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Inclusion of the rural poor

Experts agree that bringing financial serv-
ices to the rural masses is generally de-
sirable. Significant value can be generat-

ed (both for individuals and for the nation)
through providing services to the disadvantaged
— for instance, the World Bank’s Christine
Qiang estimates that national GDP grows by
0.8% for every 10 percentage-point increase in
mobile telephony in emerging economies. Sim-
ilarly financial services, such as micro-finance,
can have a multiplicative effect on the unbanked.

The definition of ‘financial inclusion’ con-
cerns the provision of financial services at an
affordable cost. Both State-mandated interven-
tions and market-driven efforts by the banks
have been tried. However, this left many strata
of society under-served: a 2004 survey showed
that there were 59 deposit accounts for every
100 adults. This also masks regional differences
— from 17 in Manipur to 187 in Goa.

Most policymakers like some sort of dole —
pensions, subsidies, and so on with the latest
example being the NREGS scheme which guar-
antees 100 days-worth of wages to poor labour-
ers. But these schemes are riddled with leak-
age. Subsidies are not sustainable in the long
term, being most appropriate for short-term
emergencies; they do not deal with underlying
problems. Besides, the public sector has a rep-
utation for callousness.

This is why it is all the more amazing that
an innovative public sector initiative has had
the effect of reaching many of the previously
excluded in a short time. A conversation with
the India Post Board member who dreamt up
the programme, Dr Uday Balakrishnan, re-
vealed two intriguing facts — one, the ability of
the public sector to re-invent itself, and two, the
willingness of poor cohorts to marshal their
small savings and engage themselves in finan-
cial markets. It makes for a fine case study.

India Post is an underutilised player for fi-
nancial inclusion, because it has reach and cred-

ibility. Given the 500,000 employees stationed
in 155,000 outlets around the country, it is well
placed as a distribution channel; it is the main
payment conduit for 50 million NREGS partic-
ipants. There is also trust in the institution, so
that people are willing to incorporate it into
their financial planning. As many as 200 million
people hold Post Office Savings Bank  accounts.

It appears that India Post has been offering
rural life insurance since 1995, but never em-

phasised it as a major line of business. When it
began to focus on it recently, the results have
been impressive: they empowered employees to
think creatively and to innovate. A changed
management effort that also streamlined
processes has enabled them to meet stiff targets.
It is heartening that even staid government en-
tities, with proper motivation, can be nimble.

Within a few months, 12 million rural people
have taken policies, with a majority of them opt-
ing for micro-insurance — for instance, life in-
surance policies that insure for up to Rs10,000,

at a very affordable premium of one rupee a day.
Larger policies are available for the price of a
pack of beedis (Rs6) a day. The Post Office has
become the largest player in this segment, cov-
ering more than twice as many people as all
the other insurance companies put together,
adding a million-plus new insurants a month.

Why have people opted to buy this level of in-
surance? Interviews suggest that the best rea-
son is that the poor are aware of the opportu-
nities that exist for their children, if only they
could afford a decent education — in other
words, there is an aspiration out there that the
next generation must do better, and people are
willing to sacrifice today’s consumption for
children’s education tomorrow.

What is remarkable is that people are volun-
tarily spending their own tiny savings to buy this
social security mechanism. Most of us think the
great Indian public looks to the mai-baap gov-
ernment for everything, and that therefore doles,
loan forgiveness, etc are inevitable. It turns out
the masses are willing to invest their small sav-
ings for the guarantee that a death in the fami-
ly does not stunt their children’s future.

Once they hold this basic, fungible (if not liq-
uid) financial asset (a life insurance policy),
they use it as collateral to get loans from banks;
that is, they are included in the system, and
they become credit-worthy. In fact, the next
thing they want is crop insurance, and so on
— they are acting as rational economic players.

Furthermore, as a result of the law of unin-
tended consequences, they are players in the
broader financial market. Part of the premium
(a prudent percentage, but still 1000s of crores)
is invested in the market and, over time, this
should bring them better returns than those
from the government-securities market.

The late CK Prahalad would be proud of
them. The three hundred million at his ‘Bottom
of the Pyramid’ are at last clawing their way
out of poverty.

Rural Postal Life Insurance reaches out to millions at the bottom

The Post Office is now the largest
player in the rural insurance
segment, covering twice as
many people as other insurance
companies put together

second serve

Civil society has become a fashionable
non-word. It  refers to people who think
that they are concerned about the socie-

ty around them but they do not want to take
part in the political process or the power games
that are connected with it. Generally, they con-
sider themselves to be civilised, too cultured,
too genteel to dirty their hands in the muddy
political waters. But that does not prevent them
from expressing their anger and anguish at the
state of affairs, the villainy of politicians, the
plight of the poor people, especially the poor
and the marginalised.

