunities in Kerala.
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The State of Women’s Entrepreneurship in Low-Income

Economies : A Gem Report Perspective

Shaliya Dinsha &
Suchithra Devi S

Women’s entrepreneurship is vital in economic development, job creation, and poverty

reduction, particularly in low-income economies. However, female entrepreneurs in these

regions face significant challenges, including restricted access to finance, socio-cultural

constraints, limited market opportunities, and digital exclusion. This study explores the state

of women’s entrepreneurship in low-income economies, with a special focus on India, using

data from the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM). It examines the sociocultural barriers

that hinder women’s participation in entrepreneurial activities and studies the support

initiatives in promoting women-led businesses.The study employs a descriptive and

comparative research design based on secondary data sources, including GEM reports,

government records, and academic studies.

Key words : Institutional support, low-income economies, total entrepreneurial activity, women’s
entrepreneurship.

Intr oduction

In India, numerous women entrepreneurs from low-income backgrounds have overcome significant
challenges to establish successful businesses. One notable example is Kamal Kumbhar, a social entrepreneur
from Osmanabad, Maharashtra. Born into poverty and married at a young age, Kamal faced financial hardships
after her marriage ended. Undeterred, she joined women’s self-help groups and initiated a small bangle-
selling business with an initial investment of `500. Her entrepreneurial journey expanded over the years,
leading her to establish Kamal Poultry and Ekta Producer Company in 1998 with a modest investment of
`2,000. Today, her ventures generate approximately `100,000 in monthly revenue, and she has mentored
over 5,000 women in her state to become self-sufficient entrepreneurs. Kamal’s story exemplifies resilience
and the transformative impact of entrepreneurship among women in low-income economies (Financial Express
2018).

Women entrepreneurship is crucial for economic development as it contributes to job creation, poverty
reduction, and overall economic growth. Women-led businesses enhance household incomes, improve
community well-being, and drive innovation across various industries. Studies show that increasing female
participation in entrepreneurship can significantly boost a country’s GDP. According to the McKinsey Global
Institute (2015), advancing gender equality in entrepreneurship and the workforce could add $12 trillion to
the global economy by 2025. Moreover, the World Bank (2021) highlights that supporting women
entrepreneurs leads to more inclusive and sustainable economic growth, as women reinvest up to 90% of
their income into their families and communities, compared to 30-40% by men.

The Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) Report (2022) provides valuable insights into the Total
Early-stage Entrepreneurial Activity (TEA) rates among women across different economies. India’s TEA
rate for women stands at 13.9%, which is relatively lower compared to other low-income economies. The
disparity highlights structural challenges, including cultural norms, lack of financial inclusion, and limited
policy support for women entrepreneurs in India. However, India’s increasing focus on initiatives like Stand-
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Up India, Mudra Yojana, and the Women Entrepreneurship Platform (WEP) demonstrates a commitment to
improve women’s participation in entrepreneurship. Understanding women’s motivations for starting
businesses helps policymakers, financial institutions, and development organizations design better support
systems. Women entrepreneurs are often driven by a mix of necessity and opportunity. According to the
Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) Report (2022), women in low-income economies frequently start
businesses out of necessity due to lack of employment opportunities, whereas women in higher-income
economies tend to pursue entrepreneurship as a means of self-actualization and financial independence. By
studying these motivations, governments and organizations can implement targeted interventions such as
microfinance programmes, mentorship networks, and skill development initiatives to help women transition
from necessity-driven businesses to high-growth enterprises.

Comparing India’s women-led entrepreneurial activity with other low-income economies offers valuable
insights into areas where improvements can be made. By addressing barriers such as financial exclusion,
socio-cultural restrictions, and skill gaps, India and other developing nations can unlock the full potential
of women entrepreneurs, leading to a more inclusive and sustainable global economy.

Objectives

1. To analyze the Total Early-stage Entrepreneurial Activity (TEA) of female entrepreneurs in India relative
to other low-income nations.

2. To ascertain the principal variables driving women entrepreneurs to establish firms in India and other
low-income economies.

3. To explore the socio-cultural barriers faced by women entrepreneurs in India and other low-income
economies.

4. To investigate how policymakers, researchers, and programme coordinators may better support women
entrepreneurs.

Methodology

This study adopts a secondary research methodology, utilizing existing reports and datasets from
globally recognized organizations such as the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) Reports, World Bank
Reports, NITI Aayog Reports, OECD Reports, and UN Women Reports. The research methodology follows
a structured approach to analyze trends, challenges, and opportunities in women entrepreneurship, particularly
in low-income economies with a focus on India.

Data Analysis

This study employs a secondary data analysis approach to compare women’s Total Early-stage
Entrepreneurial Activity (TEA), socio-cultural barriers, and the effectiveness of existing policies and support
programmes for women entrepreneurs. Data is sourced from globally recognized reports such as the Global
Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM), World Bank reports, NITI Aayog studies, and the Mastercard Index of
Women Entrepreneurs. The analysis includes a comparison of TEA rates across India and other low-income
economies to assess differences in women’s participation in early-stage entrepreneurship. Additionally,
motivational factors were analyzed using GEM data. The study also evaluates socio-cultural constraints,
including gender norms, access to networks, and financial limitations, using qualitative and quantitative
insights from secondary reports. Furthermore, the research examines the effectiveness of existing government
policies and support programmes aimed at promoting women’s entrepreneurship by analyzing their reach,
impact, and implementation challenges. By synthesizing these findings, the study aims to provide a
comprehensive understanding of the barriers women entrepreneurs face and offer insights into policy
improvements for fostering an enabling environment.
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Total Entrepreneurial Activity Comparison

TEA represents the percentage of the adult working-age population, aged 18–64, who are either in
the process of starting a new business but have not paid wages for more than three months (nascent
entrepreneurship), or have businesses older than three months but younger than 42 months (early-stage
business activity. Low-income countries typically show the highest average rates of TEA compared to other
countries, due in large part to the fact that these are small market economies and with few other employment
options beyond government services and agriculture sectors (GEM report 2023-2024). Low-income countries
showed the highest average rate of female TEA at 17.1%, while high-income countries showed a low average
female TEA of 8.9% (GEM 2020). According to the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) 2023/2024
Global Report, there is a negative association between TEA and income levels; as income rises, the necessity
to start a business declines due to more employment opportunities and better support systems.

There are many other countries participated in the survey for 2022 and 2023, hence while comparing
the TEA of India with other countries that participated among the low-income economies India’s TEA among
women was much lower compared to other low-income economies such as Egypt, with 5%, Morocco, with
5%, and Angola, with the highest TEA, about 50%, which is highest among LIC and also among the highest
- and middle-income countries. However, in year-to-year the countries that participate in the GEM survey
vary significantly. On a national basis, the countries with the highest rates of women’s early-stage activity
in 2023-2024 include Guatemala (28.2%) and Colombia (26.1%).

Figure 1- India Women’s Total Entrepreneurial Activity from 2020-2024

Source: GEM Women Entrepreneurship Report 2020-2024

The graph illustrates the trend of Women’s Total Entrepreneurial Activity (WTEA) in India from 2020
to 2024. In 2020-2021, WTEA was at a low level, around 2.6%, likely due to the impact of the COVID-19
pandemic, economic uncertainty, and fewer opportunities for women entrepreneurs. However, in 2021-2022,
there was a sharp increase, reaching approximately 13.9%, driven by the digital boom, growth in e-commerce
platforms like Meesho and Amazon, and government initiatives such as Mudra Yojana and Stand-Up India,
which encouraged women-led businesses. Additionally, many women turned to entrepreneurship out of
necessity after job losses during the pandemic.

In 2022-2023, WTEA experienced a slight decline, though it remained relatively high. Increased
competition in digital markets, funding challenges, and regulatory hurdles made it harder for small businesses
to sustain themselves. By 2023-2024, WTEA saw a steep drop, falling below 6%, possibly due to rising
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inflation, higher business costs, and a shift back to traditional jobs as employment opportunities improved.
Many women entrepreneurs also struggled with accessing government schemes, adapting to changing digital
business models, and overcoming financial constraints.

