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ABSTRACT 

The economic reforms initiated by India in 1991 following a macro 

economic crisis have evoked considerable debate and controversy, 

especially regarding its social implications. However, the main 

questions these reform measures all over the world raise are that 

whether the results of these are reaching to the people (micro level). 

Here an attempt is made to study the rural poverty in Kerala in the 

post-reform period. There is an increasing criticism that this reform 

process has left out agriculture and certain other marginalized 

sections from its purview. This might have definitely prevented the 

trickling down of the benefits of reform process into these sections. It 

would therefore be proper to undertake an assessment of the poverty 

scenario in Kerala in the post reform period especially in the rural 

areas. This study examines the trend in rural poverty in Kerala during 

the period 1961 to 2005 and analyses the structure, characteristics and 

problems of rural poverty with special reference to agriculture, 

fisheries and tribal sector and studies the effects of economic reforms 

on rural poverty among the marginalized sections. It is highly useful 

to professionals and researchers those who are working on 

development economics and poverty related studies. 

Keywords: Rural Poverty, Economic Reforms, Marginalized, 

Stabilization, Structural Adjustment, Poverty Alleviation, 

Globalization, Privatization, Social exclusion. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Poverty is one of the most important issues confronting the economic 

and social policies even after seventy years of independence. Though 

attempts have been made to classify the poor, analyze the causes of 

poverty and devise anti–poverty programmes, eradication of poverty, 

has not been successful. Of late, there has been a considerable debate 

in India on the impact of reforms on poverty.  A majority of the 

scholars are of the view that the reforms have increased poverty 

significantly.  But the factors which influence poverty are so 

interwoven that it is difficult to separate out the effects and conclude 

that what percent of increase/decrease is due to policies related to 

reforms.   

Though India launched economic reforms in the early 1990s, reform 

measures at the states were slow in forthcoming and it cannot be said 

that even today all the states are at the same wave length in 

implementing new economic policies.  In general, reforms at the state 

level gained momentum during the second half of the 1990s which 

continued in the early years of the current decade. However, giving 

credence to the view that the economy is only a sub-set of society and 

that economic reforms would have to encompass political, social and 

economic spheres to become meaningful and successful. 

The agriculturists, fishermen and the tribal communities have been 

identified as the poorest and the marginalized groups in Kerala. These 

communities are considered to be outliers to the Kerala model of 

development. Abject poverty is likely to be found among these 

groups. In this study equal representation is given to the three groups 

mentioned above. The aim of the study is to capture the functioning 

of the poor.  However, since they are homogeneous groups, their 

conditions might be chiefly determined by their specificities. The 

focus of the present study was on a heterogeneous crowd, consisting 

of different occupations, religions and castes. Moreover the sample 

represents agricultural laborers, tribal and fishermen. Nevertheless, 

they are bound by the common factor of being poor according to the 

official criteria. The study is done using a structured interview 
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schedule; the observation method is also resorted to. A multi-stage 

sampling method is adopted to identify and select the sample. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Poverty 

Poverty has been a concern in the societies since the beginning of 

recorded history.  The countries of the third world exhibit invariably 

the existence of mass poverty although pockets of poverty exist even 

in the developed countries of Europe and America. Poverty can be 

defined as a social phenomenon in which a section of the society is 

unable to fulfill even its basic necessities of life.  Poverty is the denial 

of opportunity to lead a long, healthy, creative life and to enjoy a 

decent standard of living, freedom, dignity, self – respect and the 

respect for others. (United Nations Development Program, 1997). In 

an inclusive sense, poverty can be defined as consisting of a number 

of elements:  lack of access to, or availability of income – earning 

opportunities, basic health and education, food security, lack of 

adequate shelter, water or sanitation, lack of land or employment 

opportunities and gender discrimination. The list is sometimes 

further enlarged to include: lack of participation in civil society, social 

exclusion, alienation, political instability and conflict.  The inclusive 

definition however, robs the concept of its specificity.  In fact the more 

inclusive the definition is, the less specific it becomes.  Poverty 

reduction and its eventual elimination has been one of the major goals 

of development policy in India since independence.  This was to be 

brought about by attaining higher economic growth, raising 

livelihood opportunities of the poor through endowment of land and 

non-land assets, generating employment opportunities and through 

large – scale food for work programs. There have been several 

initiatives to tackle the problem of poverty since the early 1950s.  The 

first was the launch of the Community Development Program in 1952, 

which aimed at integrated development at the local level through co-

operation of people.  While some program achieved partial success, 

others have had only a marginal impact. We can see two distinct 

periods with regard to the trends in poverty.  The first, spanning the 
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years from the beginning of planning to the mid – 1970s did not see 

any significant decline in poverty ratios.  But there was a substantial 

reduction in poverty during the second phase, spanning the closing 

quarter of the twentieth century. Persons living below the poverty line 

declined from a half to roughly one – quarter of the country’s 

population during the second phase. Economists have attributed this 

to the acceleration in the growth rate of the economy to 5.6 percent 

from 3.5 percent per annum during the first period. 