You could be faulted for imagining that these
are the lefties. It was indeed the case in the In-
dia of 1960s and 1970s. But now the picture has
grown a little more diverse and complicated.
Most of those who identify themselves with civ-
il society are not lefties in the old sense of the
term. As a matter of fact, they are opposed to
the Marxists. They are really Gandhians in
jeans and kurtas — nothing wrong with that,
really — who make their arguments against the
market capitalism as it exists now. They 
demonise it as neo-liberalism.

They support the tribes without ever ques-
tioning the very concept of tribals. They feel
that the way of life of the tribal groups should
be defended. They are not bothered whether the
tribes want to preserve their traditional ways
of life which have become vestigial in the evo-
lutionary sense and who are seeking ways of

how to get out of the warped mode of life even
as the rest of the world races ahead.

These do-gooders perhaps can be described
as salon socialists. They also show traces of
faint anarchism because they resent the state
and its representatives. But they have no clear
ideas as to how to manage things if the state
were to be dissolved and forest people left to
fend for themselves. They argue that the forest
people are a harmonious lot and they have lived
for centuries without fighting each other. Of
course, this is not based on exact evidence. It is
some form of a romantic reconstruction of
anthropological history.

But it would be unfair to ignore a section of
the reactionaries, the predictable right-wingers
who are as devoted to traditional ways of life
as their ideological rivals. These people are also
fond of tribal folk and want to defend their way
of life and protect them from Maoists for ex-
ample. There are two groups of right-wingers
who are keen to protect the tribal people. They

are mostly missionary Hindus and missionary
Christians. Though they compete with each
other for minds, hearts and souls of the tribes,
they are united in their opposition against god-
less Maoists. Not very much unlike the anar-
cho-socialists, these spiritual fascists have no
hesitation in killing off atheistic Maoists or
others who come in the way.

It is interesting that they do not have much
of a say in the real world and it is a good thing
because they would unleash greater chaos
than the ruthless state and the violent Maoists
ever could. They have no understanding of the
real world. They are indeed characters from
Alice in Wonderland, existing in a surreal
world of their own. But they do engage in in-
tense verbal wars in television news studios.
It is indeed tiring to listen to their empty dia-
tribes. They are without a sense of humour.
They are much too earnest and take their own
opinions rather religiously.

It would be unfair to blame the television
channels for staging these pseudo-gladiatorial
battles. It is the comic element, no doubt. But
more than that they expose their hazy ideas
couched in utterly dull language. They are not
even entertaining. These toy-like groups are
undermining the idea of a civil society more
effectively than the detractors ever could. The
dirty real world seems a better alternative be-
cause you can change it. But you cannot change
the natty porcelain creatures.

Natty, inane civil society dialogues

Prime minister Manmohan Singh had said at his press
conference on May 24 in New Delhi that his govern-
ment’s performance was reasonably satisfactory but

there is scope for improvement. Perhaps the same could be
said of India’s GDP growth of 7.4 per cent in 2009-10 compared

to 6.7 per cent in 2008-09 which was
announced on Monday. This could be
seen as a creditable performance
even as global markets are struggling
to get out of the financial crisis that
created recession in September, 2008.
As a matter of fact, the present fig-
ure would be seen as good news by
the world markets. It is already ac-
knowledged that it is China, India,

and other emerging markets like Brazil that are powering the
world economy out of doldrums.

There is need to take a critical look at the domestic econo-
my. There have been enough dampening factors like the less-
than-normal monsoon in 2009, the rise in food prices and the
uptrend in inflation which seemed like a pot-holed path to slow
down economic progress. Govern-
ment can derive much satisfaction
from the annual GDP figure but there
is no scope for a self-congratulatory
pat on the back. The food prices could
have been better managed with a lit-
tle foresight. It is true that the gov-
ernment’s stimulus package and the
Reserve Bank of India’s slightly lib-
eral monetary policy to counter re-
cessionary trends have certainly
played their role in pushing up infla-
tion but this is not fully reflected in
a better economic performance.