Motivation to Star t a Business

In Central and East Asia, including India, both male and female entrepreneurs predominantly cite job
scarcity as a key motivation for starting a business. According to the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM)
Report 2023-2024, additional motivations include continuing a family tradition, making a difference in the
world, and achieving financial success through wealth accumulation or a high income. Low-income economies
are present across various regions, such as Egypt, Morocco, and Sudan in the Middle East and Africa, while
several Asian countries are also classified as low-income economies under the GEM methodology. In these
regions, the primary motivations for entrepreneurship remain job scarcity and the pursuit of wealth creation.
Notably, job scarcity was cited more frequently by women than men in Central and East Asia, Europe and
the UK, and Latin America and the Caribbean. The most significant gender gap was observed in Central
and East Asia, where women were 16% more likely than men to identify job scarcity as a reason for business
startup. However, in North America and the Middle East and Africa, women were less likely
than men to report job scarcity as their primary motivation for entrepreneurship.

Total Entrepreneurial Activity (TEA) is often highest in low-income economies due to job scarcity
and necessity-driven entrepreneurship. In these economies, formal employment opportunities are limited,
pushing individuals to start small businesses as a means of survival. Unlike high-income countries, where
entrepreneurship is typically opportunity-driven, many entrepreneurs in low-income nations engage in informal,
low-capital ventures such as street vending, farming, or local services. The lack of industrial job growth,
social security benefits, and government support further compels people to create their own income sources.

Socio-Cultural Barriers Facing Women Entrepreneurs in Low-Income Economies

Despite the increasing rates of entrepreneurial intentions and high-growth entrepreneurship in many
countries, women entrepreneurs continue to encounter significant obstacles in starting and expanding their
businesses. These challenges are particularly pronounced in environments characterized by poverty, traditional
gender norms, and limited public participation opportunities. In most countries, women are more likely than
men to identify job scarcity as their primary motivation for starting a business, aligning with what the Global
Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) defines as necessity-driven entrepreneurship. Additionally, women
entrepreneurs often come from poorer households, possess lower levels of education, and belong to lower-
income families compared to their male counterparts. This trend is especially prevalent in low-income
economies but is also evident in many middle- and high-income countries.

Each region has its own advantages as well as challenges for women’s entrepreneurship. Depending
on the socio-economic structure and the problems faced in that country, the types of entrepreneurship and
the related need for government assistance would vary (Hussain F, 2016).

TABLE-1  Challenges Faced by Women Entrepreneurs in India and Low-Income Economies

Challenges India Other Low-Income
Economies

1. Access to Capital Women entrepreneurs struggle to secure Similar challenges exist, particularly in

loans due to lack of collateral, low financial Africa and South Asia, where women rely

literacy, and gender bias in lending on informal lending or microfinance

institutions (NITI Aayog,2022). Despite institutions due to lack of access to formal

schemes like Stand-Up India and MUDRA banking (World Bank, 2022).

Yojana, funding gaps remain.
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2. Limited Networks Women have restricted access to In many low-income countries, women’s

and Mentorship professional networks due to male- participation in business networks is

dominated industries and cultural norms. limited due to social restrictions and

Few women-centric mentorship lack of digital literacy (GEM, 2022).

programmes exist.

3. Balancing Business Societal expectations place the burden of The challenge is widespread, especially in

and Domestic household duties on women, limiting their Sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia, where

Responsibilities time for business activities (Decoding traditional gender roles dominate. Women

Government Support to Women entrepreneurs struggle to manage time

Entrepreneurs in India, 2022). for work and family.

4. Gender Bias and Women entrepreneurs in India face Gender bias is a common issue in low-

Discrimination skepticism regarding their leadership income economies, where women-owned

abilities, limiting opportunities for businesses are often perceived as less

investment and partnerships (Mastercard capable, resulting in limited support

Index on Women Entrepreneurship, 2022). from investors.

5. Limited Digital and While internet penetration is increasing, Digital literacy is a major barrier in regions

Technological Access many rural women entrepreneurs lack like Africa and South Asia, where women

access to digital tools and e-commerce have lower access to mobile phones and the

platforms (NASSCOM, 2022). internet compared to men (GSMA, 2022).

6. Market Access and Women-owned businesses in India are Similar challenges exist in low-income

Business Scalability mostly micro or small-scale and struggle to economies, where women entrepreneurs

expand due to limited marketing and focus on local markets with low

supply chain integration (GEM, 2022). scalability potential.

7. Government Policies India has multiple policies for women Many low-income countries have limited or

and Support entrepreneurs (e.g., NITI Aayog’s Women fragmented policy support for women

Entrepreneurship Platform, Startup India), entrepreneurs, with few tailored financial

but implementation gaps remain. and capacity-building programmes.

Source; Government and International Reports

Women entrepreneurs face numerous challenges that hinder their business growth and participation
in the economy. Social expectations and gender bias often reinforce traditional roles, leading to skepticism
about women’s leadership abilities and limiting their support from peers and mentors (Uzailko Adam, 2023).
Many societies still expect women to prioritize household responsibilities, making it difficult for them to
engage in entrepreneurship. Access to funding remains a major hurdle, as women receive less venture capital
compared to men, restricting their ability to scale businesses (Goorha Sohil, 2021). In India, only 19% of
the 432 million working-age women participate in formal employment, and the GEM report highlights that
while Total Early-stage Entrepreneurial Activity (TEA) rates are typically high in low-income economies,
India’s TEA rate for women is just 2.6%, primarily due to restricted financial resources (Jaitly
&Thangallapally, 2022). Additionally, women in low-income economies tend to run smaller businesses with
limited growth potential due to financial constraints. Limited networks and mentorship further hinder their
entrepreneurial success, as women struggle to establish connections and access mentorship opportunities.
In India, women entrepreneurs represent only 20% of businesses, with few benefiting from professional support
programmes (NITI Aayog, 2022). Cultural norms further isolate women from formal business networks,
restricting their access to investment and collaboration opportunities (GEM Report, 2022). Addressing these
barriers requires policy reforms, targeted financial support, and greater inclusivity in professional networks
to empower women entrepreneurs.
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Recommended Support Programmes that Promote Women’s Entrepreneurial Activities in India and
Other Low-Income Economies

Women entrepreneurs are making substantial contributions to the world economy and society. According
to the GEM 2020 study, women currently constitute one in two active entrepreneurs globally and one in
three growth-oriented entrepreneurs. The data indicates a potential increase in Established Business Ownership
rates among women in the forthcoming years. In India most women-owned enterprises are typically home-
based, micro, and informal, resulting in restricted access to market opportunities and marketing expertise.
Female entrepreneurs must confront mobility and logistical constraints, time scarcity and unpaid care giving
responsibilities, as well as safety and security concerns to effectively manage their businesses and attain
necessary development. They are also deficient in digital and technological abilities owing to low literacy
rates and insufficient access to mobile devices and the Internet. Female entrepreneurs predominantly operate
in sectors significantly impacted by the pandemic and digitization, particularly within micro and small
businesses in non-professional services. This includes tailor shop owners, dressmakers, shopkeepers, street
vendors, arts and handicrafts vendors, and beauty parlors etc (Niti Ayog Report 2022). To effectively implement
support programmes, governments and policymakers must first identify the critical needs of female
entrepreneurs to foster an enabling ecosystem, while also addressing the structural barriers created by adverse
social norms and gender-neutral or gender-blind policies and processes.

The support initiatives proposed by the GEM Report (2020-2024), Niti Aayog Report (2022), and
other international reports for enhancing women-led business initiatives were reviewed.

1. Support Research on Women Entrepreneur’s Issues

Women entrepreneurs often face unique and systemic barriers that hinder their ability to start, grow,
and sustain successful ventures. One major challenge is limited access to funding, as studies show that women
receive significantly less venture capital and bank loans compared to their male counterparts. This financial
gap is often driven by unconscious bias among investors and financial institutions, who may perceive women-
led businesses as riskier or less scalable.