Economic Reforms  

The economic reforms initiated by India in 1991 following a macro 

economic crisis have evoked considerable debate and controversy, 

especially regarding its social implications. During that year, India 

was in the midst of an unprecedented economic and political crisis of 

its history. The access to international credit was completely denied, 

inflation increased to nearly 17 percent, economy was stagnant, 

foreign exchange reserves declined to US $ 1 billion.  The primary 

causes of this crisis includes: excessive public spending, subsidies and 

a large inefficient public sector during the decade of eighties resulting 

in large fiscal deficit year after year, which were financed by internal 

as well as external borrowing and de-cumulation of foreign exchange 

reserves. A new minority government with a noted economist as 

Finance Minister took over power at center.  New Government faced 

with the twin task of putting economy in growth path and improving 

credibility of the country among Non- Resident Indians and foreign 

investors. This requires bold steps to correct fiscal imbalances.  These 

measures were taken partially willingly and partially unwillingly. 

Will these reforms consisting of stabilization and structural 

adjustment program (SAP) benefit the poor and other marginalized 

groups by reducing poverty, improving food, entitlements and access 

to other basic needs, or will it accentuate poverty and inequality? 

These questions assume importance especially, in the context of a 

widespread belief that while the benefits of such reforms have largely 

accrued to the rich and other better – off sections; the costs have most 

often been borne by the poor. The experience of countries which 
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embarked on such reforms reveals diverse experiences in this regard.  

The experience of several African countries that vender took such 

reforms found that these reforms failed to stimulate the growth of the 

agricultural sector as envisaged, resulting in the stagnation  of African 

agriculture, and a deterioration in the terms of trade for African 

agriculture (Greeley, 1993). 

India lags behind many other poor countries in general educational 

standards and achievement and also in health and health 

improvement. There are sectors where Government has an important 

beneficial role to play. They have been relatively neglected in India, 

most especially primary education and health care, while government 

has focused attention on regulating activities that were better left 

alone. More expenditure is needed, but not only that, existing 

priorities are wrong. For instance, higher education is heavily 

subsidized, benefiting the well-off, while the quality of state primary 

education is lamentable. However the major reforms we have 

applauded or advocated may have seriously differing effects on 

different social and economic classes. These, especially the effects on 

the poor cannot be ignored. Indeed the objective of any reform must 

be to benefit society and this rarely precludes reforms which harm 

many poor people belonging to that society. Economic reforms are 

part of a broad strategy assigning distinctive roles to the government, 

markets and people’s organizations in promoting growth and 

eradicating poverty.  In this scheme, economic reforms are expected 

to play a major role in stepping up growth with the government and 

people’s organizations looking after the poor. If economic reforms 

bring about steady and sustained growth in the economy, the poor 

could benefit in two ways. First, growth will trickle down to the poor 

due to the expansion of the agricultural sector.  Second and more 

important, sustained growth create an environment which is on the 

whole congenial for empowerment of the poor. Government and 

voluntary organizations find it possible to substantially expand the 

resources earmarked for the poor. The dependence of the poor on the 

groups dominating them becomes less precarious owing to expansion 

of employment opportunities and improvement in institutional 
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services like credit, marketing etc. If economic reforms fail to achieve 

stable and sustained growth, it is difficult to see any beneficial 

influences for the poor emerging from the reforms. However, the pace 

of poverty reduction slowed down during the post reform period 

despite GDP growth remaining relatively higher. This was mainly 

because of the deceleration in the growth rates of agriculture and 

rural employment over the past decade and the consequent increase 

in rural poverty. Of the 260 million people below the poverty line in 

1999 -2000, 193 million were in the rural areas as against 67 million in 

the urban.  Thus, it is seen that despite over half a century of battle 

against poverty, the problem not only remains formidable, but has 

now acquired new dimensions as well. Evidently, there is a need to 

adopt new and innovative approaches to tackle the problem of hard 

core poverty particularly among the weaker sections of society. 

Poverty Status  

Based on the findings of the National Sample Surveys (NSS), Planning 

Commission estimates and show casing the work of some of the 

foremost scholars in development economics reveals that poverty in 

India is not merely an economic phenomenon but also a social one, it 

is disproportionately high among scheduled castes (SCs) and 

scheduled tribes (STs). 