The temptation to compare the en-
couraging domestic growth figure with the general sluggish-
ness in the developed markets, and more especially with the
euro zone crisis triggered by the Greek debt default, may not
be such a good idea. The global markets will take a while to
emerge out of the dumps. India’s growth, though critically
dependent on the world economy, will have to tap its own in-
ner resources to maintain its growth momentum. The expec-
tation in the rest of the world is that the positive growth fig-
ures from India and China will help the global economy to keep
its head above waters as it were. The modest performance of
India may be good for the world but it is not good enough for
the country. India will have to hit a double digit growth figure
in order to overcome its inbuilt economic problems, inherent
poverty levels and other negative social indices.

The enormous strides that India has made in the past 15
years has led to a larger proportion of Indians being bet-
ter informed and aware of their rights. Increasingly, we

are on the way to becoming a consumerist society where the
consumer is no longer willing to be taken for a ride. Slowly but

surely, we are losing that mai-baap
mentality which kept us in feudal and
colonial servitude for so long.

Union health minister Ghulam
Nabi Azad’s announcement to this
newspaper that he is considering a law
to regulate the medical industry will,
therefore, be welcome to millions. Out-
side the government-run institutions
and in spite of the high quality of med-

ical services available, many private hospitals and clinics very
easily take advantage of patients and their families. If regu-
lated, this propensity to cheat may well be kept in check. For in-
stance, most of the skirting of the law when it comes to gender
testing for embryos takes place at private clinics not averse to
making a fast buck by  turning a blind eye to the law.

It is no one’s case that practising medicine is easy or that
hospitals do not have a right to make
money. But health and medicine also
represent one of the highest princi-
ples of human civilisation and there-
fore must adhere to a stringent code.
Needless pathological tests, arbi-
trary charges for such tests, harass-
ing patients who fall short of funds
come under the territory of sharp
practices. The recent embarrass-
ments suffered by the Medical Coun-
cil of India on corruption charges
against its chief only emphasise the
need for a clean up in medicine.

Of course, the other side of the
coin for a consumerist society is the dictum, caveat emptor or
let the buyer beware. But people must be able to make a fair
choice between treatments and medicines and they should have
access to full information and disclosure. That is the burden
that the service provider has to bear in a consumerist society.

The information age and growing literacy levels have made
us all more aware and the medical community has to keep up
with the times. India has so far been relatively free of the sort
of medical malpractice litigations which keep the medical
community on its toes in other parts of the world. But those
days are not far away. The medical community, instead of re-
sisting the ministry’s efforts, should in fact cooperate to en-
sure that quacks, cheats and sharp practitioners are weeded
out and punished when caught. The Hippocratic Oath should
at least extend to that.

Docs, beware

The GDP story
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Frayed nerves
Prakash Jha-directed Hindi film, Rajneeti seemed to

have touched a raw nerve at least among some peo-
ple in the Congress party and outside. There have been
two public interest litigations (PILs) in the Bombay high
court which have been thrown out. The Rajneeti team
must be happy with the attention because that could
mean good news at the box office. There has been a film
on England’s Queen Elizabeth II played by Helen Mir-
ren who won an Oscar for best actress for her perform-
ance. Will someone win acting laurels for Rajneeti? Un-
likely, going by the frayed nerves in some quarters.

Indian President Pratibha Devis-
ingh Patil kicked off a five-day
state visit to China from May 26.

The trip, the first in 10 years by an In-
dian head of state, has come at a time
when both countries are accelerat-
ing domestic economic development
and responding to shared regional
and international challenges. It has
also come amid skirmishes over some
thorny issues plaguing bilateral ties
although the general outlook is still
rosy. It is hoped that the two sides will
seize this opportunity to hold in-depth
talks on issues of major concern. That
should help cement bilateral ties.

This year marks the 60th anniver-
sary of the establishment of diplo-
matic ties between the two. While bi-
lateral trade has shown strong mo-
mentum so far this year with Indian
exports notably increasing, some dis-
sonances have marred the bonhomie.

The Indian media’s apprehen-
sions over the border issue and the
sensationalisation of an opinion poll
that showed Chinese citizens’ scarce
knowledge of India have resulted in
some friction. Lack of trust and mu-
tual understanding could be the rea-
son behind such irritants. Past is-
sues have led some in India to con-
clude that China is a competitor or
even a threat.

For bilateral ties to touch new
heights, China and India should
move beyond past acrimony, deepen
political trust and increase people-to-
people exchanges.

Increased mutual trust and under-
standing will help the two countries
view each other as trustworthy part-
ners and look at contentious issues
through the prism of a much-larger
Sino-Indian friendship. The two
Asian titans together will contribute
more to regional and world peace.