Another significant barrier is gender bias and societal expectations, which can limit women’s
opportunities in certain industries and leadership roles. Many women entrepreneurs struggle with gaining
credibility and securing partnerships, as traditional business networks are often male-dominated. Additionally,
the lack of mentorship and support systems makes it harder for women to navigate the complexities of
entrepreneurship, access valuable industry insights, and build professional networks that can drive business
success.

Work-life balance is another challenge, as women often bear a disproportionate share of family and
household responsibilities. This can restrict their ability to dedicate time and resources to business expansion,
leading to slower growth compared to male-led ventures. Research plays a vital role in identifying these
obstacles, analyzing their root causes, and proposing solutions. By investing in studies that highlight these
issues, policymakers, investors, and business organizations can develop targeted initiatives such as women-
focused investment funds, mentorship programmes, and inclusive policy reforms.

Ultimately, supporting research on women entrepreneurs’ challenges helps create an equitable business
environment where women have the resources, opportunities, and support needed to succeed. A thriving
ecosystem of women-led businesses contributes to job creation, innovation, and overall economic growth,
benefiting society as a whole.

2. Facilitate Inclusive Education and Training

Women entrepreneurs exhibit limited access to higher education, training, and professional experiences,
particularly in developing and emerging economies. Capacity development programmes offered by the
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government or private organizations often lack specificity and fail to address gender-specific needs within
the training processes (Hussain, F., 2016). Scarcity of resources, inadequate planning, and a lack of connection
between academia and industry constitute significant challenges affecting the quality of education systems.
Education policy in a country should prioritize improving access to quality education for vulnerable and
marginalized populations, including women. The government and relevant stakeholders must ensure a gender-
responsive learning environment, particularly for women. Entrepreneurship should be integrated into the
standard curriculum, providing learners with opportunities for practical training. Collaboration among industry,
academia, and the community is essential for the success of such initiatives particularly in nations with
emerging economies (Hussain, F., 2016). Incubators, accelerators, and co-working spaces tailored for women
entrepreneurs in male-dominated environments can promote collaboration, mentorship, and resource
accessibility. Customize programmes to address the distinct needs and ambitions of women entrepreneurs
across various sectors. Initial exposure to business environments and mentorship via youth entrepreneurship
programmes can stimulate trends among young women with significant goals for business initiation and
expansion (Gem Women Entrepreneurship Report 2023-2024).

3. Digitalisation Access for Women Entrepreneurs

The GSMA Mobile Gender Gap Report (2022) highlights that women in developing countries are
18% less likely than men to own a smartphone and 23% less likely to access mobile internet. This limits
their ability to engage in digital entrepreneurship, access online financial services, and benefit from digital
learning platforms. Addressing this divide through targeted interventions - such as digital literacy training,
affordable internet access, and women-focused financial inclusion programmes - is crucial for fostering an
equitable entrepreneurial ecosystem.

Conclusion

This study analyzed the role of women entrepreneurs in India in relation to other low-income economies.
India’s Total Early-stage Entrepreneurial Activity (TEA) rate is lower than that of several other emerging
nations, attributed to problems such as restricted financial access, cultural constraints, and insufficient
regulatory assistance. The research revealed the primary motivations for women to initiate enterprises,
including economic need and the pursuit of financial independence. Some women pursue entrepreneurship
to evade unemployment, while others aim to innovate and expand. Nonetheless, several individuals encounter
social and cultural obstacles, like gender discrimination, familial obligations, and limited mobility, which
impede their ability to grow their enterprises. Policymakers, scholars, and organizations must prioritize
enhancing financial access, digital literacy, mentorship initiatives, and supportive policies to assist women
entrepreneurs. Examining successful tactics from other nations can facilitate the development of a more
conducive environment for women-led enterprises to prosper. In summary, empowering women entrepreneurs
is crucial for economic development and gender parity. By tackling these challenges and enhancing support,
India and other low-income economies can enable women to contribute more significantly to business and
development.
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Sustainable Finance in India: Review and Future Directions

Sindhuja M.  &
Raji Prasad G.V.

Sustainable finance - which incorporates environmental, social and governance (ESG)
dimensions based on financial decisions - has been a widely recognized approach to deliver
sustainable progress and has gained popularity around the globe. Sustainable finance in
India is more critical because of the country’s unique socio-economic challenges and
environmental vulnerabilities. The current paper is an up-to-date overview of the current
progress of sustainable finance in India, along with the challenges and way ahead. The focus
of the study is on the impact of green bonds, ESG reporting, and green banking initiatives
on sustainability. The report further provides the regulatory landscape, market structure and
key barriers of the global air prepaid card market. Lastly, it offers pragmatic policy
recommendations on how to improve policy frameworks, create better market transparency
and boost public-private cooperation to help propel sustainable finance in India.

Keywords: Sustainable finance, environmental vulnerabilities, green bonds, policy frameworks

Intr oduction

Sustainable finance has quickly become a prominent factor in the future of India’s economy, a part of
a broader global movement towards environmental sustainability and social responsibility in investing. As
the world grapples increasingly with challenges posed by climate change, resource depletion, and growing
social inequalities, the idea of sustainable finance presents India with an opportunity to help guide this
economic expansion in the direction of achieving larger environmental and social goals. The need to move
to a greener economy has never been more urgent and the financial sector is critical in this transition. India’s
economic growth, admirable as it is, came about with considerable environmental and social cost, and there
is now increasing acknowledgment that sustainable prosperity is possible only with the right approach.
Sustainability in the world of finance is a concept aligning with achieving economic goals while positively
impacting the society (by focusing on passionately helping the underprivileged and working for the betterment
of society) and planetary goals (by observing whether the organisation is responsible towards the environment
or not). This includes critical developments in the last couple of years in India over integrating sustainability
within financial frameworks. National Action Plan on Climate Change (NAPCC) and other such key initiatives
signify government’s commitment to mitigate climate risks while promoting sustainable growth. Furthermore,
the introduction of green bonds, which are dedicated to financing environmentally friendly endeavours, has
created new funding streams for climate-resilient infrastructure, renewable energy, sustainable agriculture,
and other sectors. The increasing importance of sustainable finance is also evident in the fact that Indian
financial institutions, policymakers, and investors view the shift towards sustainable practices as one with
intrinsic value in itself. They’re realizing that sustainable finance is not only a moral necessity; but an economic
strategy that will enhance their long-term financial stability and growth. Through climate risk assessments,
social impact measurements, and responsible investment strategies, such practices not only align with the
global sustainability spectrum but also ensure that the Indian economic trajectory preserves the environment
and is socially inclusive. Therefore, sustainable finance has emerged as a critical tool to reform and redefine
the economic structure of India towards becoming resilient, inclusive, and sustainable in the long run. This
paper seeks to analyse the status of sustainable finance in India through policy, finance instruments and
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market trends. It will also examine the challenges and the opportunities, including examining future trajectories
that can enable India to move towards a more resilient and inclusive economy while tackling the country’s
most pressing environmental and social challenges.

Objectives of the Study

The main goals of this study are:

• to examine the progress and the present landscape of sustainable finance frameworks in India

• to analyse the roadblocks for the development of sustainable finance in India

• to recommend future efforts to increase the effectiveness and reach of sustainable finance
domestically.

Scope of the Study

In this paper, sustainable finance from an Indian perspective and report on its contribution to long
run stable economic growth and environmental protection is examined. It includes green bonds, sustainability-
linked loans, ESG investment strategies, regulatory policies impacting sustainable finance, and so forth. It
would also be investigating the role of public and private sectors in implementing sustainable financing
practices and the socio-economic impact on different sectors of the economy through these practices.

Methodology and Data Sources

This is a qualitative study drawn on extensive analysis through secondary data in India on sustainable
finance practices. A review of literature in peer-reviewed journal articles, government documents, and
publications of the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) and international bodies is conducted. The study aims to
evaluate the evolution of sustainable finance in India by identifying current practices and assessing challenges
for proposing future directions. The data is analysed and synthesized to present a holistic vision of the
sustainable finance landscape, detailing how financial institutions and regulatory actors can facilitate ESG
integration.