Over 80 percent of the poor in the country now belong to socially 

disadvantaged groups such as SCs, STs and other backward castes.  

Indices of human development, such as levels of literacy, gender 

disparities, provision of basic needs such as drinking water and health 

– care show, in general poor performance among the socially 

disadvantaged groups.  They constitute the poorest category not 

merely in economic terms but in all aspects of human development. 

They are deprived of access to quality education and health care; they 

are resource poor and their traditional sources of livelihood are 

dwindling. This not only impedes their engagement with mainstream 

development, it also keeps their entitlements and capabilities low.  
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The composition of the poor has been changing and rural poverty is 

now increasingly concentrated in the agricultural labour and artisan 

households while urban poverty is found more in the casual labour 

households.  The share of agricultural labour households, which 

accounted for 41 percent of rural poor in 1993-94, rose to 47 percent in 

1999-2000. Casual labour households accounted for 32 percent of 

urban population living in poverty in 1999-2000, increasing from 25 

percent in 1993-94. 

Poverty Profile of Kerala  

The poverty figures of the sample survey conducted by the NSSO in 

its 55th round amount to only 9.38 percent in rural and 20.27 percent 

in urban area.  The 1997 BPL census conducted by the Rural 

Development Department show that it is 36.58 percent in rural areas 

and 27.8 percent in urban areas.  Interestingly the Community Based 

Organization of Poor created by the Kudumbashree has a 

membership of 32, 10,440 families.  Absolute poverty, which has been 

the focus of attention in India, is closely linked to “simple 

unemployment”. From the proposition that “simple unemployment” 

in the state is seriously underestimated, it would follow that the 

magnitude of absolute poverty too is underestimated. According to 

the Planning Commission’s estimate, the rural poverty ratio in Kerala 

went down from 25.73 percent in 1993-94 to a mere 9.4 percent in 

1999-2000.  But while rural poverty is officially defined in terms of a 

calorie norm of 2400 per person per day, these poverty percentages 

do not actually refer to the population falling below this norm on the 

two dates. They refer to the population below a “poverty line”. This 

“line” corresponded to the level of expenditure at which a person got 

2400 calories per day in the base year, and is updated for every 

subsequent year by using the Consumer Price Index for Agricultural 

Labourers.  There would be no problem with the use of this “poverty 

line” if it was the case that those on this line on any date were actually 

accessing at least 2400 calories per person per day. But the amounts 

of calories accessed in Kerala at the “poverty lines” corresponding to 

the two dates mentioned above were only 1526 and 1440 respectively. 
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In a State wide Survey conducted in 2004, the Kerala Sastra Sahithya 

Parishad (KSSP) has come out with some startling revelations about 

how Kerala actually lives and thinks (Kerala Padhanom, 2006). The 

Report gives, among other things, a profile and status of housing, 

income and expenditure, employment and livelihood, poverty and 

inequality, social mobility, education, health, women and culture and 

raises interesting issues like “development for whom”. The major 

findings of the KSSP Study on poverty are the following. KSSP Study 

compares the NSS data relating to 2002 with its data for 2004.  After 

adjusting for changes in the price level index, the study finds that the 

average per capita income in rural and urban areas stood at Rs. 1059 

and Rs. 1397 respectively for 2004.  This is in contrast to the NSS 

estimates of Rs. 881 and Rs. 1267 respectively for rural and urban 

areas. 

Rural poverty measured by the Head Count Ratio (HCR) in the KSSP 

study was 22.9 percent and it was more than double that of 9.4 percent 

given in the NSS data. The NSS 50th Round (1993-94) had put rural 

poverty (HCR) at 25.8 percent.  But KSSP does not find any significant 

developments in Kerala during the period 1993-94 to 2002 that might 

have led to this substantial reduction in rural poverty (HCR) from 25.8 

percent to 9.4 percent. From 61st round of the National Sample Survey 

(NSS) conducted in 2004-05 estimate that all India poverty in 2004-05 

was 28.7 percent in rural areas, 25.9 percent in urban areas and 27.9 

percent over all. But in Kerala it was 13.2 percent in rural areas and 

20.6 percent in urban areas during 2004-05.  While during 1993-94 the 

all India, rural poverty was 37.2 percent and 32.6 percent of urban 

poverty while that of Kerala was 25.4 percent in rural and 24.3 percent 

in urban poverty. The 61st round data confirms that the somewhat 

faster post “reforms” of 1991 GDP growth has not been accompanied 

by more rapid poverty reduction.  It has, in fact, been accompanied 

by an increase in inequality.   

Although poverty did reduce between 1993-94 and 2004-05 the pace 

of poverty reduction was lower than in the previous two decades. 