Seize the
opportunity

Sumaa Tekur

There was once a traveller who
came across a wise man sitting
outside a village. The traveller

was looking for a suitable place to set-
tle  down and had been wandering in
search of the most ideal place. Upon
seeing the wise man, the traveller
said to him: “I’m looking for a good
place to settle down. You look like a
wise man. Can you tell me what kind
of people live in this village?”

The wise man thought for a while
and asked the traveller: “What kind
of people lived in the village you
come from?” The traveller replied:
“Oh, they were really mean and cru-
el. That’s the reason I want to settle
down some place else.” The wise man
sighed: “That’s too bad. Because the
same kind of people live in this vil-
lage too.” The traveller left.

After some time, another traveller
passed that way and stopped to ask
the wise man the same question. He
wanted to know, among other things
about the village, what kind of people
lived there. The wise man asked this
traveller what he had asked the ear-
lier one. “What kind of people live in
your village?”

The second traveller replied: “The
people in my village are kind and
courteous. They are good people.”
The wise man smiled and said:
“Then in this village, too, you will
find the same kind of people. Don’t
worry son, I think you will enjoy
your time in this village if you de-
cide to settle down here.” The trav-
eller thanked the wise man and pro-
ceeded on his journey.

The wise man’s companion, who
had witnessed both incidents, was
confused. He asked the wise man for
the logic behind his two different
replies to the two travellers. The wise
man’s reply was short and to the
point. “Most people often find what
they look for, don’t they?” he smiled.

Seek and you shall find, simply. If
you look for a fun-filled exciting
journey in life, you will surely find it.
Seek out good people, healthy rela-
tionships, positivity, and you shall
surely find it.
Email: t_sumaa@dnaindia.net 

Seek and ye
shall find
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If we only have great companies, we will
merely have a prosperous society, not a great

one. Economic growth and power are the
means, not the definition, of a great nation.

Jim Collins 

sutra

nanoedit

quote of the day
P Chidambaram, Union home minister 

The needle of suspicion points to the 
CPI-Maoist or its front organisation. The

identity of the culprits can be established only
after the investigation is over.”

Rajeev Srinivasan

The writer is 
a management consultant

—Picture for representational purposes only  (Sherwin Crasto.DNA)
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Politicians’ wealth
As per reports, Mayawati’s assets have grown
from Rs52 crores in 2007 to Rs87Cr in 2010
(‘Maya has a treasure trove of gold, jewels,
but no car’, DNA, May 27). P Chidambaram
was a tough finance minister but he failed to
make politicians accountable and file their
correct income tax returns. Most politicians
have amassed wealth worth crores of rupees
— after joining politics or holding impor-
tant portfolios and admitting it by declaring
their amassed wealth at the time of filing of
their nomination papers. But their tax re-
turns are never scrutinised as how their
wealth has increased so much over a short
term. A rule must be made that declaration
of wealth, at the time of filing nomination pa-
pers for elections, must be certified by the I-
T department. After all these politicians are
playing with public money and are account-
able to people at large.
—M Kumar, via email

Two-pronged plan
Your editorial ‘No Excuse Please’, (DNA, May
31) rightly calls for decisive action by the state.

It is unfortunate that our railway minister, Ma-
mata Banerjee, is blaming political opponents
for this ghastly tragedy. The Maoist movement
has crossed all limits and it is up to the state
to retaliate to maintain law and order. The gov-
ernment should act with force to quell any vi-
olence against innocent citizens and it should
prepare an economic package for the Maoist-
infested tribal areas to create conducive con-
ditions for growth and sense of belonging.
Such a dual strategy will force Maoists out of
the reckoning.
—Ashok Goswami, Mumbai

II
Apropos the edit ‘No excuses, please’, the
most pathetic outcome of this tragedy is the
blame game played by the CPM and railway
minister Mamata Banerjee and the latter
denying that Maoists were responsible for
the derailment of the train. Home minister
P Chidambaram should now deploy the army
without any hesitation against the enemy
in Dantewada and Midnapore where the
Maoists operate.
—Achyut Railkar, Mumbai

i n b o x

Where are they?
The stoic silence of the self-proclaimed
champions of human rights on the bru-
tal killings of innocent civilians in the
train derailment near Jhargram in West
Bengal is highly detestable. It is surpris-
ing that the consciousness of the zealous
champions of the Naxals don’t get feel
anything when so many innocent lives
have been extinguished due to the ghast-
ly actions of Naxals.
—KRP Gupta, via email

positive thinking

outsidein

For the children
International
Children's Day is cel-
ebrated on June 1 to
honour children and
minors. The World
Conference for the
Well-being of
Children in Geneva
proclaimed June 1 to
be International Children's Day in 1925.
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