Review of Literature

Kumar and Shobana (2024) emphasize on the regulatory constraints and lack of market infrastructure
limiting green finance growth. Their study emphasizes the necessity of well-designed policy frameworks
and an improved market infrastructure that can help drive adoption of sustainable finance.Fu, Lu, and Pirabi,
(2023) for instance, do an intriguing analysis of green finance and sustainable development related to climate
change. They show how ecology-based thinking can improve any financial research analysis.Singhania, Chadha
& Prasad (2023) conduct a comprehensive review of sustainable finance research with the conclusion of a
pressing need for collaboration between researchers worldwide. Their study suggests that greater international
cooperation on sustainable finance would enhance knowledge-sharing mechanisms and prevent the
development of polarisation between sectors or countries.In the Indian context, Ranjan, Ghosh and Nath
(2021) study public awareness on the financing options available for green projects. They talk about diffusion
and availability issues contributing to inadequate uptake of green finance and offer propositions to address
these obstacles. Jha, N., & Bakhshi, S. (2019) stressed the role of green finance in achieving sustainable
development in India. The authors showcase emerging trends and the roles of the public as well as private
sectors in advancing green financial initiatives.

Evolution of Sustainable Finance in India

l Initial Steps and Frameworks

With each new step, India started down the road towards sustainable finance, having been set out the
robust policy frameworks that would underpin environmental sustainability whilst also driving financial
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inclusion. Among the earliest and significant vison was the National Action Plan on Climate Change (NAPCC)
launched in 2008. The NAPCC laid out a holistic climate policy agenda including eight national missions
focusing on renewable energy, energy efficiency, sustainable agriculture, and maintaining water resources,
among other areas. This was literally the blueprint for how to mainstream sustainability into financial and
economic planning but also calling on financial institutions to support green and climate-resilient projects.

Apart from being environmentally sustainable, the other pillar of sustainability that India paid attention
to was social sustainability, and it was quite apparent from programmes like Pradhan Mantri Jan Dhan Yojana
(PMJDY) which was introduced in 2014. PMJDY was envisioned at achieving financial inclusion by providing
low-cost banking access to every household. The scheme has led to the establishment of more than 500
million bank accounts by 2023 itself, spurring equitable economic advancement, and laying the groundwork
for inclusive finance.

lClimate Finance and Green Bonds

Climate finance and green bonds have become integral to India’s approach to fighting climate change
and pursuing sustainable economic growth. Green bonds are standard fixed-income securities used to raise
capital for climate and environmental projects and have gained considerable popularity in India as a financing
instrument for renewable energy, energy efficiency and other climate-related projects. India’s focus on
sustainable development is also evident in the efforts to boost both domestic and international capital
availability for green projects. The recognition of green bonds as a crucial mechanism to finance the transition
to a low-carbon economy, while also aiding in the battle against air pollution and water scarcity, has led to
increasing issuance of green bonds within the Indian government, domestic financial institutions, and private
investors. In 2015, the first green bond was issued in India by the Yes Bank, raising $150 million and becoming
the country’s first green bond. This landmark issuance not only heralded the beginning of Indian green bond
market but also paved the way for future issuances, as it showcased the rising need of environmentally
sustainable investments in the Indian financial ecosystem. This has led to a booming Indian green bonds
market; multiple other firms and financial institutions (including the Indian Government) have since issued
green bonds to finance clean energy projects, sustainable infrastructure, and climate adaptations. In India,
the green bonds market is still in its nascent stages and benefits from some regulatory push, e.g., guidelines
on issuance of green bonds by SEBI, and increasing awareness among investors on long term financial returns
from sustainable investments. To achieve its emissions reduction goals as well as enhance access to sustainable
development, green bonds have emerged as a key component of India’s overall climate finance strategy,
viewed as a necessary complement to official development assistance and in line with Third party funding,
which will help the country realize its targets under international agreements and present an opportunity to
build a sustainable and resilient economic future.

Cumulatively (up to 2024), India’s green bond issuances had crossed $20 billion, a testament of its
robust growth as well as the interest of international investors. Green bonds will as they are an important
instrument in crowding in resources to achieve India’s ambitious target of adding 500 Giga Watt (GW) of
renewable energy generation by 2030 and as part of the larger framework of climate finance and SDGs
(sustainable development goals).

Key Regulatory Developments

India has already made remarkable progress on the regulatory front to foster sustainability in its financial
ecosystem. Two key regulatory bodies have played a pivotal role in this regard - the Securities and Exchange
Board of India (SEBI) and the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) - both with clear mandates to inculcate and
implement policy measures and regulations to pursue the adoption of sustainable finance by financial
institutions and corporates.
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l India’ s Securities and Exchange Board of India (SEBI)

SEBI, being the oversight for all securities and market in India, has also been a very important driving
force in creating a sustainable ecosystem with guidelines and initiatives to promote better transparency,
disclosures and responsible investment. They’re newly defined in 2021. SEBI launched a comprehensive
set of rules for the issuance of green bonds, outlining clear guidelines on eligibility and reporting requirements
for the issuers. These guidelines better enable that financial capital raised by the green bonds be utilized
towards real environmental ends and align with global best practices. Another significant development is
SEBI’s introduction of mandatory disclosure of Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) keywords by
listed firms to promote corporate social responsibilities and sustainability reporting. This consists of the
Business Responsibility and Sustainability Report (BRSR) framework that was made effective in FY 2023-
24 to improve disclosures about a company’s sustainability performance. SEBI’s actions have the potential
to move the financial markets towards sustainability goals and thus, make it a key player in shaping India’s
sustainable finance agenda.

lRBI’ s Perspective

Even the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) acknowledges the role of sustainable finance to ensure long-
term stability of the economy. RBI, as the central bank, has also been working on steps to incorporate climate
risk in the financial system, so that financial institutions are ready to tackle risks arising from environment
challenges which can take shape of threat to financial stability. In 2021, RBI released a discussion paper on
climate risk and sustainable finance, which provides a framework for the assessment and disclosures of climate-
related risks in the portfolios of banks and financial institutions (RBI, 2022). Previously, it was also noted
that the RBI has highlighted the role of financial institutions in funding and supporting green initiatives,
with both policy and regulatory measures aimed at incentivizing lending to renewable energy projects and
other green initiatives. The RBI’s framework for sustainable finance is not simply about regulation; it is
also aimed at encouraging the banking industry to adopt policies that promote financing of climate-positive
projects. Moreover, RBI has also started using green financing as part of its monetary policy framework,
understanding sustainable finance to enable economic productivity without compromising natural resources
(Chakrabarti, S., & Kumar, N., 2024)

lPolicy Mandates

Several government initiatives and policy mandates have strengthened the case for sustainable finance
in India. The National Action Plan on Climate Change (NAPCC) and state action plans on climate change
are available to oversee and facilitate the integration of climate action into national developmental policies.
The government has announced ambitious renewable energy targets like achieving 500 GW of non-fossil
fuel-based energy capacity by 2030, and it has actively promoted green financing through the issuance of
sovereign green bonds, and other mechanisms. India’s engagement in global climate treaties, like Paris
Agreement, is also acting as a pull factor in-formation of national policies towards carbon emission and
sustainable development. In 2022, The Ministry of Finance launched a Green Finance Policy, which would
further channelize investments into green projects and create a conducive environment for the green bond
market to expand (Ministry of Finance, 2023). The interoperability of these regulatory efforts, coming from
SEBI, RBI, and regulatory policies from the Indian government, is leading to a more complete ecosystem of
progressive investment practices. These initiatives are helping to fill the gap between financial markets and
sustainability objectives, supporting India’s transition to a greener for more resilient economy.