Taking the rural and urban together, the pace of poverty reduction 
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fell from 1.1 percent point per annum during 1973-88 to only 0.6 

percent point per annum during 1987-2005 and 0.7 percent point per 

annum during 1993-2005.  The 61st round should therefore set at rest 

all claims that economic reforms have led to faster poverty reduction. 

As far as inequality measured GINI ratios is concerned, this has 

worsened between 1993-94 and 2004-05 in rural areas of all states 

except Bihar, Jharkhand, Karnataka, Madhya Pradesh and Rajasthan. 

In urban areas inequality increased between 1993-94 and 2004-05 in 

all states as well as the all India level. The rather strange upshot from 

the various available NSS data sets used together with official price 

deflators shows that while the period from 1989-90 to 1998 saw 

insignificant rural poverty reduction despite fairly high growth in 

measured agricultural GDP, the  period  after 1999-2000 is associated 

with significant rural poverty reduction despite stagnant agricultural 

growth.  In conjunction with the fact that the 61st round results 

reported show that the annual rate of urban poverty reduction nearly 

halved in the period 1993-05 as compared to 1983-94, although GDP 

growth accelerated, there is a general indication of disassociation 

between GDP growth and poverty reduction in the post reform 

period.  Poverty Gap Ratio (PGR) is an important indicator of 

intensity of poverty. The gap between the level of consumption at 

Above the Poverty Line and the level of consumption at Below the 

Poverty Line is the PGR. A comparison of data PGR for Kerala 

suggests that it is neither better nor worse than that of India.  

Special Features of Poverty in Kerala 

In Kerala either in villages or in towns, people live in scattered 

habitats. The population is spread out over the geographical area and 

not in cluster. The poor families also live in scattered hamlets. This 

habitation pattern often costs much for providing infrastructure 

facilities such as housing, water supply and sanitation etc.  The 

pattern of the habitat has also influenced the life style of the 

individuals and families. 

Though poverty rate more or less equates with the all India rate, the 

structure of poverty is entirely different from that of the country. With 
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the progressive reform initiatives of the State Government from time 

to time, the literacy levels are very high in the state and consequently 

the poor families also are conscious about the value of education.  In 

Kerala 100 percent of children at the age of 5 are enrolled in school 

and the dropout rate is as low as 1.5 percent. The compulsory 

schooling has rather become a culture of the state.  This has resulted 

in educated unemployment.  

As far as the poor are concerned, they do not possess any income 

generating assets especially agricultural land or any other form of 

assets. The tiny homestead most of them acquired by virtue of the 

land reforms has been further fragmented even the decades. The 

assetlessness keeps them in poverty for generations.  

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 

India has been pursuing a vibrant programme of economic reforms 

since 1991.  There is an increasing criticism that this reform process 

has left out agriculture and certain other marginalized sections from 

its purview. This might have definitely prevented the trickling down 

of the benefits of reform process into these sections. 

However, the main questions these reform measures all over the 

world raise are that whether results of these are reaching to the people 

(micro level). Here an attempt is made to study the rural poverty in 

Kerala in the post-reform period. Economic reforms affect poverty 

through employment, income and prices. In a developing country like 

India, with low level of income and high incidence of poverty, 

poverty has an impact on all aspect of development especially social 

as well as economic. Among the states of India, Kerala’s performance 

in the spheres of social and economic development has been 

substantially better than the others. Kerala’s accomplishments show 

that the wellbeing of the people can be improved if the social, political 

and cultural conditions transformed, even at low levels of income 

when there is appropriate public action. It is evident that the 

achievements in the field of quality of life in the state do not imply the 

absence of poverty in Kerala. Kerala is still a relatively backward state 
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with over a one third of the people are below the poverty line.   This 

study tries to analyze the changes brought out by the economic 

reforms in the poverty in Kerala with focus on three marginalized 

sections, namely agriculture, fisheries and tribals.  

Relevance of the Problem 

The favorable effects of economic reforms on reduction in poverty can 

be reasonably taken for granted once the economy shifts to a higher 

growth path. The possible adverse impact relates to the period of 

transition before the economy shifts to a sustainable higher growth 

path.  During the transition period, a number of factors can impact 

negatively on the poverty situation.  Reduction of the fiscal deficit 

may lead to a contraction of economic activity, thereby adversely 

affecting employment and hence poverty. The fiscal adjustment may 

lead to fall in public expenditure earmarked for poverty alleviation 

and the social sectors of health and education.  It is well known that 

Kerala is one of the few Indian states that have experienced very sharp 

reduction in the poverty ratio in recent years. Though reasonably 

balanced development has taken place in all parts of the State, there 

are still pockets of poverty in the marginalized groups where poverty 

is concentrated incomes are low and housing and services are also 

poor. The reform process has completed almost 17 years and this 

cannot be considered as too short a period to assess the effects of 

economic reforms. It would therefore be proper to undertake an 

assessment of the poverty scenario in Kerala in the post reform period 

especially in the rural areas. 