Sustainable Finance Practices in India

India has initiated various steps for sustainable finance considering its potential to accelerate green
and inclusive growth. Key practices include:
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lGreen Bonds

Green bonds are one of the most critical tools to finance environment-friendly developments in India.
So-called “green bonds” are issued to finance projects such as carbon footprint reduction, energy efficiency,
and renewable energy projects. India has made considerable progress in this regard, issuing its first green
bond in 2015 through Yes Bank that raised $150 million. The green bond market has since grown, with
private entities as well as the Indian government issuing green bonds to finance projects in renewable energy
infrastructure, climate-friendly transportation, and green building efforts. The Indian government, for example,
announced sovereign green bonds in 2022-23 of Rs.16,000 crore for funding green infrastructure projects.
The transition to the primary market of Indian Green Bonds is expected to fulfill the climate commitment
of India under the Paris Agreement while attracting investors both nationally and globally (India Ministry
of Finance, 2023). Green bond issuances to fund projects that have an environmental benefit are growing in
the Indian market. Gande, Santoshi (2021) note that these bonds have helped direct investments towards
renewable energy, clean transportation, and sustainable agriculture.

lESG Reporting

As investors and regulators alike turn to builders for transparency in their business practices, the
importance of ESG (environmental, social, and Governance) reporting is growing within India. In 2021, the
Securities and Exchange Board of India (SEBI) rolled out the Business Responsibility and Sustainability
Report (BRSR) framework, these companies are required to disclose their progress on Environmental, Social
and Governance (ESG) front. The Business Responsibility and Sustainability Report (BRSR) mandates
organizations to disclose their environmental impact, social responsibility, and governance practices, thereby
enhancing transparency in business operations.The top 1000 listed companies covered under the Business
Responsibility and Sustainability Report (BRSR) have to submit the ESG disclosures to the Securities and
Exchange Board of India (SEBI). This initiative is intended to improve transparency and to promote companies
to adopt sustainable practices (Rauf, Fawad et.al., 2023). ESG reporting does not only aim to enhance
sustainability, but to assist investors in making informed decisions, weighing contributions to financial
performance against the long-term environmental and social consequences. It is a significant step in the
direction of bringing the attention of India’s corporate sector to sustainable development and climate resilience
(Securities and Exchange Board of India, 2021).

lGreen Banking Initiatives

Green banking initiatives are the second pillar of sustainable finance in India. These frameworks and
initiatives seek to imbue the banking sector with an environmental dimension through greater sustainable
lending, investment, and financing practices. The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) has taken a lead in promoting
green banking through its regulatory framework and has also encouraged banks to extend loans for renewable
energy projects and eco-friendly businesses. Several Indian banks have also introduced green banking, whereby
they provide customers with green loans for solar energy systems, energy-efficient buildings, homes and
other eco-friendly projects. Further, the RBI has emphasized the need for climate risks to be embedded in
the financial system; calling on financial institutions to evaluate and disclose their exposure to climate-related
risks. Apart from that, they also intend to reduce market shortcoming threat due to environmental slowdown
(Reserve Bank of India, 2022). A few Indian banks have incorporated ESG frameworks into their credit
evaluation processes, facilitating environmentally responsible lending. For example, the guidelines set by
RBI (Reserve Bank of India) stated that banks must include climate risk in their risk measurement techniques
(Singhania, M., Chadha, G., & Prasad, R., 2023)

Progress

India’s sustainable finance journey has made significant strides:

• Policy improvements - The introduction of the National Voluntary Guidelines on Social,
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Environmental and Economic Responsibilities of Business (NVGs) has provided a framework for
businesses to adopt sustainability practices (Fu, Chengbo, Lu, Lei &Pirabi, Mansoor, 2023)

• Market Gr owth - The Indian green bond market has grown, with public and private-sector players
raising funds to invest in sustainable projects. Such growth indicates rising investor interest in green
investments (Kumar, J. Suresh & Shobana, D.,2024)

• Institutions Support - The establishment of the National Investment and Infrastructure Fund (NIIF)
has played a crucial role in mobilizing capital for sustainable infrastructure projects and has
strengthened the green finance ecosystem in India (Ranjan, Abhishek & Ghosh, Saurabh & Nath,
Siddharth, 2021)

Challenges

Yet despite the progress, there are still numerous challenges:

l Regulatory Barriers - Lack of harmonized policies and regulatory loopholes slow down the smooth
uptake of sustainable finance practices. The absence of standardized metrics and guidelines creates
a level of ambiguity, lowering investor confidence (Jha, Babita & Bakhshi, Priti, 2019)

l Limitations of Market Infrastructur e - Partly this has to do with the underdevelopment of market
infrastructure, which includes inadequate ESG data systems which are significant barriers for
investors to evaluate the sustainability performance of companies in India (Singhania, M., Chadha,
G., & Prasad, R., 2023)

l Limitations of Awareness and Capacity - Despite this potential, there is a scarcity of financial,
social, and political capital available for sustainable development as investor engagement with
specific sustainable financial products remains limited (Fu, Chengbo, Lu, Lei &Pirabi, Mansoor,
2023)

Futur e Directions

To advance sustainable finance in India, several strategic initiatives are recommended:

1. Enhancing Regulatory Framework & Prioritizing Allocation for  over-all sustainable finance.
This will also involve creating practices on standardized definitions of what constitutes green finance,
called green metrics, and putting in place processes and procedures on collective action, which can
go a long way to promoting transparency, credibility and ultimately confidence for investors. The
Securities and Exchange Board of India (SEBI) has proposed including green securitization, as well
as the rest of the sustainable finance framework in the securities market, and this is one step in the
right direction.

2. Building Better Market Infrastructur e: Data collection and assessment around ESG issues is weak
at the moment and there is no common framework for determining performance. A good start to meeting
this target includes investing in technology-oriented solutions and platforms enabling robust ESG data
reporting and evaluation. A variety of rigorous databases along with mines of analytics can help all
stakeholders examine relationships between sustainability performance and value creation.

3. Capacity Building: Sustainable finance needs to build the awareness quotient and, in some cases,
technical expertise too. Educational institutions and professional bodies need to adapt and provide
training in the required skills. Expanded participation in sustainable practices can also be encouraged
by initiatives such as the Green Credit Programme, which incentivises voluntary environmental action
across a variety of sectors.

4. Public private partnerships: Co-operation of government, financial institutions and the private sector
can help to generate innovation and financial resources for these sustainable projects. Public-private
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partnerships can better incentivize risk sharing and rewards, creating a more attractive avenue for
sustainable investments. NIIF – The National Investment and Infrastructure Fund offers a successful
model of mobilising capital for sustainable infrastructure projects through partnership

5. Tax Cuts and Loans to Reward Green Investments: Tax breaks, tax credits, subsidies, or low-interest
loans can stimulate investment in sustainable projects. These financial incentives can reduce
environmentally friendly projects’ cost of capital and increase their competitiveness. Furthermore,
creating a global carbon market with consistent pricing can incentivize investments by accurately
representing the cost of carbon emissions.

6. Promote Financial Innovation: Supporting the creation of new financial products like sustainability-
linked loans and financing through green securitized debt instruments would give additional channels
of sustainable products for other interests to invest in. SEBI has opened up for consultation its proposal
to launch sustainable securitized debt instruments, which will help in expanding the green financial
ecosystem by allowing companies to issue these instruments to raise funds for green projects.

7. Monitoring and Evaluation: By instituting systems for ongoing monitoring and evaluation of
sustainable finance projects, we hold ourselves accountable and allow for ongoing enhancement.
Requiring standardized reporting on progress and performance can assist in monitoring gains and
identifying areas for improvement. It helps build trust and transparency in stakeholders.

Conclusion

The journey of sustainable finance in India signifies a growing realization of the imperative to reconcile
economic expansion with Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) considerations. In recent years, the
journey towards sustainability through integration within the financial system in India has begun to flourish,
with the evolution of green bonds, green banking, and ESG. Sovereign green bonds have been issued just as
there have been initiatives by financial institutions such as the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) and the Securities
& Exchange Board of India (SEBI) that provided a framework to facilitate investments in sustainable projects.
SEBI’s mandate of BRSR and RBI’s recent guidelines on embedding climate risk in financial systems are
steps in the right direction which will promote more transparency, encourage corporate responsibility, and
drive capital flows in environmental and social purpose. Besides, the National Investment and Infrastructure
Fund (NIIF) and increasing demand for India’s green bond market show significant strides made by the country
in expanding its sustainable finance landscape. The last few decades have seen a paradigm shift in India
where sustainable finance is being integrated into its economic fabric. However, many challenges still lie
ahead to fully unlock the potential of sustainable finance in India. Fragmented regulations across sectors
and the lack of marketplace infrastructure for green investments are among significant barriers.

Furthermore, businesses, financial institutions, and investors need to be more aware of and educated
on the advantages of sustainable finance. In order to remedy these problem areas, India needs to prioritise
fine-tuning regulatory frameworks, that will facilitate and systemise sustainability reporting, where all market
players need to follow same, transparent benchmark. There will also be a need to create sound market
infrastructure to facilitate issuance of green bonds and sustainable financing, as well as with respect to the
comprehensive market for ESG-labelled investments, to drive interest and investment from domestic and
international investors. In addition to this, capacity building is crucial to ensuring that the financial institutions,
businesses and government policymakers are actually up to speed on the new sustainable finance frontier in
order to navigate the complexities that come along with it, in particular the need to enact positive changes
to address the climate crisis. Enhancing multi sector partnerships among the government, private sector,
international investors, and development agencies will be critical to scale up investments in green projects.
Furthermore, financial stimulus in the form of tax cuts for green initiatives, the emergence of financial
innovations such as green securitisation along with a monitoring and evaluation framework to track the
progress of sustainable finance will also ensure sustainable finance in India-reporting its long-term stability.
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If India addresses these challenges effectively and takes advantage of emerging opportunities, it can position
itself as a global leader in just transition financing and demonstrate the globally leading pathway for achieving
inclusive and sustainable development outcomes through climate-resilient, low-carbon economic growth.
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Human Rights of Undertrial Prisoners in India : An Appraisal

Sreejith.Y

This paper aims to explore the human rights of accused individuals awaiting trial in Indian
jails, focusing on the alarming situation of undertrial prisoners who often remain incarcerated
for extended periods without conviction. It examines the international human rights
frameworks that advocate the right to a speedy trial, as well as the rights enshrined in the
Indian Constitution, particularly those concerning personal liberty and due process. The
study also analyzes the systemic challenges that contribute to delays in justice. Ultimately,
the paper recommends the need for compensating those who have suffered prolonged detention
without trial.

Keywords : National judicial data grid, prison statistics India report, speedy trial, undertrial prisoners, UDHR.

Introduction

In the winter of 1964, Nelson Mandela was sent to Robben Island Prison, off the coast of Cape Town,
where he spent 18 of his 27 years behind bars after being arrested and sentenced to life imprisonment during
the Rivonia Trial for sabotage, enduring harsh conditions in a small concrete cell with only the barest of
comforts - a floor as his bed and a bucket for a toilet - from 1964 to 1982. After enduring more than 27
years of relentless imprisonment, he was finally released in 1990, emerging as a symbol of resilience and
hope (Mandela, 1994, p. 560). Remember one thing: Mandela was sentenced to prison following a trial.
Mandela spent 27 long years of imprisonment, a consequence of the apartheid regime’s harsh and unjust
convictions.

In the world’s largest democracy, India, 75.8 percent of prisoners remain behind bars awaiting trial (NCRB,
2022, p. xii) as the country’s prisons face severe overcrowding - averaging 131.4 percent capacity, with a dozen
facilities holding four times more inmates than they were built for (Trust, 2025, p. 7). These modern-day undertrial
prisoners, trapped by unfair laws and a harsh society, remind us that injustice still surrounds us. Their stories
urge us to rethink how we treat the powerless.

Content

An undertrial is an accused person who remains imprisoned without being formally charged or convicted
through a judicial trial. In civilized societies, a person accused of a serious crime is presumed innocent until
proven guilty through a fair trial, conducted in accordance with the law. This human right is enshrined in
Article 11(1) of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948), which affirms that “everyone charged
with a penal offence has the right to be presumed innocent until proven guilty according to law, in a public
trial at which he has had all the guarantees necessary for his defence” (Nations, Universal Declaration of
Human Rights, 1948, p. 24).

Among every ten prisoners in Indian jails, eight are still awaiting trial. The Prison Statistics India
Report (2022) reveals a stark reality: out of 5,73,220 prisoners in Indian jails, an overwhelming 4,34,302
(75.8 percent) are undertrial inmates (NCRB, 2022, p. xi). In contrast, only 1,33,415 (23.3 percent) prisoners
have been convicted and are serving sentences after being proven guilty through a fair trial (NCRB, 2022,
p. xi). Data from the end of 2022 indicate a total incarcerated population comprised of 133,415 convicted
individuals and 434,302 undertrial inmates. Detenues accounted for 4324 individuals. Proportional analysis
reveals that convicts constituted 23.3 percent of the total, while undertrial inmates represented a significantly
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larger proportion at 75.8 percent. Detenues comprised 0.8 percent of the total population. A residual category
of “other” prisoners accounted for the remaining 0.2 percent, that is 1179 prisoners (NCRB, 2022, p. xii).
These figures highlight the alarming disparity between convicted prisoners and those still awaiting justice.

Number of prisoners lodged in various jails has increased from 5,54,034 in 2021 to 5,73,220 in 2022
(as on 31st December of each year), having increased by 3.5 percent during the period (NCRB, 2022, p. x).
In the past decade, with prison populations rising by nearly 50 percent, but the percentage of undertrials -
those awaiting investigation or trial - has climbed from 66 percent to 76 percent (Trust, 2025, p. 7). The states
with the lowest number of undertrial prisoners are Andaman and Nicobar Islands, Arunachal Pradesh, Sikkim,
and Nagaland, reflecting a relatively minimal burden on their judicial custodial systems.

Delhi records the highest prison occupancy rate, standing at a staggering 184.5 percent (NCRB, 2022,
p. xxii). The situation in Delhi is particularly dire, where an astounding 91 percent of prisoners are undertrials
- meaning 9 out of every 10 inmates are still awaiting trial. Previous year, 2021, the Prison Statistics India
Report shows that between 2016 and 2021, the number of convicts decreased by 9.5 percent. At the same time,
the number of undertrial prisoners exploded - rising nearly 45.8 percent, reflecting a growing backlog in the
judicial system.

Who Are the Undertrial Prisoners?

Undertrials are individuals detained in custody while their cases remain under investigation or await
trial in court. They have neither been convicted nor proven guilty of any crime, yet their detention persists
as part of ongoing legal proceedings. Despite the foundational principle of “innocent until proven guilty.”
Undertrials frequently endure prolonged incarceration due to systemic delays in the judicial process, lack
of adequate legal representation, or their inability to afford bail. Under the Nelson Mandela Rules, rule 111
(1), defines, “Persons arrested or imprisoned by reason of a criminal charge against them, who are detained
either in police custody or in prison custody (jail) but have not yet been tried and sentenced, will be referred
to as “untried prisoners”hereinafter in these rules” (UNODC, 2015, p. 32).

An undertrial prisoner, as defined by the Model Prison Manual 2016, is an individual who has been
placed in judicial custody pending investigation or trial by a competent authority (Affairs, 2016, p. 21). In
the Bharatiya Nagarik Suraksha Sanhita, 2023, the term “undertrial prisoner” is not explicitly defined.
However, Section 479 addresses the maximum period for which an undertrial prisoner can be detained. This
section outlines the conditions under which an individual, who has not been convicted and is awaiting trial,
may be released on bail or bond, depending on factors such as the duration of detention and the nature of
the offense (2023, p. 144). Shortly, undertrials can be broadly categorized based on the seriousness of their
offenses and their physical conditions, including first-time offenders, individuals charged with serious crimes,
minor offenders, female offenders, terminally ill individuals, and those with mental health issues.