Objectives 

1. To examine (Analyze) the trends in rural poverty in Kerala 

during the period 1961 to 2005. 

2. To analyze the structure, characteristics and problems of 

rural poverty with special reference to agriculture, fisheries 

and tribal sector in Kerala. 

3. To study the effects of economic reforms on rural poverty 

among the marginalized sections. 
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4. To make some effective suggestions to solve the problems of 

rural poverty in the context of globalization.   

Hypothesis 

1. In the post-reform period, the economic condition of the rural 

poor in Kerala has deteriorated.   

METHODOLOGY OF THE STUDY 

Sample Design 

Using the area sampling method, the district is identified as 

Thiruvananthapuram from which three panchayats (Venganur, 

Vithura, & Anchuthengu) are chosen. Three wards each are identified 

using cluster sampling. Data are collected from the identified cluster 

households. Households where there is at least an active labourer / 

fisherman is selected from the identified clusters for the study. To 

identity the poor and to know the extent of poverty among them and 

to study the effects of economic reforms on rural poverty in Kerala, 

we have selected 450 samples. While selecting the sample, equal 

representation was given to the three panchayats selected and they 

represent the low land fishermen in Anchuthengu, midland 

agricultural labourers in Venganur and high land tribals in Vithura.  

Sample households to be studied in details were selected by the 

following procedure. We have visited the panchayat offices and 

collected the list of BPL households in these panchayats. Later, on the 

basis of the details obtained from the panchayat offices we have 

identified the wards where more poor households belong to. From 

these wards, the households to be included in the sample were 

selected. We have visited the houses and verified the ration cards of 

these households to ascertain their income status before including 

them in the sample. Moreover we had discussions with the ward 

members and knowledgeable persons in the locality regarding the 

status of living of the households selected. These people also 

approved the households selected as poor.  
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DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS 

Primary data was collected by using a structured interview schedule. 

Before collecting the primary level details by using the interview 

schedule, the feasibility of using the schedule was pre-tested. A pilot 

study was conducted in the three panchayats under study. Interview 

schedule was employed among 10 households in each panchayat.  

This study enabled us to know that respondents can easily 

understand the questions asked by us and they can give their 

responses. After ascertaining the reliability of the interview schedule, 

primary data was collected during April 2007 to August 2007.  Along 

with the data so collected, discussions were made with the 

respondents and panchayat officials.   

Since this study mainly intends to examine the effects of economic 

reforms on the living standards of the poor households in the rural 

areas. Data were collected relating to the asset holding, income, 

expenditure, employment, savings, liabilities, insurance, leisure time 

activities and public exposure of the respondents before and after the 

introduction of economic reforms.  In several cases, the present young 

head of the households were unable to provide us sufficient 

information related to various aspects prior to the economic reforms.  

In such cases, the information provided by senior members in the 

families was also taken into account. 

The data collected is properly classified, tabulated and analyzed. The 

results of the study are summarized below. 

RESULTS OF THE OBJECTIVES TESTED 

The first objective of the study has been to analyze the trends in rural 

poverty in Kerala during the period 1961 – 2005 using secondary data.  

This study found that rural poverty in Kerala in terms of head count 

ratio was less than that of India in 1983. The same trend continued in 

1987 -88 also. In the post reform also (1993-94, 2004-05), rural poverty 

in Kerala was found to be lower than that of India. An interesting 
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observation is that rural poverty has declined both in Kerala and India 

during the period of analysis. 

The second objective of this study has been to analyze the structure, 

characteristics and problems of poverty of fisheries, tribals and 

agricultural laborers in Kerala. The study examined the socio – 

economic conditions of the people in the selected sample villages.  The 

panchayats were selected on the basis of equal representation to the 

three groups of communities that inhabit them Geographical 

convenience was the other consideration.  The three panchayats had 

several limitations as far as educational facilities are concerned, 

especially at the higher levels.  Though the sex ratio was in favor of 

males in the selected panchayats, the extent of discrepancy was quite 

small.  

Drinking water problem and sanitation facility need to be given 

greater importance.  Housing condition was also deplorable in some 

areas especially due to congestion.  Proper waste disposal facilities 

have to be arranged too.  In short, the living conditions of this section 

of the population have to be improved.  Comparatively there is not 

much difference in the proportion of households which own houses 

among the three panchayats.  But in terms of facilities like sanitation, 

drinking water and source of energy for lighting, Venganur fares 

better and it has also the least congested housing conditions among 

the sample areas Vithura comes next in terms of facilities. 