The States with Highest Number of Undertrial Prisoners in India

(Based on Prison Statistics India Report, 2022-December -31).
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Another crucial aspect to consider is the significant issue of severe overcrowding in Indian jails. As
of 2020, the occupancy rate in prisons stood at 118 percent, signifying that the number of inmates surpassed
the official capacity. The occupancy rate is calculated as the number of inmates staying in jails compared to
the authorized capacity for 100 inmates. When the occupancy rate exceeds 100, it indicates overcrowding
in the jail, meaning that there are more inmates than the authorized capacity can accommodate (NCRB,
2022).

This rate further worsened to 130.2 percent in 2021, reflecting a significant increase in the number of
inmates - from 425,609 in 2020 to 554,034 in 2021. Again, in 2022, the actual prison capacity was only
436,266, while the number of inmates reached 573,220 - highlighting severe overcrowding in the prison
system (NCRB, 2022). These figures underscore the pressing need for systemic reforms to address jail
overcrowding and its associated challenges.

Uttarakhand recorded the highest jail occupancy rate among Indian states at a staggering 184 percent,
while Nagaland had the lowest at 31.5 percent. Alarmingly, 21 out of the 28 states in India reported occupancy
rates exceeding 100 percent, highlighting the widespread issue of overcrowding. (NCRB, 2022, p. xxii)
Overcrowding exacerbates problems, such as insufficient space, poor hygiene conditions, and heightened
instances of violence among inmates. Compounding these challenges is a severe shortage of prison staff.As
of December 31, 2022, the sanctioned strength of jail staff in India was 91,181, while the actual number
employed was 63,578, revealing a substantial gap due to unfilled vacancies. This shortage of staff not only
impacts the level of care and attention given to inmates but also emphasizes the immediate necessity for
comprehensive structural reforms within the Indian prison system (NCRB, 2022, p. xx).

State Wise Occupancy Rate in India

Based on Prison Statistics India Report, 2022-December -31

Undertrial Prisoners and Human Rights

Undertrial prisoners - those who have been accused of a crime but not yet convicted - possess
fundamental human rights that must be protected in accordance with national laws and international human
rights standards. These rights include the presumption of innocence until proven guilty (UDHR - Article
11), the right to a fair and public trial (UDHR- Article 10), and protection from torture or inhuman treatment
(UDHR- Article 5) (Nations, Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 1948, pp. 22,12). Overcrowded prisons,
prolonged detention without trial, and denial of bail often violate their basic dignity and freedom. International
instruments like the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) and principles laid down
by the United Nations Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners (Nelson Mandela Rules)
(UNODC, 2015) emphasize humane treatment and access to justice for undertrials. Ensuring these rights is
crucial for upholding the rule of law and preventing miscarriages of justice.
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In the year 1979, the principle of the right to a speedy trial was introduced in India through the landmark
Public Interest Litigation (PIL) case of Hussainara Khatoon v. State of Bihar. The Supreme Court underscored
the significance of speedy legal proceedings as a fundamental element of the right to life and liberty enshrined
in Article 21 of the Constitution. It unequivocally stated that it is the constitutional duty of the state to establish
effective mechanisms to ensure timely dispensation of justice. The Supreme Court’s pronouncement in this
inaugural PIL case explicitly articulated that “speedy trial is an essential ingredient of right to life and liberty
under Article 21 of the constitution and it is the constitutional duty of the state to set up procedure to ensure
speedy trial” (Hussainara Khatoon and others v. Home Secretary, State of Bihar, 1979 ). This case highlighted
the inhumane prison conditions and undertrial prisoners’ plight.Over 40,000 undertrial prisoners were released
as a result of this PIL case, triggered by a news report, highlighting the Supreme Court’s emphasis on the
fundamental right to a speedy trial often denied to prisoners.

In the case of State of U.P. v. Naresh and Ors. [(2001) 4 SCC 324], the Supreme Court reaffirmed
that “every accused is presumed to be innocent unless his guilt is proved.”In India, the principle of presumption
of innocence, though subject to statutory exceptions, is a fundamental human right and forms the foundation
and cornerstone of criminal jurisprudence (State of U.P. v. Naresh and Ors, 2001). The idea of a speedy
trial covers every phase of criminal proceedings, from investigation and inquiry to trial, appeal, revision,
and retrial (Abdul Rehman Antulay Etc. Etc. v/s R.S Nayak and ANR. Etc. Etc., 1991). The denial of a
speedy trial violates Article 21 of the Indian Constitution, which guarantees the right to life and personal
liberty, as a fair, just, and reasonable legal process inherently including timely justice.

Nevertheless, although the right to a fair and speedy trial is constitutionally guaranteed, it does not
necessitate that the judiciary establish a strict deadline for the conclusion of trials.The complexities of each
case, the availability of evidence, and procedural safeguards for both the prosecution and the defence make
it impractical for courts to predetermine a specific timeframe. Nonetheless, the judiciary must strive to balance
efficiency with thoroughness, ensuring that unnecessary delays are eliminated while preserving the integrity
of the trial process (Abdul Rehman Antulay Etc. Etc. v/s R.S Nayak and ANR. Etc. Etc., 1991).

Prolonged pretrial detention leads not only to physical confinement but also to significant mental and
emotional anguish for the accused, often leaving irreversible scars on their personal and professional life.
Such delays serve to undermine the impartiality of the judicial process and diminish public trust in the legal
system. In essence, the right to a speedy trial not only protects the accused but also upholds the sanctity of
justice as a whole. By addressing procedural inefficiencies and ensuring timely resolution of cases, the legal
system can better serve the interests of individuals and society, fulfilling the constitutional promise of fairness
and equality under the law.

Under trial Prisoners : The Social Milieu

Among undertrial prisoners in India, 90,951 belong to Scheduled Castes, 40,221 to Scheduled Tribes,
and 83,968 are Muslims - groups that are predominantly poor and illiterate, with 25.6 percent of the total
prison population being illiterate (NCRB, 2022, p. 37). Among undertrial prisoners in India, 215471 are
between the ages of 18 and 30. (NCRB, 2022, p. 40)It reflects a concerning trend where a large portion of
the youth is entangled in the criminal justice system before being proven guilty. Many of these individuals
may spend years in prison awaiting trial, often due to delays in the legal process or lack of legal aid.
Additionally, activists, writers, journalists, academics, and individuals charged with sedition are often
incarcerated for years without a timely trial or conviction, raising serious concerns about the fairness,
impartiality, and overall integrity of the criminal justice system in India.

Undertrial prisoners in India frequently endure overcrowding, poor healthcare, unsanitary surroundings,
and restricted access to legal counsel, raising serious concerns about their social circumstances. These
individuals, who are waiting for their trials and have not been convicted, often spend years in jail due to the
slow legal system. Many of them come from marginalized groups such as the poor, tribal communities, and
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lower castes, and often lack the financial means to secure bail or effective legal aid. As a result, they are
stuck in difficult and unfair conditions.

The detrimental consequences of these delays extend beyond the accused, affecting every participant
in the judicial process, especially placing a heavy burden on their families.The emotional toll is equally
severe, with families of undertrials facing financial strain and social alienation, as many of these prisoners
are the primary bread winners in their households. In their absence, families struggle to meet basic needs
and face stigma from their communities. They are forced to endure prolonged emotional pain, further worsened
by the frustration of long drawn-out legal battles. Without timely justice, they are unable to find closure or
move forward in life. The credibility of the legal system suffers, and the prolonged incarceration of undertrials
contributes to overcrowded prisons, straining the already limited resources.

The Causes of Delay

Why does a person suspected of committing a crime has to stay in jail for so long in India? Why are
these individuals serving as prisoners instead of being treated as suspects? The answers to these questions
show two things. First, the socio-economic conditions of undertrial prisoners stop them from getting bail.
Second, problems in the judicial system are increasing the number of undertrial prisoners in India. Looking
at the socio-economic conditions, we can identify two issues. One is the lack of quality legal aid and the
other is the inability to afford bail.

Lack of quality legal aid: Many undertrial prisoners cannot afford legal representation and have to
rely on state-provided free legal services, which often lack quality. Legal aid lawyers are frequently criticized
for irregular court appearances and poor communication with clients, largely due to inadequate remuneration,
which affects their commitment and efficiency.

Inability to afford bail: The financial disparity in India makes cash bail or providing surety an
impossible task for many accused individuals. For the poor, remaining in jail often seems more feasible
than securing bail. The bail system under the Criminal Procedure Code (Cr.P.C.), even with amendments,
fails to serve those who genuinely need it.

When looking at the problems in the judicial system, which is the second major reason, we can
understand several facts. These include the shortage of judges and the rise in pending cases.

Shortage of judges: India’s judge-to-population ratio stands at a dismal 21 judges per million people,
far below the recommended 50. While the introduction of fast-track courts has helped reduce case backlogs,
these courts are often criticized for prioritizing speedy disposal over adherence to proper legal procedures.

In comparison, the United States has one judge for every 13,000 citizens, while India is facing a serious
shortage of judges, with only one judge for every 73,000 citizens, contributing to overwhelming case backlogs,
delayed judgments and increasing number of undertrial prisoners.While the 120th report of the Law
Commission of India had recommended 50 judges per million people, India’s current Judge to Population
Ratio stands at just 21 judges per million (India L. C., 1987, p. 3). To match this ratio, India would need
21,000 judges. For comparison, the United States has 107 judges, and England has 50 judges per million
people. Additionally, India’s High Courts are facing 333 judge vacancies as of July 1, 2023, despite having
a sanctioned strength of 1,114 judges. (Department of Justice, 2023). The delay in filling these vacancies is
causing a backlog of cases and harming the justice system.

Rise in pending cases: In India, many individuals accused of crimes spend years in jail without being
convicted due to the slow pace of the judicial system. Instead of being treated as suspects, they remain
incarcerated as undertrial prisoners. The primary cause of the delay in the Indian judiciary is the massive
backlog of cases, with 68,310 cases pending in the Supreme Court alone as of May 1, 2023 (Supreme Court
of India statistics, 2023). Across the country, over 4.58 crore cases are awaiting resolution, including 62,97,534
in high courts as of April 27, 2025 (National Judicial Data Grid, 2025). Alarmingly, more than five lakh



- 6 -

cases have been pending for over 20 years. This overwhelming caseload significantly hinders the delivery
of timely justice, leaving many undertrial prisoners languishing in jail for extended periods.

A 2018 strategy paper from Niti Aayog reveals a staggering reality: it takes an average of 324 years
to clear the backlog of old cases, while new cases continue to pile up (Aayog, 2018). Adding to this alarming
picture, there are 2,15,471 undertrial prisoners in Indian jails between the ages of 18 and 30, comprising
more than 45 percent of the total undertrial population (NCRB, 2022). As we witness the loss of these precious
years of youth, one must ask: what can we do to offer them a better future?

Do the Recent Changes Inspire Optimism?

On November 5, 2024, the Supreme Court released the report titled, “Prisons in India - mapping prison
manuals and measures for reformation and decongestion” (India S. C., 2024). It says: “In India, to assess
community readiness, a pilot run of electronic monitoring may be done firstly on low and moderate risk
undertrial prisoners having good conduct, who may be released on prison leaves like parole or furlough.”
As enshrined in the MPA 2023, electronic bracelets can be used during prison leaves, allowing undertrial
prisoners or convicts demonstrating good conduct and potential for reform to be consensually released on
parole or furlough, with the condition of wearing a tracker device to minimize the risk of escape. If proven
effective in managing offenders, this technology could eventually be expanded to include a broader group
of prisoners (Centre for Research and Planning, 2024). In May 2023, the Ministry of Home Affairs shared
the Model Prisons and Correctional Services Act, 2023 with all States and Union Territories for adoption,
marking the first instance of introducing electronic tracking devices for prisoners (Singh, 2024). Granting
parole to undertrial prisoners, with the use of a wearable, fully monitored tracker device represents a significant
reform in Indian prisons.

The state of Kerala has initiated a process to grant bail to undertrial prisoners who have served one-
third of the maximum sentence they could receive, a provision that applies exclusively to first-time
offenders.The prison department has initiated this process under Section 479 of the BharatiyaNagarik Suraksha
Sanhita, 2023 (BNSS), allowing individuals incarcerated for a single case to be eligible for bail after serving
one-third of the maximum sentence under the relevant sections.The details of these prisoners will be made
available on the e-prison portal in due course (Reporter, 2024). All of these changes are undoubtedly welcome
and offer promising prospects for reform.

A prime example of successful prison reforms in India can be seen in the state of Kerala. Over the
past few years, Kerala’s prison system has undergone substantial changes, with a strong focus on rehabilitation
and reintegration. The state has implemented education and skill development programmes for prisoners,
along with providing mental health support and legal aid. Additionally, efforts to reduce overcrowding have
been made by speeding up the judicial process. These reforms have significantly improved the conditions
of Kerala’s prisons and helped lower recidivism rates (Santhosh, 2019).

Solutions

1. Establishment of an Independent Body to oversee Legal Aid. Ensuring equal access to justice,
particularly for marginalized communities, requires an independent body to reform and oversee the legal
aid system. The framework established by the Legal Services Authorities Act of 1987, laid the foundation
for providing free legal aid through institutions like the National Legal Services Authority (NALSA) and
State Legal Services Authorities (SLSA). The system continues to face issues like inadequate funding, poor
oversight, and substandard legal representation, which hinder its effectiveness.

2. Reforms in bail-related law. The current bail system in India has been widely criticized for its
bias, particularly against economically disadvantaged groups. Reforms are essential to make the system more
just, accessible, and effective. A key recommendation is to restructure bail amounts to be more affordable
and inclusive. This could be done by implementing a ‘slab system’ for bail, similar to income tax laws,
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where the bail amount is determined by the accused’s income level. This reform would ease the burden on
the poor, who are often incarcerated simply because they cannot afford to pay bail.

3. Improving the judge-population ratio. The current judge-population ratio of 18 per million falls
well below the ideal 50, leading to case backlogs and delayed justice. Increasing this ratio, alongside improving
legal aid and court infrastructure, is crucial to speeding up trials, reducing undertrial incarceration, and
restoring public trust in the judiciary.This reform, along with increase the number of high-speed courts, would
enhance justice delivery and restore public trust in the judiciary, fulfilling the constitutional promise of justice
for all.

4. Provide relief to those who have spent more than seven years in prison awaiting trial. Providing
relief to individuals who have spent more than seven years in prison awaiting trial is a critical step toward
ensuring justice and human rights. Many of these individuals, often undertrials, face prolonged incarceration
due to delays in the judicial process, despite not being convicted. Implementing measures such as expedited
trials, periodic reviews of undertrial cases, and offering bail where appropriate could help alleviate this issue.

5. Fix time limits for disposal of cases. Establishing fixed time limits for the disposal of cases is
essential to ensure timely justice and reduce the backlog in the judicial system. Setting a deadline to complete
civil cases within one year and criminal cases within two years would streamline court processes, minimize
unnecessary delays, and provide a clear framework for judges and lawyers to follow. Such time-bound targets
would encourage efficiency, hold the system accountable, and prevent individuals from being subjected to
prolonged litigation.

6. The prolonged detention of undertrial prisoners. It is a major concern, often violating principles
of justice by keeping individuals in jail for years without conviction. Reducing this waiting time is crucial
to upholding the rights of the accused and ensuring timely justice. Additionally, adopting alternatives like
community service for minor, non-violent offenses can ease prison overcrowding and promote a more
rehabilitative, humane criminal justice system (Aayog, 2018).

Conclusion

As the British Prime Minister William E. Gladstone famously said, “Justice delayed is justice denied”
(Parliament, 1868). Those seeking justice often suffer not only loss of time but also their wealth and social
status. To rebuild our nation and strengthen the democracy, we must first restore the rights of those imprisoned
or accused.By implementing necessary reforms, it is possible to create a judicial system that delivers timely
justice, respects human rights, and upholds dignity. It is the duty of responsible citizens, to search for better
prison conditions and strive to bring about comprehensive reforms to ensure fair treatment and the opportunity
for rehabilitation of undertrial prisoners.
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