The study examined the educational level prevalent among the 

marginalized group of agricultural labourers, fisher folk and tribals 

on the basis of samples drawn from selected areas. The education 

level of the respondents in the sample villages showed that illiteracy 

was the highest in Vithura and Anchuthengu. At higher levels of 

education, ie beyond the S.S.L.C. level, Venganur fared better than the 

other two panchayats. The proportion of people who possess higher 

levels of education is small in all the three areas. The chi square value 

shows significant association between the level of education and the 

region. Illiterates were the highest among the 35 to 55 years age group.  

In the 35 – 70 years age group, the majority had only below SSLC 
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qualification, showing thereby that the majority dropped out after 

completing their primary education or before completing their upper 

primary level of education. 

Dropout rate was an important indicator of the inefficiency of the 

education system. Higher the dropout, higher was the wastage 

incurred. Dropouts may have a geographical dimension too. Tribal 

areas and other places where marginalized groups reside, have, in 

general, high rates of dropouts. The major reason for dropout is 

financial difficulties, lack of interest on the part of students, failure in 

grade examinations. Besides, household work also influenced their 

dropout to some extent. Dropouts were the highest in Vithura 

followed by Anchuthengu and Venganur. The conditions in 

Venganur are better than in the other two regions in terms of the share 

of students continuing schooling or students who stopped studies 

only after attaining SSLC or other higher degrees. 

The standard of living was looked into in terms of the occupation and 

the consumption pattern of the households concerned. Household 

amenities were also taken into account. Agriculture remains the major 

occupation of people in the Venganur and Vithura panchayats 

whereas fishing is the major occupation in Anchuthengu. More than 

70 percent of the total sample is engaged in agricultural activities in 

Venganur and Vithura. In Anchuthengu, 93 percent depends on the 

fishing sector.  

In Venganur 30 percent of the sample households chose agriculture 

as their livelihood because of interest and their share in Vithura is 17 

percent. No chance for getting another job stands second in Venganur 

and Vithura respectively for selecing agriculture. More than one third 

of the respondents in Venganur and Vithura selected this occupation 

due to economic motive and financial difficulties.  Traditional job 

prompted the majority in Anchuthengu area to go for fishing and 

allied occupations. 

In Vithura and Anchuthengu, the majority of the respondents work 

for seven to nine months a year whereas in Venganur, the majority 
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works beyond nine months a year. The chi square value shows that 

the association between duration of work in a year and region was 

not at all significant Regional differences have no influence on the 

duration of work. A large proportion of the working population 

turned workers while they had been in the high school. This may be 

one of the reasons for their discontinuation of education after school 

education. They started working at a young age as most of them had 

little interest in studies. The marginalized sector in mainly 

characterized by highly fluctuating income.  Income is also seasonal 

and in certain seasons they are in deplorable conditions. 

Anchuthengu and Venganur comparatively fare better in terms of 

average weekly income during the best season and the difference is 

not very large between the two areas. Vithura lags behind the other 

two regions in terms of the mean weekly household income in the best 

and average seasons. The association between annual income and the 

influence of the region has been looked into using the chi – square 

test.  It shows that the associational influence between annual income 

and region was significant. Of the total samples, 47 percent of the 

respondents owned less than 5 cents of land. In Anchuthengu, it is the 

highest with 98 percent. More than 50 percent of the sample 

households owned 25 -100 cents of land in Venganur and Vithura. 

It has been observed that nearly 90 percent of the households under 

study do not possess any income yielding livestock before the 

introduction of economic reforms and now it has declined to 66 

percent. In the coastline panchayat, none of the households possess 

livestock.  Households who own livestock has revealed that they 

found it very difficult to meet the cost of raring the animals. 

Moreover, they get very small income from this source. Prior to the 

economic reforms, nearly three-fourth of the households does not 

own consumer durables.  But after the introduction of reforms it has 

been reduced to nearly one third of the sample under study. 

Sixty percent of the households had no savings before the 

introduction of economic reforms.  The remaining households have 

very low savings. But reforms have enhanced the ability of the poor 
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to save.  Now nearly 70 percent of the respondents have savings. Chi 

square test conducted to check the association showed that there 

exists significant association between savings and region both in the 

pre and post reform period. Prior to the economic reforms, majority 

of the households had savings with co-operatives, followed by money 

lenders. Importance of commercial banks as a source of private 

savings has increased during the post – reform period while the 

importance of co-operatives has declined. More than 27 percent of the 

respondents had no liability during the pre-reform period.  But in the 

post reform period, only 4 persons out of 450 households have no 

liability. Chi square test was used to identify the association between 

liability and region and the result shows that there exists significant 

association between these two variables in the pre and post reform 

periods. 

In all the three areas before liberalization, borrowers depended 

mainly on money lenders for their borrowings. The situation in the 

post reform period has changed a lot. More people are making use of 

the banking facilities.  Construction was the purpose for which the 

majority of loans were taken, followed by marriage and business 

purposes during the pre – reform period.  In the post – reform period, 

majority of the loans are taken for business and construction 

purposes. Consumption level of a household to some extent 

determines the level of living and poverty situation.  The 

consumption pattern of the fishermen households showed poor 

standards and little variety.  Financing of consumption heavily 

depended upon borrowing from moneylenders during off seasons. 

The average expense on food items was the lowest in tribal panchayat 

followed by Venganur. In Anchuthengu, most of the families are joint 

families. So naturally, their consumption expenditure will be higher 

than the other two regions. In the pre – reform period also, Vithura 

spent less amount for consumption expenditure. Chi – Square test 

was used to identify the association between monthly expenditure on 

food items and the study regions. The Chi – square value showed that 

there exists significant association between the two variables in the 

pre and post reform periods. 
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In the case of expenditure on non-food items also, Vithura is the 

lowest followed by Venganur and Anchuthengu. The average 

monthly expenditure on beverages is very high in Anchuthengu. 

Moreover, per capita expenditure on fuel and light are high because 

of the high degree of electrified houses and the use of more electrical 

gadgets including motorized fishing crafts in this area. Chi – Square 

test was used to check the significance of the relation between 

monthly expenditure on non-food items and region and the value 

shows that there exists significant relationship between the two 

variables. Owing to the crowded living conditions, poor sanitation 

and poor drinking, water facilities, these marginalized groups are 

vulnerable to various illnesses.  Majority prefer allopathic treatment 

because of speedy recovery from the illness. During the pre – reform 

period, majority of the respondents depended on own wells and 

neighbors’ well as the source of water in Venganur and Anchuthengu 

whereas in Vithura majority used public pond.  But in the post – 

reform period, majority of the respondents in Anchuthengu 

depended on public tap for drinking water. After liberalization in all 

the three villages under study, the geographical coverage of water 

supply system has improved and hence households need not have to 

travel long distance to collect water.  Quality of water has also 

improved.  

The study found that majority of households in the three sample 

panchayats, newspapers were seldom subscribed to. In the pre – 

reform period, three fourth of the households under study had never 

read newspaper. Low literacy levels, lack of time to spend and 

financial constraints were the major reasons.  In the post reform 

period also there is not much improvement in Anchuthengu. In 

Venganur and Vithura, the proportion of people regularly reading 

newspaper has improved slightly. Before 1991, most of the sample 

households under study did not listen to radio.  At present also the 

situation has not improved very much in coastal panchayat.  During 

the pre – reform period, majority of the sample population never 

watched TV. But now the situation has changed. More people are 

regularly watching T.V in Anchuthengu and Venganur. 
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The third objective of the study has been to analyze the effects of 

economic reforms on rural poverty in Kerala with the empirical 

evidence from primary data. The study evaluated the effects of 

economic reforms on the rural poor in terms of the relevant economic 

indicators such as income, savings, assets, liabilities and employment 

opportunities. A detailed analysis of primary data collected from 

three marginalized sections revealed that income level has decreased 

for nearly half of the respondents in the post – reform period. Among 

the three areas of primary survey, Anchuthengu was the worst 

affected area with a decline in income for 93 percent of the 

respondents.  It has been observed that expenditure has declined for 

77 percent of the respondents in the post-reform period.  Just as in the 

case of income, Anchuthengu has reported the highest percentage of 

decline in expenditure. Regarding savings, the study found that more 

than half of the respondents reported a decline in the savings level.  

Anchuthengu is the worst affected area among the three selected 

regions. 

An examination of the liabilities revealed that more than half of the 

respondents have experienced an increase in their liabilities after the 

reforms. Another interesting observation in that more than one third 

of the respondents, have experienced a decline in their asset holding 

in the post-reform period. More than half of the respondents reported 

a deterioration in their employment opportunities after the reforms. 

This study found that Anchuthengu is the worst affected area in term 

of all the relevant economic indicators used to measure the changes 

in poverty in the post-reform period. 

DISCUSSION 

The study tried to test the hypothesis that the economic condition of 

the rural poor in Kerala has deteriorated in the post reform period. 

The study found that there has been a deterioration in the economic 

condition of rural poor in sample areas of Kerala in terms of the 

relevant economic indicators like income, consumption, and 

expenditure, saving, liabilities, assets and employment opportunities 

in the post-reform period.  So the null hypothesis is accepted. Thus 
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economic reforms have badly affected the rural poor in Kerala and it 

is clearly evident from the deterioration in their economic status in 

the post reform period. Though there has been a decline in rural 

poverty at the macro level in Kerala in the post-reform period as 

evidenced from the secondary data, there has been a substantial 

deterioration in the economic condition of the marginalized rural 

poor such as fisher folk, agricultural laborers and tribals (as evidenced 

from primary data) in the post-reform period. 

SUGGESTIONS 

Adequate and immediate financial assistance from the agricultural 

authorities are required for the agricultural labourers.  Employment 

and income generating activities must be started for the agricultural 

labourers because agriculture is only a seasonal job. Financial support 

must be provided to the weaker sections of labourers in the 

agricultural sector, tribals and fishermen.  

Another important suggestion is that awareness about poverty 

alleviation programmes must be created among the marginalized 

people.  Government support is required to raise the standard of 

living of the agricultural labourers, tribals and fishermen.  Besides, 

suitable steps must be taken to obtain educational funds for all the 

marginalized sections because education is an effective mechanism to 

bring out significant improvements in the standard of living of 

marginalized sections in any society.  Above all, proper allocation of 

funds to the marginalized sections under various heads is the need of 

the hour. The Indian state has undoubtedly failed in its 

responsibilities towards its citizens over the last 60 odd years.  There 

is a need for the state to move out of many areas and the process has 

been started with economic liberalization.  

The process of decentralization should devolve lot more powers, both 

functional and financial, to panchayats. The lack of transparency and 

accountability has hampered our economic development at all levels. 

The problem of poverty persists because of a number of leakages in 

the system.  New laws have to be evolved to ensure more 
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accountability.  Bodies like the Planning Commission should be 

modified into new constitutional bodies that can hold governments 

accountable for their failure to implement development programmes. 

A strong system of incentives and disincentives also needs to be 

introduced. The encouragement of nongovernmental organizations 

and private sector individuals in tackling poverty is imperative, as the 

state cannot do everything. 

CONCLUSION 

The following are the major results which emerged from the empirical 

evidence of this study:  

The study found that economic reforms have badly affected the 

income status of the poor households.  This problem is severe in 

Anchuthengu (coastal panchayat) than in other villages. It is reported 

that economic reforms have enhanced the cost of living (expenditure) 

of the households under study.  This has aggravated the poverty 

among them and this issue is also more serious in the coast line 

panchayat. The bad effects on income status and expenditure had its 

reflections in the savings.  For more than half of the households under 

study savings have been badly affected whereas only 9 percent of the 

respondents have reported that they have positive effects on savings.  

Compared to other regions coast line panchayat is more badly 

affected in this regard also. Those who have reported negative effects 

on savings have reported that their liabilities have been increased. 

Assets owned by one-third of the respondents have increased after 

the reforms.  But asset holdings remain the same for one-third of the 

sample and it has decreased for the remaining one-third of the 

sample.  

Compared to the other two villages under study, Anchuthengu is 

badly affected in this regard also. It is reported by more than 57 

percent of the respondents that the employment opportunities have 

decreased after the economic reforms.  This indicates that economic 

reforms have failed to create employment opportunities to the 

unskilled workers and agricultural labourers. Housing facilities of the 
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respondents have become better after the reforms. This is due to the 

introduction of new housing programmes under decentralized 

planning and accessibility of house loans at low rates of interest. More 

than 60 percent of the respondents have stated that their health care 

expenses have increased after the reforms.  It is mainly due to the 

gradual withdrawal of State from this sector and mushroom growth 

of private hospitals. More than 60 percent of the respondents stated 

that accessibility as well as quality of drinking water has improved 

after the economic reforms.  Contrary to the perceptions with regard 

to several aspects, in Anchuthengu, 98 percent of the respondents 

have ‘good’ opinion regarding the accessibility of drinking water.  

Compared to other villages under study water shortage is felt in 

Venganur, the midland panchayat. Considerable improvements are 

not witnessed in the public exposure of the respondents.  Increasing 

cost of living and income inequalities are the reasons for it.  

Privatization has resulted in an increase in the cost of living.  This has 

also affected their public exposure. It is important to note that more 

than sixty percent of the respondents have opined that economic 

reforms, have badly affected their standard of living.  For 20 percent 

there is no change in their standard of living whereas the remaining 

20 percent of the respondents have remarked that their standard of 

living has improved due to the reforms. 
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